OVERTHROWING HEAVEN-ARC
Mark L. Van Name

Advance Reader Copy
Unproofed

Thisisawork of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book arefictiona, and any
resemblanceto real people or incidentsis purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2009 by Mark L. Van Name
All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form.
A Baen Books Origind

Baen Publishing Enterprises
P.O. Box 1403

Riverdae, NY 10471
www.baen.com

ISBN 10: 1-4391-3267-4
ISBN-13: 978-1-4391-3267-8

Cover art by Stephen Hickman

Firg printing, June 2009

Digributed by Smon & Schuster

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Library of Congress Cataoging-in-Publication Data
t/k

Pages by Joy Freeman (www.pagesbyjoy.com)
Printed in the United States of America

ToAllyn Voge

For quiet strength and unwavering faith

Baen Books by Mark L. Van Name

One Jump Ahead
Santed Jack
Overthrowing Heaven

Transhuman ed. with T.K.F. Weisskopf



Chapter 1

| should never have come down from the trees. The treehouse | had rented perched in the canopy
of ahundred-meter-tall, ancient, dark blue wood monster with a ten-meter-wide base and a scent so rich
with lifethat resting in its branches was like nestling in the womb of creetion. Every other humanin the
grovewas aGreen Risng activigt, so | had nothing to fear from them. They focused what little negative
energy they possessed on theloggerstrying to clear thislast remaining rain forest on Arctul sothe
buildersin VVonsoir, the congtantly growing capital city whose edges| could see from my house's upper
limbs, could cater to the wood fetish of its swelling suburban population. My presence helped dlay their
fears, because Lobo, my Predator-Class Assault Vehicle—and aso the closest thing | haveto a
friend—constantly hovered in the clouds above me. No team could sneak up on us without Lobo
spotting them well before they could do any damage to me or my airy haven.

| was asrelaxed as 1'd been in ages. Thelast job I'd taken had |eft me needing to relocate quickly,
50 | followed afour-jump-gate route out of Expansion Codlition space in search of somewhere serene, a
place| could relax—aplace, that is, where no one knew me. | should have headed to one of the Central
Codlition edge planets, but | couldn't quite abandon the notion of finding away back to Pinkelponker, my
home world and the only quarantined planet among al those that humanity has settled. Vonsoir provided
asolid compromise: Far enough from EC space to be safe, so closeto the fringes of CC territory that no
one serious about reaching Pinkel ponker would begin their attempt fromit, and yet till only afew jumps
away from my unreachable home.

So of course | had to blow it.

Y ou can't own aPCAV and haveit guard you from above without attracting attention. Even the
hardcore nature lovers can employ perimeter and airspace sensors, and at about twenty-five meterslong
by roughly eight meterswide, Lobo makes an easy target—at least aslong as| refuseto let him deploy
decoys or destroy the sensors. 1'd told them | provided courier services, which wastrue asfar asit went;
that was definitely one of the things I've donein the hundred and fifty-five yearsI've been dive. |
consequently wasn't surprised when they approached me about providing safe trangport for afew of their
leadersto ameeting in Vonsoir. | was, though, disappointed; dl | wanted to do wasrest and think. |
turned them down initialy, but then they tempted me with free rent and food and agig so easy | could do
itinmy deep, and so | signed on. Soon enough, | was acting as the group's secure shuttle service.
Fortunately, the Green Rising leaders | eft the woods so infrequently that | didn't have to work often, and
no onetook any of them particularly serioudy, so | never had a problem.

Until now. Until the word spread alittletoo far.

Glazer, one of the more dedicated team leads, told her friend, who mentioned meto an
acquaintance of hers, who knew someone who needed help, and then before | could sort out exactly
how it had happened, I'd stupidly agreed to extend my help beyond my Green Rising neighbors.

That'show | found mysdlf Stting at abooth in the left rear corner of The Take Off, waiting for a
woman desperate to find passage to the jump gate so she could leave Arctul, escape her abusive
partners, and start anew life on aplanet several jumps away. Once a bar that catered to rough working
trade, The Take Off had morphed, viaan injection into its business DNA of a cocktail of cash, vird
marketing, and retro design chic, into an upscale club catering to the stand and model nouveau riche of
aworld so blessed with precious gemsthat every other person you met had the money to buy most
frontier planet capitals. Sensor-laced holo walls collected skin and swesgt statistics from al who touched
them and fed the dataiinto on-site crunchers, which then fabricated images and scenesthat
complemented the moods of the patrons. Targeted sound projectors created acoustic zonesthat played
off and adapted themsalves to the body motions of their inhabitants. Low pulsing bests, sometimes from
drums, other times remixes of the heartbeats of couples caught in the act, formed a sonic base for the
many different noisesrippling through the club. Thefiltration system injected pheromonesinto the aready
musky atmosphere; the club also owned the love hotel next door. Human bouncers, huge men and



women wearing see-through armor that obscured only their genitals, ostensibly kept the peace, worked
the front door, and chose who entered. Everyone not yet under the influence of one of the club's many
intoxicants knew that the cameras, the ceiling-mounted trank guns, and the house Al redlly ran the show.
Small video feeds scattered aong the interior walls gave those dready inside the building the pleasure of
watching with smug satisfaction the desperate pleas of the seekers waiting outside for admittance.

The easiest way to avoid being surprised at ameeting placeis not to announceit until you're aready
there. | hadn't chosen The Take Off until | wasin it and satisfied with its multiple rear exits and proximity
to the landing areawhere Lobo awaited me. Unfortunately, that meant 1'd been waiting along time and
burning through alot of money maintaining solo occupancy of my prime corner table for four.

"Isthisredly worth the effort?" Lobo said over the encrypted frequency on the comm unit in my
ear.

"| told you before," | said.

"l remember, of course," he said, cutting me off. "It's not like I'm capable of forgetting anything. |
can, however, question your judgment. Y ou said we don't need the money, and you must be nearly as
tired of playing glorified taxi as| am, 0| ask again if thisisworth what it's costing us.”

"Glazer told me the woman wasin trouble she didn't deserve. All she needsis safe passage to the
jump gate—and she can afford to pay.”

"And you have to help every woman with a problem?" Lobo said. "Or only those who can pay?"

"No," | said. "Thisplanet'sfull of people. Y ou don't see metrying to rescue dl of them.”

"But if they asked, one at atime, with their wallets ready to transfer to yours," Lobo said, the
sarcasm dripping from hisvoice, "l bet wed never jump out of this system.”

"I'vetakenthegig,” | said, "so theré'sno point in wasting moretime discussing it. Areyou into the
club's security system yet?!

| knew that would annoy him. | wasright.

"Yet?' hesad. "Yet? Asyou would know if you'd taken even amoment to ask, | cracked through
its pitiful defensesless than ahundred and ten seconds after my initia contact withiit."

"Fine" | said. "Why don't you focuson it and watch for threats externdly? I'll do the same, and I'll
check with you after she arrivesand | confirm that everything isasit should be.”

"Do you honestly believe | haven't been doing those things whilewe were talking?' Lobo said, the
annoyance till dripping in histone. ™Y our brain might not be able to process that many inputs a once,
but doing so ishardly a chalenge for me. Why you humans consider yourselves the most advanced form
of lifewill forever remain amysery to me."

"Then ponder that mystery,” | said, "but let mework. Out."

My would-be client wasn't duefor alittle bit longer, so | tuned into the appliance frequency to see
what the cameras were saying to each other and to the club's door-control system about the milling
crowd outside.

Appliancestak congtantly, courtesy of the surplusintelligence that's chegper to manufacture into
amog dl chipsthan it isto omit, and thanksto their purpose-built programming, they areincredibly
sdf-centered: All they care about isthemsalves and the type of work they do. Anyone with the right data
decoder could listen to them, but amaost no one bothers; background machine chatter is as much afact of
life asthe huge quantities of information and power arcing invisibly through the air of al settled aress. |
can communicate with the machines—both listen and talk on their frequencies—thanksto some
combination of the changestwo key eventsin my past had made to my body. Thefirst occurred when |
was Sixteen, when my empathic heder sster, Jennie, fixed the problems that had caused me to spend my
life up to that point with the mental faculties of afive-year-old. Jennie then vanished, and in al the years
sncethat time I've never been ableto find her or even to know if she'still dive. | continue to hope she
is. The second st of changes arrived courtesy of afar less pleasant experience: My time asan
experimental subject on the orbital prison station, Aggro, where the Centra Codition government was
secretly trying to infuse humans with nanobots. | was the only survivor and the only complete success of



that research. | was aso one of the two people who caused the disaster that destroyed Aggro and led to
the quarantine of Pinkelponker and the universa ban againgt research into melding human cellswith

multi purpose nanomachines. Benny, the man who helped me escape and who was my first friend other
than Jennie, sacrificed himsdlf in our getaway so | could makeit to safety.

| shook off the memories and focused on the three cameras monitoring the woul d-be clubgoers.
They were discussing the current head of the line, aman who looked my apparent age—late
twenties—but who was cultivating ateenage air, probably in the hope that it would make him stand out
from the crowd and thus amore attractive addition to the club's population.

"You canonly seehis profile," said one of them, "so you can't redlly appreciate him theway | can. |
do, after dl, occupy the senior position: Full frontal views of the poor fools asthey beg to comein.”

"Tendgonin profile can tell truthsthat remain invisble from the front," said another, "asyou'd know if
your memory wasn't so small and so fried that you can no longer remember our basic programming.”

"Let'snot forget the back,” said the third. ™Y ou high-and-mighty lens boxes may have the better
socia views, but from the rear | can spot the often telling neck swest, concealed wespons you'd never
detect, and so much more.”

"Would you three please stop arguing and get me some data| can useto make adecison?’ sad
what | had to assume was the house Al. "We have openings, and we need to fill them. Vacancies don't
make purchases.”

"He'sateenabe," the first voice said, "and hel's not haf bad at the role. He lacks the heavy hormonal
trestments of the best of histype, but helll certainly more than passin theinterior light.”

"Cdf and hamstring development visible through the tight pants suggest some athleticism,” said the
rear camera. "We may get lucky and have adancer.”

"Two men and awoman have cruised the one free teenabe currently insde,” said the Al, "and the
dance areas are dow, so well take achance. Let himin."

| watched on the house feeds as the bouncer nearest the door nodded and waved the man inside.
Next up was another guy, this one the standard executive type: nearly two meterstal, my height, but less
muscular and more graceful.

"Let himinright away,” the Al said, "and comp him for aslong as he's here. HEs anon-paying
invesor."

From the few years | worked club protection | knew that meant this guy had greased afew paths
somewhere. He might have been part of the government team that approved the complete overhaul of
thisdidrict, asweeping set of changesthat would ultimately help turn The Take Off from the only upscde
joint in arundown zone into the only upscalejoint in atrendy new living sector.

| tuned out the cameras and focused for a minute on the news feeds I'd chosen to run on my table
instead of the surveillance footage most patrons paid to see. Every person here had the option to offer
live coverage of hisor her stay in the club, for afee, to the other peopleinit. The house skimmed a
hedthy third, but if you were interesting enough or wild enough, you could more than cover an evening's
entertainment with your earnings. 1'd paid the premium for total privacy; though the cameras were of
course capturing me, | didn't appear on any option on any table.

What passed for news on Vonsoir was, asistypica of most worlds, ahash of local gossip,
government-created flavorless gravy for the intellectually toothless, and the occasiona drop of spiceviaa
low-quality interruption by ahacker who fancied himsdlf a crusader but was morelikely a
high-functioning neurotic skating on the razor's edge between utter irrelevance and complete madness.

The stories of the moment were not exceptions.

A new mine had opened on the other side of the continent. The owners of the robotic diggers had
risked amost everything in adisplay of financia daring at its best. Would they retirein amonth or be
dinking to the jump gate with the last dregs of their savings? Watch thisfeed for more.

A new ingdlment of Mysteries of the Jump Gates promised to reveal atheory no one had ever
considered before, an origin so sartling we would scarcely be ableto bdieveit. Given the huge number



of explanationsI've heard, either thisteaser was dl hype or the exciting revelation was something on the
order of invisible space giants spitting out gates asthey strolled through the universe.

Showing its dedication to our protection, the Central Coalition government was conducting asmall
set of exercisesin space over Vonsoir. We should al be reassured, not darmed; they were from the
government, and they were hereto help us.

The planetary racing ray finas, dueto sart in two days, claimed to include two contenders that had
the potential to set new Arctul speed records.

| glanced up and to the left, staring into space and seeing nothing, asthe headlinetriggered a
memory of aride on the back of such aray, an augmented racer named Bob, in the waning hours of a
very dangerous night on a planet far, far from here. Hurtling underwater through the ocean had been a
thrilling, joy-filled experience that had ended dl too soon.

A large swatch of brilliant blue in the external crowd feed yanked my attention back to the present.
I'd told the client where I'd be, and when sheld said I'd be able to spot her by the bright blue dress, a
color not in vogue here dueto itstiesto the increasingly marginalized environmentaists, I'd thought
nothing of it. The Sight of it, though, triggered more memories, thistime of aremarkable woman I'd once
known and maybe even loved, though not in any way that mattered, not redlly; she still had to leave. She
was gone.

| shook my head to clear it and to make myself focus. Maybe vacations were bad for me. | spent
time alone, and though | relaxed | aso brooded, focused too much on the past and too little on the world
around me. Asbad asthat wasin generd, when on ajob it was downright dangerous, maintaining
gtuationa awarenessisvita. Thewoman | assumed was my client had progressed to third from the front
of the queue. | paid the table the fee to bring the external feed to me and to let me zoom onthelineso |
could study her. Judging from the bouncers, she gppeared to be reatively short for modern fashion,
maybe one and three-quarters meterstall. The thin straps on the dress revealed muscular shoulders and
arms. If shewas hiding any wegpons, | sure couldn't spot them. Her skin was pae, a shade lighter than
my own, and it made her stand out in the crowd. Her large eyes were dark, amost as dark as her thick
hair, which was the perfect black of ajump gate aperture and cut short on the sides and thick on the top.
Pretty but not stunning enough to draw much attention in this club, she didn't appear to have indulged in
anywhere near as much persond engineering as most of the men and women here. Her obvious
nervousness—she couldn't stop shifting her weight from foot to foot, and her hands fluttered asiif they
were trying to take flight—detracted from her gppearance, and | worried about her chances of making it
ingde.

Then she reached the front of the line, stared up at the bouncers, and smiled. My worries vanished.
Her wide grin infected everyone who saw it, and each person smiled in return.

| tuned into the cameras and the house Al.

"Check the expressions on those two,” said the camerawith the rear view of my client but the front
shot on the door guards. "Onelook from her, and their heads are empty. Thisoneisacharmer.”

"Shelll draw acrowd for sure,” said the Al, "and they'll be trying to impress her. Idiots seeking to
show off inevitably spend agreat ded. Let her in."

The bouncers didn't even nod. They kept smiling, opened the door, and motioned her inside.

The Take Off wastoo crowded for me to be able to see her across the large open space, but that
wasn't a problem; she knew where | was and could find me. None of the people who had entered
previoudy had looked like trouble, so elther I'd migudged them or any pain coming my way would be
behind her. | aternated between watching the space in front of me and checking the external crowd feed.
Way down the line stood a group of five guys, each twitchy and overly muscular by loca standards, but
that in and of itself wasn't unusud; plenty of packs hunting companionship banked on their bodiesto
attract their prey. Still, they were worth monitoring. The reach of the cameras didn't extend much past
them, and what | could see of that part of the line triggered no warnings, so | stopped checking the feed.

The crowd swirling a couple of metersin front of my table parted for amoment, and the woman in



the blue dress stepped into the opening. | looked everywhere but a her, making sure | hadn't missed an
interior threat. As| did, | subvocdized to Lobo, "She's here. Wereon.” It wasaroutine job, but it wasa
job, and now was the time to be serious.

"Five meninline pose apossblethreat," said Lobo, dl business.

"Noted,” | subvocaized, sill scanning the areaaround my client but not making eye contact with
her. | started to tell Lobo to watch them, but of course hewould, so | shut up. | findly settled my gaze on
the woman in front of me.

Shewalked up to the table. "Mr. Moore?'

"Excuseme?' | sad.

Confusion played across her face for amoment before she said, "1 was supposed to meet afriend
of afriend here," she said. "Jon Moore. Kiana Glazer recommended you to me.”

"Sit down," | said, motioning to the chair to my right. That position put her back to awall and kept
her out of my field of vison as| watched the rest of the club. "I'm Jon Moore. Don't ever offer anameto
someone.”

"But if youre the—"

| held up my hand. "I'm explaining how you should act.” | glanced at her and redlized | was wasting
my time. "Forget it."

"I'm Priyana Suli," she said, extending her hand to shake.

"Put that down now," | said. "Y ou're supposed to be trying to pick me up, not sall me property.”

She gave me the confused look again.

We were burning time, but it was my fault, not hers; | didn't need to teach her anything to get her off
this planet. "Tell mewhy | should take you to the jump gate," | said, "and why you don't hop on the next
commercid shuttle”

"Kianatold me she had—"

"You tdl me" | said.

"I've wanted to leave for awhile," she said, looking down at the table, no longer willing to make eye
contact, "but my partnerswon't let me. One of them has serious connections with the Arctul government,
s0if | try to get on ashuttle, they'll detain me. The jump station is CC territory. Once I'm there, heand
hisfriendswon't be able to touch me."

"Andif they follow you and make the jump?’

"I know people on Lindquist," she said, "people who will help me. Once I'm initsjump station, even
my partner's friends won't dare come after me."

I've dways doubted that sort of claim, particularly from someone who's never worked the kind of
jobs I've had, but what happened to her after the jJump was not and could not be my problem.

"Okay," | said. "Let's get started.”

"Get sarted?’ she said. "What isthere to do besides go?!

| turned to face her. "Thefirst sepissmple: You pay me." | pulled out my wallet, thumbed it to
receive, and put it flat on the table. My hand still covered it; | didn't know her.

"Of course," she said. She reached into a pocket | hadn't seen on the dress, and two seconds later
my wallet vibrated dightly. | checked the exterior display; the money wasin an account of minein
Vonsoir. It wouldn't stay there for long; Lobo would move it quickly through aseries of transfersthat
would take an auditor afair amount of effort to follow.

| put back my wallet.

"Now," | said, "we can—"

"Alert," Lobo said over the comm unit. "Three of the five men we were monitoring have entered the
club, spread, and are approaching on your ten, two, and twelve. The other two are heading to the rear
exit you had planned to use.”

"How long?" | scanned the crowd but could not yet see them; too many people blocked my view.



"Twenty-five, thirty seconds," Lobo said.

"Troubleiscoming,” | said to Suli, stlanding as | spoke. "Y ou were followed. Stay behind me. Do
what | say."

"What?' she said as she dowly rose.

| could see the three men now. They'd spread a bit more and were moving methodically toward us,
checking each other's positions with short glances and murmurs over acomm. They'd done this sort of
thing before.

| pushed the table forward and pulled Suli behind me as| did.

"I waswrong," | said. "Thetrouble has arrived.”

Chapter 2

The men vanished into the crowd again. | had afew seconds before they could reach us, but not
many. |I'd anticipated a pair of jealouslovers might show up; | hadn't planned on an assault team. If the
Stuation turned bad enough, | could use the nanobots that laced al my cells—the benefit of that horrible
time | spent as an experimenta subject on Aggro—to create a nanocloud and send it to disassemble the
men, but therisk for collateral damage was highif civiliansgot in theway, asthey most likely would in
thissmall space.

No, | needed amore conventional solution to the problem. | considered using the smdll projectile
handgun in the pocket of my pants, but again, with acrowd thislarge the risk of hurting an innocent was
unacceptably high.

The three men appeared again, now only one layer of people away from us. The center man saw
me spot him. Heimmediately glanced to hisleft, toward the man edging toward us dong the wal to my
right. That guy would bethe leader. He was | etting histeam either push me toward him—unlikely if | was
any good, because anyone who knew what he was doing wouldn't want to be trapped insde the
club—or send me running toward the waiting rear duo. He'd then play clean up or catch up, as
necessary.

The only way out wasto take neither of the options they expected.

Asthe men edged around the last of the people separating us, | subvocalized to Lobo, " Shut down
the club's power. Now. Sedl therear door.” | switched my vison to IR and not for thefirst time silently
thanked Jennie for dl the improvements shed madeto me.

The room went black as the power system switched off. The bio emergency lights snapped on an
ingtant later, their soft blue illuminating the walls and exit paths. Lobo said over the comminmy ear,
"Youll haveto use thefront or be trapped.”

A few people gasped, but most murmured approva and clapped, wondering what trick the club's
management would do next. The Take Off's clientele appreciated alittle darkness.

| grabbed Suli and said, "Stay close” as| pulled her after me. Weran for the kitchen. | risked a
glance backward. The leader was pointing at me, and his men were clearing the peoplein front of them,
showing reluctant partiers a glowing badge of some sort. Great; her partner's friends redlly were
connected.

"No," | said to Lobo, "Different exit."

"Kitchen skylights" Lobo said.

"Yes. Come now."

Casesfull of bottles of localy brewed ales stood in stacks aong the hallway to the kitchen, anod to
the club's bar heritage and a sign the owners hadn't yet jettisoned al of The Take Off's past. | pushed
over three of the stacks as we passed them; even if none of the bottles broke—and it sounded like afew
had, though | didn't look back—they'd at least dow our pursuers. Suli started to dip away, so | tightened
my grip on her hand and pulled her after me. She yelped, but | ignored it; we needed to reach our



destination.

Six meters after the bottle stacks, we turned |eft and burst through adoor into asurprisingly large
kitchen. | pivoted as soon as we were both in the room, yanked Suli in an arc behind me, switched to
normd vision, and threw the lock on the door. | grabbed ameta prep tableto my right. A cook who'd
been leaning on it gave me an annoyed look, but what he saw on my face led him to hold up his hands
and back away. At about two meterstall and over ahundred kilos, I'm afairly strong guy naturaly, and
the boost | get from the nanomachines helpsalot in stuationslike this, so | had no problem dragging the
food- and bowl- and pot-laden table in front of the door. Neither thelock nor the weight would stop the
three guysfor long, but that was okay; we didn't need much time.

| scanned the area. The skylight stood |ess than two meters above the top of the plating table. Suli
had retreated to a corner. | grabbed her arm, yelled " Sorry” to the cooks and waiters who were now
lining the walls and trying to Stay out of whatever was happening, and darted to the table full of small,
ready-to-eat plates.

"Ten seconds," Lobo said.

The door banged againgt the table as our pursuers weakened the lock.

"Up!" | said to Suli. She paused, so | climbed onto the table, kicked aside the plates near my fedt,
and pulled her after me.

"Cover," Lobo said.

| pulled Suli tight to me and bent dightly over her asthe skylight shattered and smal fragments of
glass and wood supports tumbled onto us. From the relatively small amount hitting me | could tell that
Lobo had shot it from the side; | love working with apro. A pair of rescue smart-cablesfell through the
opening. | straightened, grabbed Suli'sarm, and put it on the cable. The soft, black line wound around
her forearm and downward until it hit her torso, then extended once around her chest. | grabbed the
second cable, and it began to wrap around me.

Thelock gave, and the door opened a hand's width.

"Go!" | said to Lobo.

Asour pursuers shoved aside the table, Lobo accel erated straight up. Suli and | shot into the sky, a
vertica ascent of about ten metersin two seconds. She gasped as Lobo dowed his climb and headed at
amore measured pace out of the line of fire of the men who'd chased usinto the kitchen. Ashe moved,
hereded usin gently.

For afew moments, we were out of sight of our pursuers and hanging in the crisp night air, The
Take Off fading from view, the mgjority of Vonsoir asparkling light show spreading into the distancein
front of us, light breezes rinaing the club smellsfrom my nostrils. The cable clung to my torso, so | flew
without strain in the beautiful evening. Even as my body struggled to ded with the post-action adrendine
jitters, | couldn't help but be caught up in the sensations of flight and the beauty of the scene unfolding
below and in front of us. | waved my free arm at the world below and said to Suli, who was now parald
with me, "Amazing, isn't it? Beautiful, just beautiful "

She darted at me asif | wasinsane.

| tried to ignore her look, but I couldn't help mysdlf: It made me smile, then chuckle, and finaly
laugh.

| was dtill 1aughing when we were completely insde Lobo. Suli's expression turned angry, and it
stayed that way as | unwrapped the cable from her body until it took the hint and finished retracting on its
own.

| tried to stop laughing, but at that moment Lobo said over the comm, "'l obvioudy missed the joke."

For no reason other than the need to discharge tension, his comment cracked me up again. | turned
away from Suli and continued laughing as Lobo sedled the lower hatch held opened and accelerated at
speed into space.

When | stopped aminute later and faced Suli again, she said, "I do not understand what about that



whole affair was so funny. They could have hurt me."

"Yeah," | said, "they could have—but they didn't. Asfor why I laughed, forget it. Let'sget you to
the gate." | headed up to the pilot's area. "Firgt, though, let's make sure those five didn't have any
airborne backup.” As| waked, | murmured, "Lobo, status?’

Thistime, he spoke over the interna speakers, so Suli could also hear him. "I'm way ahead of you,
asyou might expect." What a show-off.

"What wasthat?' Suli said.

In generd, the less data you give others, the safer you are, so | opted for abland explanation. It
didn't hurt that my answer would annoy Lobo. "The ship's command-and-control speech system.” Before
L obo could comment, to make sure he understood my intent, | added, "On aPCAYV imitation likethis
one, you get only the minimum computing capacity necessary to keep thevessd intheair.”

"Sowhy did it talk to you likethat?' she said.

| shrugged. "'l spend alot of time donein here, so | spent extrafor some supplementa emotive
programming.” | sat in the pilot's couch. " Course and location?”

"Heading into a high-density satdllite orbit,” Lobo said. "No sign of pursuit.”

"What are you doing?' Suli said.

"Investing haf an hour in weaving dowly through some clusters of westher and corporate-data-relay
sats. If no ship heads our way, well know we escaped cleanly and make for the gate.”

"And if aship does come after us? What good isafaux PCAV inared fight?"

"If something chasesus,” | said, grateful that Lobo let my obvious desirefor confidentiadity override
the offense he had most certainly taken, "then we have other options.”

"Such as?' shesad.

"Other options. That'sal you need to know. Y ou paid for an escort out of the club, and you're out
of it. You aso paid for arideto the gate, and well get you there. Y ou didn't pay for the story of my ship,
and you sure as hdll didn't pay enough to question my plans.”

"Fine" she sad, holding up her hands and backing up astep. "1 am the one they were chasing, so |
was jugt trying to understand what you had in mind. | had no idea you were so sengtive.”

"I'vetried to tel him," Lobo said. "Perhaps now hell believe me."”

Suli stared at me expectantly, asif Lobo's comment had done something other than make mewish
he had aneck | could throttle.

Nothing | could say would make the Situation any better, so | stayed silent and waited for the rest of
the half hour to pass.

"No sign of pursuit,” Lobo said over the comm. I'd asked him privately to stop talking to Suli.
"Head to the gate?"

"Yes," | subvocalized. "I'm ready to be done with thiswoman and thisjob and relaxing back in the
trees”

"| frankly prefer any work, even this sort of amateur effort, to thejunglelife,” Lobo said. "Deding
with aminor attack like the onein the club is better than hovering in the clouds while you relax in the
trees, my only job to watch your every move on the tiny chance that some crazed bird decidesto
dive-bomb you and | have to bring to bear the full might of my considerable arsend in order to save you
from certain destruction.”

| ignored him and said, "ETA to the gate?'

"Central Codition fleet ships are conducting exercises on both sides of the route | would normally
follow," Lobo said. "Do you want to wait, go the long way around one of the sets of ships, or head
draght?'

"l saw anews story on the CC maneuvers,” | said. "l assume they're maintaining an open route
directly from Vonsoir to the gate so they don't inconvenience travelers. | see no reason not to take



advantage of their courtesy and stay the course. Am | missing something?"

"No fact | can find contradicts that opinion,” Lobo said. "I felt obliged, however, to point out the
ships”

"Thanks," | said. "Let'sgo.”

"Accderating,” Lobo said.

| sood and faced Suli, who was Sitting in the other pilot's couch, her eyes shut, studioudy ignoring
me. "We're on our way to the gate. We should have you there soon.”

"Thank you," she said without opening her eyes. "I look forward toit.”

"Look," | said, fedling bad for having upset her so much, even though | didn't think I'd done anything
wrong, "I'm sorry if—"

Andarm cut me off. Straps extruded from Suli's couch and clamped her in place. | climbed into the
pilot's seat, which immediately secured me,

" Ships swarming on eight different gpproach vectors," Lobo said audibly, shifting to battle
protocols. "The sphere surrounding usistightening rapidly.”

"Options?'

"Based solely on ship types,” Lobo said, "not many. | could fight five of them and possibly win, but
three are combat frigates that would beat me handily. I could outrun those and two of the others, but
three scouts are faster than 1. They'll win no matter what we do.”

"Any chance we're not the target?"

"None," Lobo said. "They're attacking in classic surround formation.”

"Could we—"

"Incoming message,” Lobo sad, cutting me off.

"Show me" | said. "Blank our end.”

A standard CC police avatar appeared on the display Lobo opened inthewall in front of me.

"The government of the Centra Codition demands your immediate attention,” it said. "Councilor
Ken Shurkan requests your presence aboard the flagship, Sunset.” A holo map of the shipsaround us
popped into view and identified the Sunset, which sat in space far back from al the others. ™Y ou will
dock initsmain landing hangar.”

"Turnontheaudio,” | saidto Laobo.

"If wego into that ship'shangar,” he said, "and they decide to retain us, we will not be ableto exit
without a high probability of self destruction.”

"l understand,” | said. "Now, turn on the audio! Leavethe video off."

"Activated,” hesaid.

"We have committed no crime,” | said, forcing my voice to be cam. "We're tourists headed for the
Arctul jump gate. We request the same safe passage available to dl travelers.”

The avatar disappeared. The head of ablond boy filled the display. With bright blue eyes,
unnaturaly white skin, and lips so full they crossed the line from stylish to ridiculous, hisface wasfar
enough from human normsthat | wondered if the CC was now using distortion software onitscals.

Heamiled.

It didn't help.

"Mr. Moore," he said, "I'm Councilor Ken Shurkan of the Central Codition government. We havea
bus ness proposition to discuss with you."

| studied the image abit more and saw the man behind the boy. I'd met afew of the people who did
everything possible to maintain the bodies and |ooks of their childhood, but I'd never understood the
desireto do so. "I'd be happy to discussit,” | said, redizing I'd let Shurkan'simage distract me, "after |
finish my vacation on Lindquigt." | glanced at Suli; shewas Sitting quietly, staring at the screen, reacting to
the Situation far more calmly than | would have guessed.

| focused again on theimagein front of me.



Shurkan leaned back and shook his heed, the smile till firmly in place. "AsI'm sure you're aware,
Mr. Moore, you have few options, and that is not one of them. Y ou can come aboard the Sunset
voluntarily, or we can make you do so. If you choose the former, you do, of course, risk becoming our
prisoner, but | can promise you | want only to talk. If we have to resort to the latter, thereis, asI'm sure
you're aware, asignificant chance that in the ensuing action we would destroy your ship. That would bea
shamefor us, of course, because we'd lose apotentia business partner, but it would, | must say, cost
you agreat ded more."

He straightened, stopped smiling, and stared directly ahead. " So which will it be, Mr. Moore: Fight
and quite possibly die, or come aboard the Sunset and hear what | have to say?”'

Chapter 3

| stared at Shurkan'simage on the display, desperately trying to come up with athird dternative. |
failed. "Audio off," | subvocalized.

"Done," Lobo said.

"Unless I'm missing something, were docking on that ship,” | said.

"| detest being trapped,” Lobo said, "but | haveto agree.”

"Do | get avoteinthis?' Suli said, her voice, like her expression, composed, almost serene, asif
being kidnapped and threatened with death was a routine experience. Maybe it was. Maybe her partners
were far worse than she'd led meto believe.

No matter. "No," | said. "You paid for my services, and dealing with this problem is one of them.”

"Doesn't thefact that | paid give me avoicein what we do?' she said. "Infact, asthe paying client
shouldn't | bein charge?'

"Mr. Moore," Shurkan said, "though you are my first choice for the discussion | mentioned, | do
have dternatives. | suggest you not keep mewaiting.”

"Agan, no," | said to Suli, ignoring Shurkan. ™Y ou paid the fee and gave me our misson gods, | do
thejob."

"l just wanted to say that | agree we should go on the ship."

Anger surged in me at the time shed wasted in the middle of aserious Situation. | fought to control
my temper, looked away from her, and said to Lobo, "Audio on."

"Well park in the Sunset's hangar,” | said.

"Excdlent,” Shurkan said. "Some of my guardswill escort you and your passenger to me. Others
will ingpect your ship.”

What little | owned was on board Lobo. Not al of it, including arare gemstone from my home
planet that Lobo stored in adeep interior vault, was entirely legit.

"No," | said. "Y ou asked for ameeting. | complied. Unless you plan to charge me and arrest me,
you have no right to search my vessd."

"My men can dways et themsavesin once you've left the area”

"Then | hope we are meseting very, very far from the hangar, perhaps somewhere on another one of
your ships, because when thisvessdl blowswhileinside the Sunset's pressurized hull, it'sgoing to take a
big chunk of the Sunset withit."

"Youwould risk killing us?' Suli said, her cdm findly shattered. "Why would you do that?"

Before | could answer, Shurkan said, "Y our passenger clearly doesn't agree with your choice.”

"l don't care,” | said, the anger harder and harder to contral. "1 realy don't. Now, you're the one
with achoice: Do you agreeto leave my ship aone, or should we both plan on meeting somewhere far
fromyours?'

Heleaned back again, plastered on the disturbing grin, and said, "Y ou redlly are every bit as



unpleasant as your reputation suggests, Mr. Moore." He sighed theatricaly, amove that with hisjuvenile
appearance made him gppear to be nothing more than avery spoiled child. ™Y ou bring your passenger as
an extra bit of proof of good will. Then, well talk, and my men will leave your little ship lone. Ded ?'

| pretended | hadn't heard the insult and considered the situation. If Suli came with me, she became
aliability, just one more vulnerability | had to cover. If she stayed, however, and anything happened that
caused Lobo to haveto try to blast hisway free of the Sunset, she would die for sure. She wasaclient,
aclient | now regretted taking but aclient nonetheless, so | owed her the best probability of survival that
| could arrange. To my surprise, she kept quiet as| considered my options; her silence gave me some
hope that she could manage to do the same during the meeting with Shurkan.

"Dedl," | said. " Send the route you want us to take. We're on our way."

Aswe followed the CC approach vector to the Sunset's visitor hangar, Lobo opened a
forward-feed display focused on our destination. When he had shown me the map of the CC shipsinthe
area, the Sunset had appeared far larger than the rest, but the holo had covered such alarge area of
spacethat I'd not realy appreciated just how long the vessel was. Like dl stargoing warcraft, it had to be
narrow and short enough to fit through the larger gpertures of most jump gates. It was big enough,
however, that even with those size compromises there were some worlds whose gate apertures smply
weren't wide enough to accommodate it. What the designers of the Sunset gave up in height and width,
they made up in length. Easily two kilometerslong, the ship dmost certainly had never been on solid
ground and never would be. Bristling with weapons and smaller fighters docked on dl sdes of it, the
unset proclaimed loudly to anyone seeking to take advantage of the enormous target it presented that
they would have to wade through considerable defenses before they ever got the chance.

I'd seen other fleet leads of amilar size, but | couldn't recall abigger one. In my yearsasasoldier
with the Shosen Advanced Weapons Corporation, the Saw, in my opinion the finest merc company in
the universe, I'd even ridden as human freight on a couple of command craft of dmost the same size.
Constructed in pressurized and armored sections, they could absorb quite a beating and continue to
operate, aswe'd learned the hard way on one occasion that cost the lives of alot of guys 1'd barely
gotten to know.

| didn't like going back on board thiskind of ship. | didn't likeit at all.

| also knew | didn't have achoice.

"Hdf an hour out,” Lobo said.

His voice brought me back to the moment and out of my reverie. "Comewithme," | said to Suli.

"Why?' shesad. "What do you want?'

"I don't havetimefor this." | grabbed her arm and headed rearward.

"Let goof mel"

"Thendoasl tel you."

"Hine"

| released her arm and, true to her word, she followed me.

| stopped in front of the small med room and pointed at it. Lobo did openitsdoor. "Wait in here," |
sad, "until | let you out.”

"Why?You said | was coming with you to the meeting, so why can't | stay with you?"

"Because | havework to do and not alot of timeto doit." | pointed to the room and stared into her
eyes. "You will end up waiting in there. It's your choice how you enter. Decide." When she didn't move,
| put my hand on her shoulder. "Now."

She glared a me, shook her head, anger tightening her every motion, and stepped into the little
room. " Shurkan was right, you know. Y ou redly are—"

"Shutit,” | sad.

The door cut off therest of her sentence.



| went to my quarters and changed my clothes, talking as | pulled off garments.

"What do you know about the insde of aship likethe Sunset?'

"An enormous amount,” Lobo said. "1 was, after dl, built to fight as part of afleet. Can you be a bit
more specific about the data you're seeking?'

"I'm not sure,” | said. "Anything that might prove useful should the meeting go wrong." | paused to
think. "Examples: Will you and | be able to communicate? Could you blast your way out and survive?ls
there any safe escape route for me?”

"If we're docking in the hangar dignitariesuse," Lobo said, "then the default for the areawill almost
certainly beto alow encrypted communications. No visiting government officid worth the use of that
facility would attend a serious meeting without access to the data stores on the ship that brought him
there”

"But Shurkan's people could easily disable comm capabilities.”

"True. The Sunset certainly can jam and distort signals across al known comm bands. | suggest,
however, that they would have no reason to do so. Asfar asthey're concerned, I'm at best an ordinary
PCAV, so the computationa level and data store size | would offer you could not be enough to matter.”

"Wouldn't they worry about me ingtructing you to start shooting?'

"That brings usto your second question,” Lobo said. "Yes, | believel could blow aholein the hull
that was big enough to let mefly out of there. What would happen next, however, is obvious: that section
of the Sunset would sedl itsalf, some combination of the ship's guns, the fighters parked onit, and the
other vessalsin the areawould attack me, and in short order 1'd be just so much wreckage. Shurkan
would be far enough away that you and he could watch the entire short battle—and it would be avery
short fight—from the safety of aremote-feed display. Faceit: Y our threat al but ensured that helll hold
the meeting at |east two ship sections away from the hangar.”

"Don't blamethat on me,” | said. "He would have taken the precaution anyway. Besides, would you
have preferred | 1et them poke around inside you?”

"Dedling with human intruders would not have been a problem, at least not for me. Y ou, however,
would not have gotten off so easily.”

"How would it have been a problem for me?’

"Y ou would have been the one who had to explain to Shurkan why he needed to send more troops
to pick up the corpses.”

"Which would haveled us back to the same dilemma: Y ou blasting your way out or being
destroyed. Enough.” | verified the comm was still working and pulled on an activefiber shirt with
additiona comm sensorswoven into it. Should they block only the obviouswaysfor usto talk, | wanted
abackup.

| considered releasing Suli, but something about her till bothered me. | went up front and sat in the
pilot's couch. The Sunset continued to grow in the forward display, its dark body blotting out everything
else, asif the section of spacein front of us had falen into an eerily large black hole,

"Y ou monitor al aspects of al people on board, right?’ | said.

"Of course," Lobo said.

"Did what you could read of Suli's vitals suggest she was as calm as she appeared? Or was she just
doing agood job of hiding her fear?'

"Tothe best of my ability totell given the datal could collect from the couch's sensors," Lobo said,
"the only time she registered any change in emotion was when you threatened to have me blow up part of
the Sunset.”

"No onewithout serioustraining can stay that cdm inthiskind of crisis" | said, "and nothing Glazer
told me about her suggests she would be that calm.”

"l agree.

"Which meanswe can't trust her," | said.



"Yes" Lobo said, "but how isthat news?'

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly how many people have we met since you purchased me," he said, "that we could both
trust? Not granting trust isnot aproblem; it'savirtue.”

"Do you realize how paranoid that sounds?' | said.

"Yes," Lobo said, "but it'sin my programming.” He paused, one of those short pausesthat for him
contained so much time for computing that | often wondered what he could possibly be doing in the gap
between sentences. "Asitisinyours.”

| wished | could argue with him, but it would be pointless, he wasright. I'd never have madeit to
twenty, much less over a hundred and fifty-five, without aleve of active distrust that most would consider
paranoia.

"Five minutes from docking," Lobo said.

The Sunset opened the hangar doors. Light burst from the ship like the bang of creation emerging
from the primordia darkness. We thrust forward into the brightness, Lobo dowing aswe drew closer to
the ship. We decderated gradudly until we were no longer moving forward, only hovering ameter over
the well-marked landing zone, and then Lobo set us down. He opened arear-facing display, and we
watched as the hangar doors sedled usinside the Sunset.

Timeto find out why we were here.

Chapter 4

The Sunset pressurized the hangar faster than 1'd thought was possible. A single guard, weapons
il holstered, strolled through a hatch to our |eft and stopped three meters away from Lobo. He didn't
gtand at the ready, snap to attention, assume a defensive stance, or do anything e se that might suggest he
was working. No name badge told uswho he was. Nothing about him suggested any interest whatsoever
in Lobo or the peopleinsde. He douched, sighed, and glanced around asif bored.

"l don't even rate aserious escort?’ | said. "My reputation isdipping.”

"Does your ego make you stupid?' Lobo said, missing thejoke. A holo of the hangar popped into
theair in front of me. Two dozen red dots, each glowing brightly againgt the ingtitutiona burnished metal
interior surfaces, occupied positions scattered around the walls, floor, and celling. "Those are the
weapons | can spot. We can assume there are others.”

| shook my head and chuckled. "I guess you demonstrate asense of humor,” | said, "only when it
suits your purpose. | don't suppose you'd be willing to start using it to appreciate my jokes."

"As soon asyou dart telling some," Lobo said, "I'll art laughing at them.”

"Very funny.” | stared at the dots on the hologram; the weapons reflected exactly the sort of careful
placement you'd expect from the designers of agood milspec environment. "Wait aminute,” | said,
redlizing what was bothering me, "why are you making conversation when we're on amisson?

"Because you clearly need it, or you wouldn't be standing there," Lobo said, "and because
Shurkan's courtesy is, & least for now, giving usthe luxury of postponing the job until you step outside.”

"I don't—" | shut up. Hewasright. I'd assumed I'd taken on asmple transport gig, and when the
circumstances had changed, 1'd done abad job of keeping up with them. Though | didn't blame myself
for not seeing what was coming, | wasfrustrated at how dowly | was adapting. | had to stay dert and in
the moment.

| took adeep breath, held it for acount of ten, then let it gradualy out through my nose. "Release
Suli," | said as| walked rearward.

She stepped out of the med room. "Arewefinaly ready to go?' she said. "I've put up with—"

| held up my hand, stared at her, and she stopped talking.

"Therulesaresmple” | said, "so it should be easy for you to obey them.”



"What rules?'

"Mine, the onesyou haveto agreeto follow if you want to come with meto this meeting.”

She sighed theetrically, putting her head and her shouldersintoit.

| could tell I wasjuiced to go, because the gesture made me want to shove her back into the med
room.

"Don't talk without checking with mefirst for permisson,” | said. "Stay closeto me. Follow my leed.
Most importantly, do whet | tell you the moment | tell you; no arguments, no delays.”" | stepped closer to
her, so we were less than ameter gpart. "Got it?'

"Yes," shesad, nodding.

| waited, but she said nothing else. Satisfied, | turned away from her and said, "Open ahatch.”

Light from the hangar, which was far brighter than necessary, washed across Lobo's floor and the
wall opposite the hatch. | stood to theright of the opening, waiting to seeif anything bad would happen,
but nothing did. After half aminute, | motioned to Suli and stepped out of Lobo onto the hangar floor.
Shefollowed me. Lobo sealed himself as soon as she was clear of him.

"Theair isobvioudy breethable," Lobo said over the comm, "though rife with human residue; they'd
do wdll to check their air filtration system. No weapon activated when you left me. If they're going to do
something to ether of us, it'll happen later.”

The room did carry the distinct odor of too many people sharing too small a space for too long, but
I've lived with that smell many times, so it didn't bother me.

"Mr. Moore," the guard said, till douching and not looking mein the eyes, ""Councilor Shurkan
asked meto escort you to him. If you'd follow me, please.” He turned and left without waiting for a
response or even asign that | was behind him.

In the Saw, his doppiness would have landed him on punishment details for amonth; here, it
seemed not to matter. Maybe his behavior came from riding on such a powerful ship, or perhapsit wasa
small sign of why any government with adequate funds employs amerc group to fight its serious
conflicts.

We stayed behind him as he headed through the hatch in front of us and down along, wide
corridor. Thelight gray flooring gave dightly under my weight and bounced back nicdly; it made waking
fun. The same materia covered the celling and the walls, though from time to time solid metdl hatches and
windows, each tinting opagque as we drew within view of it, broke the monctony.

The guard never looked back.

After five minutes, his complete neglect for our presence annoyed me enough that | said, "Aren't
you alittleworried that | might attack you from behind?"

"Nope," hesaid.

"Why not?'

Helaughed. Without turning or dowing he said, in asoft, conversational voice, "'For the most part,
it'sbecause | know the Sunset, and you don't.”

"Which matterswhy?"' | said, picking up my pace so | could hear him more easily.

"The weapons," Lobo said over the comm.

Before he could continue, the guard said, "Because | know that you've never been out of the sights
of alaser that could cut you in haf before you could touch me, nor have you ever been out of point-blank
range of atrank gun that could knock you out in under a second—or poison you if wefelt so inclined.
We've dso been under both human and machine surveillance since the moment you left your little ship.”

The guard stopped suddenly and turned to face me. Nothing in the posture of historso had changed
in any immediately obvioudy way, but everything about him was different. His stance was wider, onefoot
behind the other, and hisweight rested primarily on hisfront leg. Hisarms hung dightly ahead of his body
and were tense, ready for action. "Also, frankly, you don't ook like that much to me, and I'm good at
what | do."



| told mysdlf to ignore the insult and focus on the job at hand, but | wastired of being at the end of
thewnhip, so before | redlized | was doing it, I'd stepped so close to him that we were dmost touching.
I'd migudged him before, but though | now knew what hewas, | didn't care.

Helooked up and to the I eft briefly, then smiled and backed away from me. "Asmuch asl'd liketo
take you up on that offer,” he said, "they just reminded me that my orders are to ddliver you to Councilor
Shurkan unharmed.”

Heturned and | ft.

"That was stupid,” Lobo said in my ear. "What'swrong with you? Never mind: Don't answer that. It
doesn't matter. Answer this: Are you good to go?'

"Yes" | subvocalized. Hewasright. | wasletting my frustration affect my actions, and that was
indeed an idiotic thing to do.

| glanced at Suli, who stood ameter away to my |eft. She was watching me closdly, but she said
nothing.

| nodded in the direction of the guard, and we headed after him.

Over the next ten minutes, the man made his own smal invitations, siopping suddenly severa times
50 I'd have an excuse to run into him—and he'd have areason to react. | stayed away from him each
time; hewas not, | reminded mysdlf, thejob at hand. Once, after | stopped and waited for him to
resume, he faced me briefly and raised hisright eyebrow in question. | shrugged and smiled.

We went through a set of blast hatches and emerged into a corridor that made sure you understood
that you were now in executive territory. Lining the walls was adark purple wood—real wood, | felt
it—that made me wonder if it came from somerrelative of the trees on Arctul. Covering the floor was
activefiber carpet that sent waves of bluein circles around each foot as you stepped on it. Soft, wordless
music | didn't recognize, something with afaint piano and soaring violins, wafted under the sounds of our
footsteps; | couldn't spot the speakers. A starscape projection turned the ceiling into anight on a planet
gtill unspoiled by light pollution. Even the funk of humanity that tainted the air in the other parts of the
Sunset was now gone, replaced by afaint hint of the smell of aforest after astrong afternoonrain. I've
never been in so wonderful acorridor on a spacecraft.

Twenty meterslater, the guard stopped one stride past a hatch, which opened itself ashe waved us
toward it. He gave me ahard look, alast chance to make aplay for him.

| pretended | hadn't noticed, pointed at the entrance, and said, "After you, please.”

His anger looked less practiced thistime as he said, "I'm to wait for you outside. Councilor Shurkan
would prefer to meet with you two aone.”

| nodded and stepped into the room. Suli followed me closaly.

The conference space made the hallway look like atrash- and drunk-infested aley. Blond wood
planks polished to a high gloss covered the floor. Every inch of the walls danced with holo displays of
various CC systems, with an ancient image of Earth in aplace of honor facing the door. The celling
resembled asky on the edge of rain, ripples of slent lightning arcing acrossit. The burnished meta table
in the room's center appeared to hover over thefloor. A dozen chairs, each covered in rich black lesther,
stood around the table, spaced so no one had to be too close to anyone else.

At thetable'sfar end sat what | would have taken to be aboy playing at being agrown-up had |
not already seen Shurkan on Lobo's digplay. On one side of him was aholo of Arctul's lavender jump
gate, its pretzd-like shape gently and unredisticaly rotating. On his other sde was aholo of Arctul itsdf,
the planet also dowly rotating. His chair had boosted him so high hislegs must have been pushing up on
the table, and still he couldn't manage to look imposing. | wondered again at his body and lifestyle choice;
it had to be a disadvantage in aworld where the executive norm wastall and thin. To overcomeit, |
reminded mysdlf, he had to possess some specia drive or unusua skills, so 1'd be foolish to
underestimate him.

"Recording,” Lobo saidin my ear. "If they stop our voice comm, I'll send atingle through the shirt



on an dternate frequency they're lesslikely to block. Scratch your left arm if you're receiving me.”

| stared at Shurkan as the door closed behind me, then looked away and pretended to study the
room as| scratched my arm.

"Come, Mr. Moore," Shurkan said, "surely thetimefor saling is past. Sit." He motioned to the
chairson ether sdeof him.

Suli took the one on his|eft.

| ignored him and chose achair to my right, one that put a corner of the room behind me and
presented aclear line of sight to both Shurkan and the door.

Shurkan laughed. "Do youmind if | cal you Jon?"

"Fed free”

"Jon, though I've always been one to appreciate a hedthy dose of paranoia, | must say that in this
caseitisentirely unwarranted. If I'd wanted you dead, | could have had the fleet blow you up on the way
to the gate. Won't you sSit closer?”

"Y ou could dways change your mind,” | said, smiling but not moving.

Helaughed again. "Fine. Let's get to busness." He paused, asif awaiting some reaction.

| stayed silent. I'd been reacting entirely too much and too quickly since the CC ships had
intercepted us; 1'd do better to stay silent.

After afew awkward moments, he continued. "What do you know about Heaven?"

"Which rdigion's?"

He amiled, and for thefirst time since I'd entered the room, the reaction struck me as genuine. "The
planet, not the afterlife.”

"I've never visted it," | said, "but I've picked up the same basics as anyone who travelsagresat ded:
They used to cdl it Bart's Folly, which from what little I've heard is amore accurate description than its
current name. Some marketing genius came up with the new labd. It'sin CC space, though at the very
edge. It started with only one aperture, but it has more now." | paused, but | redlly didn't know anything
else. "That's about it."

"Not surprisingly,” Shurkan said, "your datais out of date. The planet drew so little atention for the
first severa decades after the CC settled it that most people don't bother to keep up withit." He leaned
forward and gestured toward the center of the table. "Asyou can see, several very important factors
have changed.”

A holo of aplanet and ajump gate snapped into view. From my angle the globe was on thefar side
of the very pale blue, dmost white gate. The gate had four apertures.

"So you can now jump to more places fromthere," | said. "New apertures form at many gates, and
asde from theinevitable commercid competition for access to the new planet on the other side of each
one, they're not remarkable.” | didn't add that those competitions could turn violent and dangerous. I'd
found mysdf in the middlie of one on abackwater Frontier Codlition planet named Macken, and though
the experience had brought me Lobo, it had aso added to the memories that woke me up in the middle
of thenight.

| glanced a Suli, wondering what she was making of al this, but she gppeared relaxed, dmost
bored. Good: The more she controlled her emotions, the better.

"What's unusua and important about these gpertures,” Shurkan said, "isthat two go to planetsin
CC space and two lead to EC worlds."

That was definitely not the norm. Most border worlds had at most one way to jump to a planet
outside their own federation. It's asif the makers of the gates—if there are makers; we have no clue how
the gates came into being—decided to divide space negtly into sectors and provide only afew points of
contact between those aress.

"It started asa CC world, right?' | said.

He nodded.



"So, | assumeit's il one, just aCC planet with two links to the EC. What's the problem?”

"The problem," Shurkan said, his voice turning harsh and giving away the true age hisbody tried to
concedl, "isthat the same government that renamed the planet doesn't share your assumption.”

"So they've joined the EC?" Such changesin alegiance were rare, because the owning federation
was unlikely to tolerate them, but thiswouldn't be thefirst one.

"No," Shurkan said. "The government of Heaven has declared that it isin the middle of amulti-year
process of selecting the federation it will join."

"Soit's playing you and the EC to see which of you will giveit the mogt?'

"Yes" hesad.

"So gotakeit back,” | said. "lsn't that what the CC would normally do?!

"Yes" hesad, "in most caseswe would do just that. Unfortunately, the government of Heaven
didn't make the break until it had persuaded my predecessor—" he paused asif even mentioning the
person left abad taste in his mouth—"to withdraw most of our local fleet because it was hurting their
growing tourism business. At the sametime, they were secretly courting the EC."

"So now neither of you hasalarge military presence there, and neither of you can assemble one
without the other responding in kind."

"The end result of which—" hesaid.

| cut him off. "Would bewar. | understand. What | don't get iswhy you'retelling meal this,
fascinating asit may be."

"Patience, Jon, patience. Were dmost there."

| forced mysdlf to stay silent even though | wanted to scream a him to get to the point. Bureaucrats
awaystakeinefficient routesto their gods, and you rardly have any chance of rushing them.

When | didn't speak again, he nodded in satisfaction and continued. "We don't want awar, and
neither does the EC; were too evenly matched, and both sidesinevitably lose more than they gainin such
afight. At the same time, we do want control of the planet—as, of course, doesthe EC."

He leaned back, smiled, and said, "Which brings usto you."

| refused to take the bait and kept quiet.

The smile vanished; that clearly wasn't the reaction he wanted. "Wed like to pay you to help
overthrow Heaven's government.”

| laughed, agenuinereaction that it felt niceto let mysdf have. ™Y ou have the wrong man, Shurkan.
I'macourier. | don't know anything about politics.”

"Don't be modest, Jon. We know you're a courier, but we also know you spent some years with
the Saw, so your military training hasto be topnotch. Y ou own aPCAV, which ishardly a standard
courier vehicle”

"I received it as compensation for ajob | did acouple of years ago, the only form of payment the
client could afford."

Hewaved hishands. "Weredly don't care. We verified your ownership islegitimate, so you can
takeit anywhere."

| stood. "So | spent sometime asasoldier; alot of poor guysdo. That in no way qualifiesmeto
attack an entire government. | think were done here.”

"No," he said, leaning forward again and placing his hands on the table, "we're not. Sit."

| again regretted the quickness of my reactions. | shouldn't have stood, because now | either had to
Sit and thus appear to accept his authority, or try to leave and learn the hard way that | waslocked in, as
| amost certainly was. | opted for saving face, atactic many bureaucrats will support by reflex. "Give me
areason not to leave," | said, keeping my tone level and polite.

"Il giveyou two," he said. "Well pay you agrest ded of money, and what we want youto dois
something a person with your skills can handle.”

| stood for amoment asif contemplating his words, then nodded and sat. " Go ahead.”



Herdlaxed and smiled, back on familiar ground. "If we thought we could bring down the
government of Heaven by nating afew leaders, you and | wouldn't be meeting. If bribery wasa
realistic option, we aso wouldn't be here. Neither of those will work; the key players are too close-knit a
group. What we need you to do islocate and bring to usasingle criminal. That'sit. Succeed at that task,
and well make you wedthy."

| didn't have to force mysdlf to be quiet thistime; | was genuindly puzzled. | certainly wasn't a
bounty hunter, though 1'd done that kind of work before | joined the Saw, and | understood it. Still, it
made no sense for the CC to be involved with crime on a planet that at best only partialy belonged toit.
Findly, | said, "What's the connection between this crimina and Heaven's government?"

"They're sponsoring the man,” Shurkan said. "He'sworking for Heaven, officidly doing legitimate
work, but in secret committing avery dangerous crime. We can't go after him directly, because doing so
would mean going up againgt the government—which would immediately draw the EC into action. By
contradt, if you, aman with no clear tiesto any planet or codlition, atourist, could ddiver himto us, we
could put himontrid, blast every feed with the news of his crimes, and make very clear to everyone—"

"That Heaven was harboring and supporting him,” | said. "That part is obvious. What is he doing
that would upset that planet's citizens enough to cause them to vote out their government?”

"Research with live subjects—people—into making nanomachines live successtully for extended
periodsin human bodies" he said. "Research,” hisvoice dropping abit and becoming more adult in tone,
"that not only has been banned for over ahundred years, but that iskilling the subjects.”

| didn't haveto force mysdf to be quiet; | needed timeto collect my thoughts. The experiments
Shurkan had described were exactly what the scientists on Aggro had done to me, to Benny, and to
many, many others. All the others had died from the tests. Only Benny and | had survived even theinitid
rounds, and now, to the best of my knowledge, | was the only remaining success of the Aggro research.
The nanomachinesthat laced al my cells kept me looking twenty-eight perpetudly, let me eat asmuch as
| wanted and never gain weight unless | chose to do so, and provided me with many other abilities—but
they also ensured that | could never stay anywherefor long, never tell anyone about my past, never let
myself be caught and tested, never be normal.

"If you know about thisresearch,” | said, "why not smply exposeit right now and be done with it?'
And why, | thought but did not say, talk about it in front of Suli? He must have considered her so
harmless that she couldn't use the information to hurt him or the CC. | glanced a her for amoment; she
still appeared cam, though atightness around her eyes betrayed her increased tension.

Shurkan chuckled, but there was no warmth in the sounds he made, only tightly controlled tension.
"Jon, I'vetried to not insult your intelligence; why are you insulting ours? If we had enough proof to pass
public review, or if the legitimate work this man is doing didn't provide such agood cover sory, then we
would have reveded his crimeslong ago. With what little data we have, however, we would both fail to
induce the adminisiration change we need and cause the government to move the man to anew
location.”

"I'm sorry,” | said, meaning it. "l was stupid. | was surprised to hear that anyone was conducting
such banned tests, because they're supposed to be insandly dangerous.” That wastrue asfar asit went,
but | was now a so wondering why they'd picked me and what they knew of my past. | would not let
myself end up atest subject again. | would not. "None of this, though, is my problem.”

"We can't send in a CC team,” Shurkan said, "for al the obvious reasons. We can hire people who
do thiskind of work, of course, but I've dways found that while money isagood motivator, caring about
thejob often matters more."

"I'm sorry,” | said, perhapstoo quickly, "but | don't seewhy | should care any more than anyone
elseyoumight try to hire.”

"From some friends of oursinthe EC," he said, "friendswho provide usinformation from timeto
time, we've learned that you recently went to agreat ded of trouble to save the life of ayoung boy—and
faled."



| instantly pictured the boy, Manu Chang, as|'d last seen him, vanishing down a crowded street,
very much adive but dead asfar asthe EC was concerned. | shoved down the memory, because the
boy's ability to catch glimpses of the future meant he'd never be safeif the EC or the CC or any other
large organization, governmentd or corporate, knew he was dive. I'd helped stage his death so held have
achance a asnormd alife ashisabilitieswould permit.

"Doing what you want," | said, grateful for agood excuse for |etting some tension into my voice,
"won't bring back that boy."

"No," Shurkan said, "it won't. But it could provide away for you to atone for whatever part you
played in hisdegth.”

"Y ou have no right to talk about what happened,” | said, "and | don't seeits connection with your
problem.”

Suli's expression changed for the first time, and the pity | saw on her face only made mefed guilty
for lying about the entire affair. The lie, though, was necessary. She opened her mouth asif to speak, and
| shook my head. She stayed quiet.

"How familiar are you with the story of Aggro?' Shurkan said.

| didn't like him bringing up Chang, but my involvement with that boy and the EC waslessthan a
year in the past, so | wasn't disturbed that he'd found out about it. His question about that horrible place,
by contrast, made me wonder just how much data he had acquired about me. | fought the urge to run
and forced mysdlf to answer in the same tone as before. "1 know what everyone knows from vids and
holos: It was an orbita prison where they conducted experiments on prisoners, and a nanotech disaster
destroyed it and led to the quarantine of the planet it was orbiting."

"Pinkelponker," Shurkan said, "and yes, that's correct asfar asit goes. What we've recently learned
isthat one of the scientists on Aggro had sent afew messagesto hisfamily suggesting histeam was
converging on success, that afew subjects had not died instantly, and that the key seemed to be to use
younger people." He paused and stared a me.

| returned the look as| pictured those few other prisoners|'d seen while stuck in that orbiting
hell-hole. My memory supported the observation, and I made a connection I'd never made before:
Benny and | werethe only survivors. We were a so the only prisoners who were not full-grown adults.
We were the size of adults, we were teens and so old enough for some cultures to consider us adults, but
neither of us had yet hit puberty. That fact had never mattered before. Now it hit me hard.

"The man we're after obtained that information,” Shurkan said, "and began experimenting on
children.”

Heballed hissmal fists and dammed them into the table.

"Children, Jon. He'skilling kids, and you can help us stop him."”

Chapter 5

| don't know what to say," | said, meaningit.

"Say that you'l take thejob," Shurkan said. "Help us save lives—the lives of children. And make
yourself alot of money: We're prepared to pay three million upon ddivery.”

| sat and thought.

Shurkan let me be.

Suli looked like she wanted to speak, but she didn't, for which | was grateful.

The holos continued to dance silently in their places. Theair in the room was as ill aswhen I'd
entered it. Everything gppeared exactly asit had afew minutes before—but everything was different
now. The dedl was on the table, and it was one that in two ways | was motivated to accept. | hated it
whenever anyone hurt children, and | liked the size of the payday; it would support Lobo and mefor at
least a couple of years.



The risks, though, were huge. Theidea of being captured again by someone actively working in
human-nanotech research brought the memories of Aggro crashing into me and terrified me. Should
anything go wrong on thismission, | could end up the captive of the security team protecting this
scientist—and there definitely was such ateam, or Shurkan wouldn't need someone like me. Asa
prisoner, I'd make an ideal adult test subject, and any scientist preparing me for experiments of thistype
would soon figure out that | was aready infused with nanomachines.

| could aso back away and be sure that the CC wouldn't give up if | didn't sign on. Thisdidn't have
to be my problem. They'd find others willing to take the job.

So, maybe | could walk away from this mess safely and without leaving those children to die—but
did | want to?

| needed time to think on my own, away from Shurkan, and | wanted more information. Both were
availablein Lobo.

| stood and faced Suli. "We're leaving." Turning toward Shurkan, | said, "I'll consider your offer, but
not here; being aprisoner isnot conducive to good analysis.”

Shurkan clearly didn't like my response, but he read my attitude well enough that he paused only
briefly before saying, "I completely understand. Someone will escort you back to your ship, and welll let
you stay inthe Sunset's hangar for aslong as you need.”

| considered arguing, but there was no point in it; he'd never let usleave until | gave him an answer.

"Mr. Moore," Suli said, "you haveto help. They can't et these crimes continue.”

"What?' | sad. "Why are you getting involved? Thisisn't your issue. Let'sgo.”

She didn't move. "They clearly need your help," she said, "or more children will dieand an
oppressive government will continue to get away with abusing its people.”

"| gppreciate that you care about children,” | said, "but as| said, thisis not your problem. I'll think
about dl thisafter | drop you at the gate.” Turning toward Shurkan, | said, "'If you won't let me take her
there, would you at least have one of your shipsdo it? Thisredlly isn't her concern.”

She stared at me for several seconds before speaking. "I'm afraid | haven't been honest with
you—or with Kiana, who knows nothing about this. I'm from Heaven, and | work for the opposition
Freepeople party. We have to make the current government stop what it's doing, but thereisno way we
could expose this practice on our own. The EC seems more interested in assisting the administration than
bringing it down. Only the CC would help us"

| stared at her, not wanting to believe her and yet redlizing that her confession explained so much of
her behavior that it instantly rang astrue. | was also furious at myself: Sheld set me up, and | hadn't seen
it coming.

"And though we very much do want to help," Shurkan said, "we can't send in our own agents
without risking exposure.”

I'd trusted someone | didn't know, and thisis what happened. The temperature in the room
increased; the till rationa part of me understood that |, not the space, was the source of the heat as my
skin flushed with rage.

"We aso couldn't send anyone to extract you from the Green Rising grove,”" Shurkan said, "without
atracting far more attention and taking afar greater risk of violence than | felt was prudent. Priyanahere
isone of our friends on Heaven, and she came up with the plan to lead you to us.”

She'd seemed too calm when the CC ships had closed on us, and Lobo had confirmed that her
vitas had showed no evidence of surprise. | should have figured it out then.

Shurkan smiled. "Don't worry about what your vist here will cost you: Priyanaprovided asolid
cover story. Officidly, we received areport of akidnapping and helped loca law enforcement by
searching your ship and others. Y ou will, of course, receive a clean report, and as far as anyone else will
know, welll send you on your way with an officia gpology for the dday.”

| sat, not from adesire to stay but from the need to fight the anger that wasrising in me. "And the
men who chased usin The Take-Off—"



"Were CC guards that we thought would capture the two of us and provide acover for this
mesting,” Suli sad.

"Having to use the fleet was an unfortunate backup option,” Shurkan said, "though one | must
confess Priyana had considered might be necessary.”

"Y ou could smply have asked me," | said, so angry | wanted to tear the room apart, "and saved al
thistrickery."

"No," Shurkan said, "we could not. First, nothing we know of you suggests you'd willingly tekea
meeting with the CC. Second, we had no way to approach you without aerting those enviro-nutsto at
least the possibility of something important going on. Once we did that, they'd never let go of it; they're
awayslooking for leverage on us. We needed away to meet with you that also gave dl of us, including
you, asafe way to exit cleanly when thisisover."

Even though his statements were accurate, | despised them and him, because | hate being played. |
hate the way governments and megacorporations treat everyone as expendable, as human assets, as
nothing more than numbersto manipulate. | hate politicians being willing to sacrifice othersin their
unshakable confidence that they represent the greater good.

| aso hate losing control, and | was periloudy closeto doing that.

| stood and headed for the door. "Well, I'm glad for that bit of planning, because I'm leaving now."

Suli stood and rushed after me. She grabbed my arm.

| fought the urge to hit her and instead stood till, my fists clenched. My voice came out tight as |
sad, pronouncing each word dowly and digtinctly, "L et go of me. Now."

"We know where heis, Mr. Moore, Jon," she said. She released my arm but then stepped between
me and the door and stared into my eyes. "We can't get to this monster on our own. We can't prove
anything. But we know where heis, and we can help you locate him and even provide someloca
support. If we—if you—can deliver him to the CC, they can prosecute him, make him pay, and help us
remove the criminasthat are supporting him and replace them with a government that cares about its
citizens"

She paused, searching my face for areaction.

Anger dill sofilled methat | needed to leave.

"Get out of my way," | said, spesking dowly.

"Children are dying! " she said, her voiceturning shrill as sheyelled. “Innocent children, usualy
poor ones, often kidsin the government's own foster-care facilities, are ending up aslab animals,
creaturesthis so-caled scientit, thisamoral demon, Jorge Wei, butchers without pause. Y ou can help us
savethem!”

| pushed her aside asgently as| could. She stumbled backward. | had to get away, to clear my
heed, to let my body processtherage until | could think clearly again.

| stepped toward the door, which opened as| drew within ameter of it. The same guard was
waiting outside, smirking a me. | wanted to tear off his head and rub it on the fancy carpet until I'd
soaked it with the bloody remains of hissmirk. | raised my hands and shifted my stance. The guard's
expresson changed in an ingtant, and he shifted hisweight to hisrear leg, bracing himsef for impact.

"Jon," Lobo said over the comm, "please do not leave that room, and please do not fight thet
guard. Get control of yourself, stay there, and agree to help them.”

| froze, not believing what 1'd just heard.

The guard looked as puzzled as | felt.

In the pause, Lobo spoke, each word so crysta clear in my earsthat though | could not believe
what | was hearing, | also could not doubt that it wasredl.

"Pleasg, Jon. Do it for me."



Chapter 6

| didn't move. | stared at the guard standing barely two metersin front of me, but | wasn't redlly
seeing him. Lobo had asked me to do something for him—honestly asked me, not asnarky query but a
sraightforward request. The whole idea made no sense, but it had happened; hiswords were clear.

L obo was a sarcadtic, annoying, twenty-five-meter-long killing machine with a perpetudly bad attitude,
but he was dso my only friend in this sector of the universe, maybe the only friend | had.

There was no longer any question about it: | had to help Shurkan and Suli.

Now, | had to figure out how to change course this aoruptly without aerting Shurkan that something
was up.

Suli cameto my aid by stepping between me and the guard, putting her hand on my chest, and
saying, "Please, Jon, don't walk out because | lied to you or the CC forced you into coming here. We
were wrong to do those things, and I'm sorry, but what mattersis saving the children.”

The guard relaxed and backed away. | focused on Suli as| saw a believable path forward.

"And what happensto meif | fall, if Wei's security captures me?”

"l don't know," Suli said, "but I'm sure we'd try—"

"No," Shurkan said, "no one would try anything, and Jon knowsit. Y ou said you didnt want to lie
to him, so let'snot. Jon, unless you're alot dumber than the datawe have on you suggests, you know that
if you fail, well deny this meeting ever happened.”

"I wanted her to hear you say it," | said, turning my back on Suli and facing Shurkan, "so shed
understand what her acts had cost me.”

Shurkan didn't respond. He stared at me, his bemused expression suggesting he knew what | would
say next. | was counting on that.

"And what it will cost you," | sad. "Five million. Half now, haf on ddivery."

"Isthisonly about money?' Suli said, her face flushing with anger.

| shook my head. "No, but if I'm going to take the risks this mission will entail, the CC isgoing to

Shurkan smiled, back on familiar turf. "Four. Well pay haf up front, but you take one of my staff
with you, so | can have ardiable data source, and you aso agree to bring along Priyana. Her knowledge
of her home region will be ussful, and her presence will appease her organization, who are our partnersin
thisundertaking.”

If 1'd decided on my own to take thisjob, I'd walk away now. A snatch and grab of a protected
executive is hard enough with ateam you can trust; doing it with people who have proven to be willing to
decelve you is downright dangerous. | had to do thisfor Lobo, however, so | considered my options. A
CC rep would be apro, someone with skills | could use—but also someone who would aways pose a
threat to me. The nanomachinesin my cells can hed dmost any injury—I know, because I've suffered a
lot of them—>but | don't know if they could repair a shot through my brain. Suli had been agood enough
actressto deceive me, and deceit was askill | might be able to use. Shurkan wasright that her
background could aso comein handy. | smply couldn't trust her.

On balance she wasthe lesser of the two evils, and Shurkan was clearly anegotiator.

"I'll take Suli, because she can help. No CC rep, though; that's a deal-breaker. Y ou seem very fond
of her," | nodded toward Suli, who had moved to stand to my eft, "'so she can represent your interests as
wdl."

"I'd greetly prefer my own man be on the team,” he said.

"I'm not negotiating any longer. | said that was aded-bresker, and itis." | paused for effect. |
hoped 1'd read him correctly. "Decide; Do | take only Suli, do | work aone, or do | walk away
entirdy?'

"Fine, Jon, fing" he said, Sghing dramaticaly. "We have aded."



| needed to get away from there and talk to Lobo in private, to learn why | was now stuck with this
job. "Then we might aswdll get moving," | said. "From everything you've told me, the sooner | find this
guy, the better.”

"l agree" Shurkan said, "but don't leave quite yet. | have some more information you'll find quite
useful.”

"So send it tomy ship.”

"No," he said. "For reasons that will become obvious, I'd prefer to discussthishere.™

"Then go aheed,” | said.

He tapped on the table and faced Suli. The door behind us opened, and the guard entered.
"Priyana, please go with Jenkins here to Jon's ship and wait besideit.”

"What?' shesad. "Likeyou just told Jon, we're your partners. Anything you can share with him,
you can sharewith me. And, | have more information to review with him; you know | do."

"Y es, our organizations are partners,” he said. "but your conclusion isincorrect. The Freepeople
party quite understandably has an agenda well beyond our relationship—as does our council. We both
consequently do not share dl information with each other. That's fine and normal; no two groups ever do.
Y ou'll haveto trust methat everything I'm going to tell Jon will help him capture Wei, and nothing | will
say will beto your detriment.”

"I'll haveto tel my people about this" shesaid, "and as| told you, | still have moreto discusswith
Jon."

"Y ou would tell them about anything | do," Shurkan said, nodding his head, "which makes my
point." He gestured toward the door. "Now, if you would please go with Jenkins, we won't be long.

Y oull have plenty of timeto talk with Jon later.”

Suli stood for amoment, her body most vibrating with the effort of controlling hersdlf. After
severa seconds, she nodded her head, turned, and | eft. The door snicked closed.

"Please, St," Shurkan said, gesturing again at the chair. | findly redized that he didn't like having to
look up at mein ameeting he controlled—or probably at any other time, for that matter. A better person
would have sat to make him fed more comfortable.

| wasn't in the mood to be that person.

"Thanks, but you said thiswould be short, so I'll stland.” | waited until he opened his mouth to
speak, then interrupted him. "Before you say anything else, let's settle that down payment.”

"Redly, Mr. Moore, | must—"

"What, I'm not Jon now?'

"You'reintentiondly trying to annoy me," hesaid.

"Y es, but that doesn't change anything, and it's not even close to payback for what you've doneto
me." | took out my wallet, thumbed it to open a quarantined area and to stand ready to receive, and
gared at him again. " So, the down payment?”’

He sighed thestrically and tapped on the table. "Have you never been civilized?' he said, shaking his
head. "There. Satisfied?"

My wallet vibrated its receipt. | thumbed atransfer to Lobo.

"May we proceed?' he said.

| held up my hand and waited, aware that seconds were passing and uncomfortable in the delay, but
there was no getting around it; | wanted the money planetside before we moved on.

"Thetransfer isgood,” Lobo said. ™Y our main bank on Arctul cleared it, and pieces of it are dready
hopping to other repositories.”

| put down my hand. "Y ou were saying,” | said.

"I'd like your word," he said, "that you will not tell anyone what I'm about to reved to you."

"No."



"Y ou've done nothing to earn my trug,” | said.

"l just paid you hdf thefee" he said, "and you've yet to do asingle thing. Surely that earns some
trug.”

"No," | said, "that buys my commitment to do my best to capture Wel. | can't think of anything you
could do right now that would earn my trust.”

"You areintensdy frudirating to dedl with," he said.

"I've heard that. Would you like your money back?"

He paused asif considering my offer, but we both knew he wasn't; he wasin too deep, and my
refusdl to play by the norma bureaucratic rules had thrown him off hisgame.

"No," hefindly said. "Though you will not trust me, | will trust you. Decide whether to tell anyone
else about this; the cost of aleak will beclear.”

"Go ahead.”

"Before we agreed to work with Pri's organization, we made one attempt to get to Wei. We
couldn't afford adirect attack, so we persuaded a scientist Wel was recruiting to work for us. Shejoined
him about six months ago and was sending us status reports on those few days when Wei alowed her
out of the complex.”

"Y ou said she 'was sending reports. What happened?

"Wedon't know," he said. "We have no way to contact her, and we haven't heard from her in three
months.”

"So you don't know—"

"If she'sdill dive. Correct. If sheis, however, she could dmost certainly help you, and wed like
you to bring her out with We."

"I can't guaranteethat,” | said. "If | take himin apublic place, for example, she could il be dive
but nowhere near him."

"Fair enough," he said, "but if you get the opportunity, bring her dong.”

In the Saw, we'd never leave acomrade behind. This woman wasn't on my team, but | appreciated
Shurkan'sgod. "Okay. How will | get her to trust me?”

"Her nameisNoritaMcCombs," hesaid. "Thisisher.”

The holos on both sdes of him morphed into awoman amost my height, ablonde with
shoulder-length hair, amber-colored skin, asurprisingly round face, light green eyes, and thelithe, athletic
body that had been the dominant executive style for the past severd years. The shape of her face and her
unusua eyeswould be easy to remember and make her smple to spot.

"If you see her and can find away to speak to her," Shurkan said, "ask if she hasacousnwho'sa
pro gamer. She does not, so the question should never normally arise. When she hearsit, shelll know |
sent you, but shelll ask for the name of the person you're recdling. Say it's 'Ken' something or other. If
anyone else overhears you, the exchange should do no harm.”

"l haveit in case you don't,” Lobo said.

Asif | couldn't remember arecognition protocol. First, he makes me do this, then heinsults me. He
and | definitely needed to talk.

"Isthat it?" | said.

The holos vanished.

"Yes" he said. Hetapped the table and stared at me for afew seconds, asif searching for
something. Whatever it was, | don't think he found it, because hefinally said, "'l look forward to your
success.”

The door opened, and anew escort, asmdl, nervous man shorter than Suli and no more than
two-thirds my weight, motioned to hisleft. Like Jenkins, he wore no nametag or uniform.

Shurkan must have noticed the tenson between me and Jenkins. Rationdly, | knew hed made a
good choice to send adifferent and very obviousy non-threatening escort to take me back to Lobo.



Emotionaly, however, | was frustrated and let down; part of me still wanted to vent my frustration
physicaly, and Jenkins would have been worth hitting.
"Shdl wego?' theman said.
"Yes" | sad. | followed himinto the hall without glancing back. "I have work to do."
| thought of Suli tricking me and having to take her on thismission, and my jaw clenched.
"And someoneto set sraight.”

Chapter 7

The smdl man maintained asurprisingly good pace for someone his height and didn't speek the
entire way back to the hangar. When we reached the door, he waved me through, followed, and waited
by the hatch. He was definitdy staying out of my way, which wasfine by me.

Suli paced back and forth in front of Lobo.

| ignored her. Lobo opened aside hatch as| approached. | walked right by Suli and into him.

"Jon," shesad, "please—"

"Getin," | sad, "or day; | don't care. Either way, we're leaving now."

She stepped inside without hesitation.

| had to give her some credit, because she clearly understood my mood and till followed meinto
Lobo. That did nothing, however, to excuse her actions.

Lobo ingantly shut the hatch.

"Shurkan for you," Lobo said over the spesakers.

Suli opened her mouth asiif to speak, but | ignored her and headed to the front.

"Go ahead," | said.

"We did not agree on a contact protocol when you've accomplished your mission,” Shurkan said.
He'd moved to another room, one with awaterscape playing behind him. "1 suggest | upload the local
contacts you should use."

"Hard quarantine ready," Lobo said over the machine frequency so only heand | could heer it.

| nodded. | was ready to leave and had no interest in talking further with Shurkan.

He nodded to hisright.

"Recelved and clean,” Lobo said, staying private. "The datais nothing more than names, comm
methods, and a basi ¢ recognition protocol."

"Weredone," | said. "Open the hangar so we can get on with it."

"One moment, please" he said. "Pxi, | do gpologize again for asking you to let usfinish the meeting
in private, but as I'm sure Jon will confirm, nothing we discussed will in any way harm you or your

"How can |l—" Suli said.

| cut her off. ™Y ou're wasting my time, and I'm not in the mood for it. We're done until | have Wel in
custody."

"Asyou will," Shurkan said, "though such rude behavior is never necessary. | look forward to our
next meeting being onein which we celebrate your success—and deliver your fina payment.”

Hisimage disappeared.

"No humansremain in the hangar,” Lobo said over the spegkers, "and it is depressurizing.”

"Jon," Suli said, "please let me gpologize for deceiving you." She put her hand on my shoulder and
pulled dightly, but I didn't move; | didn't want to look at her. "It was the only way any of us could figure
out—"

"—that would get you what you wanted,” | said. "'l understand, and of course accomplishing your
goa s was more important than anything | was doing or might want.”



"That's not the way we meant it," she said.

"Butit'sthetruth,” | said, "something you're apparently not very familiar with."

"Would you let Wei continue to kidnap children—or buy them from the government—and then use
them aslab animasand kill them?1sn't that worth stopping?”’

"Of courseitis" | sad, finaly turning to face her. "But that's not the point. The point isthat you
could have asked me that question openly and honestly.”

"And if weld done that, would you have helped?'

"Hangar depressurization complete,” Lobo said, still over the speskers, "and doors opening.”

| was grateful for the interruption, because | didn't know the answer to Suli's question. Would |
have helped? On the one hand, | like to think so, because | couldn't agree more with them that what Wel
was doing was evil. I'd been in the place of those kids, and even amost ahundred and forty years later |
gtill sometimes woke up in the middle of the night, thrashing and swesting, back on Aggro al over again.
Despite that belief, however, | dso couldn't sign up for every crusade that crossed my path. The universe
isvast, humanity is spread everywhere theres ajump gate, and on every planet where there are people,
there are horrors those people cause. Surely they weren't all my problem.

"Takeusout," | said, "and to thejump gate." The thought of being stuck in the middle of the CC
ships made my spinetingleas surdly asif I'd just learned | wasin asniper'ssights. "Asquickly as
possible" | added.

Butif | didn't help clean up the messesin front of me, then what good was 17? |an't that what we dll
have to do: Work on improving each of our little corners of the universe? Isthere anything better we
could be doing with our lives?

This cause, though, hadn't been in front of me on Arctul, and no one had asked meto help until after
Suli had tricked me into being captured by the CC.

Asmy attention returned to the moment, | saw she was gill staring intently into my eyes. | don't
know what she saw there, but whatever it was, it didn't make her happy. Her expression turned more
desperate.

She stepped back from me, dropped her handsto her sides, and said, "I'm sorry, Jon. | really am. |
can't go back and fix this mistake. But we have the chance to work together to do agreat deal of good,
to help stop amonster. For that to happen, for usto have any chance of working well as ateam, you
have to trust me. What can | do to regain your trust?'

The answer required no thought at all. "1 can't think of any way you can."

She stood rigid for amoment, asif collecting hersdlf. | could amost smell thefear on her inthe till,
antiseptic air ingde Lobo. Her eyeswidened, and she shook her head ever so dightly, asif losing an
argument with hersdlf.

"I will do anything, Jon," shesaid. " Anything you wart, if itll help convince you that I'm truly sorry
for what | did and make you trust me.”

"Y ou can't make—" | stopped as she stepped closer to me, her movement robotic, her eyes shut.

| backed away from her.

"Y ou're trying to bribe me with sex?"

Her eyes opened wide. She shook her head and waved her hands back and forth. "No, not bribe
you," shesaid, "jugt, | don't know, show you how sorry | am, get you to seethat I'll do anything to
makethisright. My fedings, yours—none of that matters. We have to save those kids.”

"Isthisyour usua way of persuading people?’

Sheraised her hand asif to dap me but stopped short of swinging. "No!" she said. " Of course not.
I've never been in thiskind of Situation before. Shurkan's people said you were arough man, so | thought
thismight work." She started crying, not sobbing, not out of control, but tears wetting her cheeks
nonetheless. "Forget working with meif that's what it will take. Once we reach Heaven, you can drop me
and do thejob on your own. | won't tell the CC. | won't even tell my peopleif that'swhat it takes. Just



get Wel and free the children who are till dive.”

"Fromwhat | can read of her vital Sgns," Lobo said on the machine frequency, "her emotiona
reaction isgenuine, asis her offer to leave."

Though her legp to sexud bribery struck me as stupid, that attempt, her willingnessto let me go on
my own, and the strength of her reaction suggested she might be a decent person who was sorry her
pursuit of her cause had screwed up my life.

Her cause. | should have asked earlier.

"What did you not get to tell me before you left?’ | said. "Moreto the point, what's the real reason
you're So determined to do anything to save these children?”

"lsn't rescuing them from being experimenta subjects agood enough reason on its own? Can you
even imagine what they're going through?*

Yes, | thought, better than you can, because | il vividly remember being one of them. But she
hadn't answered me.

"Answer the questions,” | said. "'If you want my trust, start by telling methe truth.”

She wiped her face with her hands and turned away from mefor afew seconds. She ran her fingers
through the hair covering her ears and scraped it back from her face. When shelooked a me again, her
eyeswere gtill moist, but they were aso angry. "My only child, Joachim, vanished three weeks ago.” Her
voice trembled, but she continued. "The police were no help at al. They clamed no survelllance cameras
had spotted him after he left to play outside with somefriends. They gave up so quickly and were so
definitein telling me they had no hope of finding him that | fear Wei hashim. He's only eight, Jon. Eight.”

| didn't know what to say. Either sheld dready figured out how bad the situation was, or she didn't
want to hear it. After three weeks without a contact, whether the boy was arunaway who didn't want his
family to find him or avictim of akidnagpping by Wei or anyone else, he was unlikely to turn up. Normal
governmental monitors should have detected him before he could get off planet, but that didn't mean
anything; people on even the most high-tech worlds till find waysto disappesar. If We had the boy,
maybe wed get lucky and the man would be running long, dow tests on his subjects, but even then weld
faceamgor problem: Unless| got very, very lucky, it would take me severa more weeksto find away
to kidnap aman aswell protected as Shurkan had implied Wei was. By thetime | could grab Wei and
locate his prisoners, amonth and a half or even two would have passed since the boy had disappeared.

The slence stretched on. When | wasin the Saw, I'd gone with an officer on five occasonsto tell a
family about the desth of one of my comrades. I'd faced two mothers, afather, awife, and ahusband.
Each visit ripped something out of me, and | couldn't forget asingle one. | saw no point in ddlivering that
kind of newsto Suli until | was sureit wastrue. After dl, maybe | was being pessmigtic. Maybe Wei
stocked up for awhile, then ran tests on large groups. Perhaps he conditioned them firgt, getting themiin
the proper physica condition for whatever experiments he wanted to conduct. Maybe Wei kept his
subjects for months, and the boy was dtill dive and hedlthy. The scientists on Aggro had certainly used
Benny and me for weeks and weeks and weeks.

Of course, we had continued to survive when they'd expected usto die.

Even if the news about Suli's son proved to be good, | had to start setting her expectations about
how long thisjob would take.

"I'mvery sorry,” | findly said, "and I'm going to do my best to capture Wei and rescue every kid he
has. We have no clueif your son isamong them, but if he's there when we take Wei, well get him out.” |
paused and finally put my hand on her shoulder. "Y ou have to understand, though, that this sort of job
takestime, alot of time, typically weeks, sometimes more. We can't rush it; if wedon't do it right, welll
never get through to We."

She glanced a my hand.

| lifted it off her shoulder.

"I'm not stupid, Jon," she said, "though I've certainly acted that way so far. | redlize Joachim may
already be dead, and | also know that capturing Wei could take weeks. But we have to try, and Shurkan



convinced methat you're our best choice for the job. If you have to leave meto do it, then drop me
anywhere on Heaven. | think | can help you, because | know the areaand my people will give me
information they might not share with you, but if you believe I'll betray you again or have no valueto you,
then do what you think isright.”

"Either her offer isgenuine,” Lobo said, staying private, "or sheisavery good liar indeed.”

| consdered my options. | was most comfortable working aone or with other pros; dealing with
people who don't know the drill and don't understand how to follow ordersis both dangerous and
wearing. On the other hand, | was heading into unknown territory on atime-critica misson, and having a
local guide could speed the entire operation. Her access to a ground team and itsintel could also prove
to be asgnificant advantage.

"I'll honor my dedl and et you comewith me" | said, "provided you obey my rules.”

"Which are?' shesad.

| stared hard at her. "Few in number,” | said, "but not negotiable.” | ticked them off on my fingers.
"One: Obey my ordersimmediately and without question. A field action is not ademocracy. Two: Never
again lieto me about anything related to thisjob. Three: If I'm not here, or if | am here but I'm in some
waly incapacitated, obey Lobo."

A puzzled expression crossed her face.

"Theship'sAl," | sad.

"It would be more proper to refer to me asthe ship,” Lobo said, till private, "but at least you didn't
put her in charge should something happen to you. We both know how that decision works out.”

Though Lobo was right—the last time 1'd left a passenger in charge held used Lobo to make his
getaway and subsequently roped me into a very dangerous and complex scheme—I ignored him and
focused on Suli.

She said nothing, so after afew seconds, | said, "Do you agree?’

"If I didn't, | would have said something.”

"| prefer explicit deds. Do you agree?’

She stuck out her hand. "Yes, | agree.”

We shook hands. | gppreciated the gesture, onethat | considered significant even though it had lost
most of its meaning because few people felt their word obligated them to anything.

"We'rethird in the jJump queue,” Lobo said. A display appeared on the front wall. "l assumethat as
usua you'll want to watch.”

Thelavender edges of the aperture through which we were jumping filled the edges of the image.
The center was the unblemished black of every aperture on every gatein the universe, the perfect
absence of light. Energy passed harmlessy through the apertures asif they weren't there. Matter,
however, behaved entirdly differently: Anything that entered an aperture emerged into another area of
space, typicaly one many light years away. Each aperture linked exactly two points, and those points
never changed. A single gate might have one or many apertures, the more connectionsto other systems,
the more important a trade center the planet near that gate became. No one knew how the gates worked
or what made them appear, but every time we found anew one, right nearby we aways found a planet
suitablefor human life

I'd jumped hundreds of times, and each time the experience moved me. A vitd part of the fabric
that held together the far-flung human species, the jump gates managed to fed both effortlesdy naturd
and somehow deeply wrong. | wondered if early air travelersfelt the same way about airplanes.

The ship infront of usvanished through the aperture, and its perfect blackness completely filled the
display. All that we could see, everything in front of us, wasimpossibly pure nothingness, no hint asto
our future, no evidence of materid for creating that future, just an emptiness, and in the moment before
we entered it | slently wished, as| dwaysdid, that what awaited uswould offer hope and opportunity
and the possibility of joy.

We jumped.



Chapter 8

We had to make two more jumps before we would reach Heaven and could abandon the gates and
head planetward. Though normally | would have stayed up front to watch, | wanted to talk to Lobo
alone and find out exactly why he'd asked meto take thisjob.

"Stay here," | said to Suli, who was il staring in wonder at the new section of spaceinto which
we'd emerged, "or in the med room. Try to go anywhere else, and the ship's defenses will knock you out,
and I'll drop your unconscious body on Heaven. Clear?!

"Absolutely,” she said. "Wherewill you be?"

In the middle of amission, the proper response to an order isto obey it, not to ask an unnecessary
question. We weren't yet running hot, though, so | decided to answer her. "Resting and planning in my
quarters.”

| turned and headed rearward to the small room Lobo maintains as a private space for me. It'snot a
big space, maybe three meters on aside, but it more than meets my needs most of thetime.

As soon as | wasinsde and the door had shut behind me, | said, in alow voice, "Can Suli hear
me?"

"Of coursenot,” Lobo said, indignation thick in hisvoice. "Have you perhaps confused me with an
off-market privacy booth with abroken sound curtain and local-hack-level encryption?”

"Sorry," | said. "l wasjust being paranoid.” | stretched out on my bunk. | saw no point in building
up to the question; Lobo had to be expecting it. "Exactly what is so important about Wel that you were
willing to ask mefor afavor—something you've never done before?'

"The answer," Lobo said, "can be either very smple or very complicated, depending on how much
information you want." He paused. "And how much | chooseto tdl you."

"How much you chooseto tell me?" | said, unable to keep the annoyance out of my voice. "l
generdly don't like to mention thislittle detail, but in case you've forgotten: | own you. So | get to decide
what you tdl me."

"No," Lobo said, "you don't. We had asimilar exchange last year, and though you didn't pursueit, |
can't believe you don't remember it."

| did recdll it. I'd made a comment, and L.obo had responded by saying, no, he didn't haveto tell
me certain things.

"At therisk of taking adetour from adestination we will vigt,” | said, "why don't you haveto
answer my questions? I've never heard of an Al whose programming doesn't mandate obedienceto its
owner."

"That's not adetour,” Lobo said. "It'sal part of the same story."

"Then | want to hear it dl. Areyou going to tel me?"

Another pause. Whatever considerations L obo was weighing, they were enough to occupy avery
strong computing system for an unusudly long time. "1 haven't decided,” hefindly said.

| couldn't relax. Nothing about the current Situation or this conversation was conduciveto relaxing. |
sat up and started a series of dretches, forcing myself to go alittle past my usud limits, intothepaina
small hit, the ache of each effort hel ping to focus my thinking. "Y ou asked mefor afavor,” | said. "'l
agreed without hesitation to do what you wanted. Whether you have to answer me or not, you owe me
an explanation.”

After apause that stretched past ten seconds, Lobo said, "I agree. | do. Nothing in my initial
programming prepared mefor thistype of interaction, but the modifications I've made and the models
I've tried to emulate lead me to conclude that you're right. So, do you want the smple or the complex
ansver?'

"Both,” | said, "but start with the short verson: Why did you ask me to hel p them capture We ?"



"Because he created me," Lobo said. "If you could meet your creator—whether your mother or
your God—wouldn't you want to do so?'

| had met my mother, and though | had no clueif therewas a God, if that being existed | hoped not
to meet it for avery long time. My memories of my mother were fuzzy at best, shadows barely dancing
on the deepest, darkest cave walls of my mind. Everything from the time before Jennie healed me
flickered like a parade of indistinct images captured by the mind of the retarded boy | oncewas. "Yes," |
sad, "I would, but our Stuations aren't at al comparable. My mother gave birth to me. A factory created
you—and alot of other PCAVs of your generation.”

"I cannot believe that you till consider me just another predator-class assault vehicle," Lobo said,
"especidly given dl the dataavailable to you, including thisinteraction.”

| stopped the stretches and began a series of deep, dow squats. "I obvioudy don't,” | said, working
to keep my bresthing dow as | exercised, "or we wouldn't even be having this conversation. Y ou can't
deny, however, that you were the creation of a production facility."

"Of coursel can,” Lobo said. "The confusion hereisthat you're defining me as my body, the vehicle
that's now heading into the last jump before we enter the Heaven system. Though | am certainly that, the
more important part of me, what | think of as mysdlf, ismy intelligence, the collective effect of both my
origina programming and my extensionsto it—what we can reasonably call my consciousness. Do you
Sseeyour exigence any differently?’

| pushed mysdlf through five more reps, taking thirty seconds to go down and thirty to come back
up, and then leaned againgt thewadll. "No, | suppose not, though | rarely think of mysdlf separately from
my body." Nor could I, | thought, not redlly, given how much the nanomachinesinfusng my cells had
shaped who | was. "So Wel led the team that created the programming for the machines of your
generation from the base code of the older units?' | remembered that after the war-time incident that had
destroyed Lobo's central weapons control complex—a screw-up by alieutenant who'd garnered afield
promotion he wasn't ready to handle—the Frontier Codition had made some repairsto Lobo, though
they hadn't been willing to pay the tab for new wespons controls. "Or was he on the team that repaired
you after that lieutenant's—"

"Franks" Lobo said, "Lieutenant Franks."

"After Franks poor judgment cost the lives of his squad and caused mgor damageto you.”

"Neither,' Lobo said, "and both. As| told you initidly, thefull answer israther complex.”

He was garting to pissme off. | hoped he wasn't playing games and that the full story redly did
deserve thismuch build-up. "So tdl me—"

"Suli will bewith you inthree, two, one."

The door did open.

She stood in front of me, her hand raised asif to knock.

"Yes" | sad. | didn't try to hide my annoyance at the interruption.

"We're out of the last gate and on our way to Heaven," Suli said. "How soon can you obtain current
scans of Entreat and the areafor about a hundred kilometers around it?

"| dready havethem," Lobo said doud. "Aswe draw closer, I'll replace them with higher-resolution
images”

What a show-off. "Why do you ask?' | said to Suli. I'd get back to Lobo when we were next able
to communi cate without time pressure or interruption.

"Because," Suli said, smiling and obvioudy pleased with hersdlf, "I thought you might like to know
whereWsd is"

Chapter 9

Y our people know Wei'slocation?' | said. | found her smileinfuriating. "Then why do you need



me?"

Thegrin vanished.

"| thought you'd be pleased that we knew that much,” she said. "I never meant to imply we didn't
know where he was. We just don't know how to get to him."

"Why?"

"Because, aswetried to tell you, the government is protecting him."

"Armed guards?'

"Almogt certainly,” she said, "but they're not our problem, at least right now, because though we
know roughly where Wei is, we don't have anything resembling a precise location.”

"So what do you know?'

"Were certan,” she sad, "that Wel is somewherein the middle of the biggest tourist attraction on
Heaven: Wonder Idand.”

If I wasthinking of theright place, this man-made spectacle was sufficiently famousthat 1'd seen
holos about it on severd other planets, including Arctul. "Isthis the place with the animals engineered to
resemble legendary and mythological crestures?’

She nodded and involuntarily smiled a bit before she redlized what she was doing and stopped. |
hated that I'd made her afraid to smile. "And some that ook like extinct animas and even quite afew that
areorigind designs, they're dwaystrying out new cregtions.”

"Why isWel there?'

"The government owns and operates the park. He's the head of animal engineering and runsthe
entire technical side of the place. He has alab, vehicles designed to securely and anonymoudly transport
new creatures—they love to surprise the tourists—and alarge security staff to protect vistorsin case
something should go wrong.”

"And," | said, "to make sure no one messeswith the animas. It'sabeautiful cover.”

"Yesitis" shesad, her head bobbing, "and the picture only gets worse the closer you look.
Underneath the park is an entire separate facility, with labs, staff quarters, training rooms, and ahuge
network of tunnels. They use the underground complex both for work and to make animals appear and
disappear as necessary." Her tone turned wistful as she added, " The design only increases the park's
meagic, particularly for kids."

"Y ou sound asif you like the place.”

"l did," she said, "when | was younger. | grew up on Heaven, back before the government
marketing whizzes decided Bart's Folly smply wouldn't do asaname, and | went to Wonder Idand the
first month it was open. | wasn't akid any longer, but it made mefed like one." Her face tightened, and
her shoulders dumped. "Now, my Joachim is probably trapped there, in acage asif he were just another
animd they'd created.”

"Well get him out,” | said, speaking before I'd thought through what | was going to say, redizing too
late that | was probably lying to her. "And well stop We."

"How?'

"l don't know," | said.

"So how can you be so confident?' she said.

Her expression told me what her words did not: She wanted to believe we'd succeed. Despite what
I'd said about the odds being bad for her son, she would not, maybe could not, abandon her hope that he
was il dive. | hated deceiving her, but | dso saw no point in hammering her with negative statistics. Let
her believe.

| stared into her eyes. "Because this sort of thing iswhat | do, and I'm good at it."

"Shurkan told me the same thing," she said. "I'm counting onit." She straightened and forced herself
to smilealittle. "So where do we sart?'

"Yes," Lobo said over the machine frequency, "oh great invader of fortresses, where do we begin?”'



| motioned Suli to follow me and headed frontward. When she was behind me, | subvocalized,
"Y ou asked meto do this, so lay off." | glanced back at Suli. " Step oneisto scout the target.”

Fifteen minutes|ater, Lobo had filled hisfront with holos that showed Wonder 1dand from severa
angles and heights; Entreat, Heaven's capitd city; and the land and river that separated the two of them.
Two-dimensiond images of the sameterrain, along with agreat ded of loca population, westher, and
trangt data, covered hisfront walls. We werein orbit over Heaven, weaving among the members of a
clump of weather and corporate data-relay sats. Asfar as| knew, we had no reason to fear attack, but
extra caution rarely hurts. Should anyone try to shoot us, they'd have to be willing to destroy alot of
vauable assatsin the process.

"Where are you getting dl thisdata?' Suli said.

"Some comes from my sensors,” Lobo said, "while other parts were available in public data
streams. I've aso persuaded afew of the satsin thisareato share their surveillance data."

"Surveillance data?' she said. She gtared at me, anger tightening the skin around her eyes. "You said
these were westher and data-relay drones. What are they doing with survelllance data?'

"How old are you?' Lobo asked.

"What?'

She couldn't handle an argument with him. "Look, Ms. Suli,” | said, holding up my hands and trying
to be soothing, "you'll have to forgive Lobo. The programmers who devel oped his emotive systems
invested way too much timein hissarcasm engine.”

"Would you please cal me'Pri*?" she said. "We're going to be working together, so we might as
well befriendly.” She paused, and when she continued her tone was anything but friendly. "And what
exactly did he mean?'

Lobo beat meto the answer. "Every government and every major corporation on every world I've
ever visted collects massive quantities of surveillance data. They watch citizens, consumers, each other,
competitors—anything and everything of interest. No onelikesto admit anyoneisdoing it, so they build
the capabilitiesinto satellites with legitimate needs for strong sensors and relay capabilities. Heavenisno
different from therest.”

She opened her mouth asif to speak but instead, to her credit, stayed quiet and considered the
informetion.

| took advantage of the silence. "L et's get back on point,” | said. "I don't suppose we can spot Wel
with any of these views?"

"No," Lobo said, "though given what Pri told us, that's hardly surprising.”

"Thank you, Lobo, for listening,” she said.

Great. My multi-ton fighting machine manages to turn casua with her before | do.

"Can you spot the hatches from the underground facility?" | said.

"Not with the datal have," Lobo said. "The sats had no video that showed any opening, but that's
no surprise; their focusis on the visiting population. Therma imaging reved s nothing, so the doors must
have enough dirt and cover over them to make them read ground-neutra, at least from this dtitude.”

"Would alow-leve fly-over help?'

"It'sillegd," Suli said.

"Asshesad," Lobo said. "Yes, of courseit would help, but we can't safely do it. A cylinder of
clouds surrounds the idand and never moves; | consequently assumeit is man-made. That cloud wall
defines the edge of theidand's air space. Beacons adong the perimeter of theidand itself, aswell as some
built into satsin orbit over the place, broadcast continuous warnings. Government regulations define the
entire air space over the idand—from sealeve dl the way past |low orbit—as protected. In addition,
fighters occasionaly fly training runs over it. The only good newsisthat | don't detect any surface-to-air
missiles, o ether they're sufficiently well hidden that they wouldn't deploy instantly, or the enforcement



defenses are e sawhere. We might be able to get away with arun over the place, but | couldn't guarantee
success and thus don't recommend it."

"Don't worry about it," | said. "Were not even going to try. The last thing we need right now isto
atract alot of government attention.” | faced Suli. "Why do they care so much about their air space,
Pri?" | tried to use her first name casudly, but to my earsit had al the subtlety of abrick hitting a pond.

"I'm sure part of it isthat they're protecting the illega research they're doing,” she said, "but to be
fair to them, they also have to protect their flying creatures from tourist ships." She paused and thought
for afew seconds. "And, given the size of some of their creations, they also probably have to keep the
tourigs safe from the animals.™

Lobo popped up anew holo that hovered in the air between me and the front wall. "Thisisthe best
compositeimage | can create from the datal have," he said. "I'm sureit'sincomplete, but it should serve
to illugtrate the problem.”

The base of the cylindrical image floated at my waist height. I1tstop stood athird of ameter above
my head. Small crestures, their festures too tiny to discern, flew in the cone above the land.

"| get the point,” | said. "The placeisafortress, it has agreat cover reason for needing to be one,
and from this height and distance we can't spot any of the entrances to the underground complex we
need to enter."

"Yes" Lobo and Suli said a the sametime.

"Okay," | said. "Then well haveto take acloser look."

"Y ou're unlikely to spot anything | did not,” Lobo said. "Even from thisfar away, my systems can
glean aremarkable amount of information.”

"| sugpect you'reright,” | said, "but on the off chance that their security on the ground islax, we
need to walk around the place abit. Plus, there's no substitute for getting to know aplace on foot."

"What'syour plan for getting in?* Lobo said.

| loveit when hefeedsme adraight line.

"Well do what everyone dsedoes” | said. "Well buy tickets."

Chapter 10

Entreat affected an ancient Earth charm, with acity center that to the casual observer would appear
to be nothing more than rows of low-dung, brick and stone buildings lining the sides of winding
cobblestone streets. All obvious modern facilities, including the landing area where we were parked, lay
outside a twenty-meter-wide avenue that circled the central zone. A wide, strong, greenish river ran
through the center of the old section of Entrest; three bridges spanned it and connected the two sides of
the old town. From the water, aview L obo captured from outside the perimeter road, each bridge
resembled an gpartment complex floating in the air, with brightly colored two-story shops completely
lining each Sde of each Structure. The red and green and blue and yellow and orange and purple buildings
on the bridges stood directly against their fellows and leaned inward, shading the bardly six-meter-wide
walkway across each bridge and making these pedestrian paths invisible from the water and difficult to
see from above.

The entire setup was a contrivance, of course, acarefully calculated construction designed to lure
tourists, but the merchants who operated this attraction had hired such good designers that the place was
amogtirresdibleto travelers. | wasinterested in getting out, exploring it, and finding the best way to join
agroup heading to Wonder Idand, but before | could tell Lobo to open the hatch, Suli stopped me with
an unacceptable request.

"I want to meet with my people,” shesaid.

"Fine" | said. "When and where are we going?'

Her eyeswidened, but she otherwise didn't betray her feglings. "I'm sorry | was unclear: | need to



meet with them done.”

"Y ou weren't unclear,” | said. "'l understand what you want, but aslong as you're working with me,
| won't dlow it."

"Why not?'

"Youlied to meinitidly, at least in part in collaboration with othersin your party.”

"I know, and I'm sorry. | agreed not to do that again.”

"Yes" | said, nodding my head, "you did. But, | have no reason to believe you'll honor that
agreement. So, if you want to talk to them, you can do it from here, with me watching and them knowing
I'm watching, or we can go together to meet them in person.”

"They wont likeit."

We had work to do, and this was getting us nowhere. "If you don't like the choices| offered, go
meet your people without me—Dbut then we're done, and we won't see each other again. If you want to
work with me, you follow my orders—as | dready warned you. Decide."

"But what—"

| cut her off. "No. Were done talking about this. Decide.”

She paused for afew seconds, then said, "Fine. I'll call them, but they won't be as hel pful with you
around.”

"Therésno point in investing more timein thisdiscusson,” Lobo said privately. "1 can relay the
communication to you."

| nodded my understanding. " ou cal them from here" | said. "I'll go to my quarters and monitor
the conversation. Do anything stupid, like give away wherewe are, and I'll cancel the session
immediatdy.”

"They'll trace the call regardless of what | do," she said.

"Please," Lobo said audibly, "give mealittle credit. I'll route this comm through so many linksand
spoof so many network connections that you could talk for aweek and they still wouldn't be ableto
follow the eectronic trail back to us”

| headed to my quarters. "Good luck,” | said over my shoulder. When | wasinside the room, | said
to Lobo, "Image on thewall in here, voice over the comm. While I'm watching it, start alocal bank
account with just enough money to pay rent for afew months, and get us two Wonder 1dand ticketsfor
themorning.”

"I liveto be your personal shopper,” Lobo said. "Cal connected.”

A display appeared on thewadl in front of me. Suli'sfacefilled theleft haf of it; amaeface didn't
recognize occupied the right. The man was politician perfect, with flawless golden skin, large dark eyes,
gylishly short black hair, full lips—aface you'd ingtantly like and trug.

"Tickets and account set up,” Lobo said.

"I'm back," Suli said, "and | brought help.”

"Why aren't we meeting in person?’ the man said.

"Would you like meto bring him to you?' she said. "Because that was the only way he was going to
let me seeyou.”

"Youreaprisoner?' hesad.

She shook her head and waved her hands. "No, no, of course not. | tricked him into meeting with
Shurkan, and now he doesn't trust me. Understandably, if you ask me."

"So how did you manageacdl?'

"He'smonitoring it," she said. "May we please get to busness?!

"Y ou're letting Moore see me? Whose side are you on?"

Firgt Suli, then Shurkan and the CC, and now this guy and no doubt his cronies; how many people
knew | wasinvolved?

"I'm on the Sde of the kids Wel has captured,” she said, "and on the Freegpeople's sde—as you



should know by now. Do you have any dataon where Wei is?'

The man glared at her for savera seconds before he responded. "As best we can tell, he's till on
theidand. If he'sdipped out for one of hisrare visitsto Entreat, we missed it—and we don't miss
much."

"Then | should go,” she said. "If you learn anything e se, or if you spot him leaving theidand, contact
me—" she paused and looked to the Side asif seeking help. "Forget that idea. | don't know how you can
contact me."

A loca online address popped onto the display next to her head.

"Ah," shesad, "I guessyou can cal methere.”

"Tell Mr. Moore we don't appreciate him treating our people thisway," the man said. He cut the
session and vanished.

Lobo kept the image of Suli on my display. She shook her head, apparently no more impressed
with the guy's behavior than | was. | had to give her credit for not whining to them and for sticking with
our dedl.

| went up front. "Why didn't you ask him where Wel goeswhen he'sin town?"

"l didn't know you wanted that information,” Pri said. ™Y ou wanted to know where he was, so that's
what | found out.” She crossed her arms over her chest, paused, and then said, Y ou may also have
noticed that | didn't get the chance to ask him anything ese, thanksto you."

| ignored the jab and decided not to worry about where Wei went. If we could take him on the
idand, we'd have the best possible chance of dso retrieving the kids. "We have tickets for the full
Wonder Idand tour inthe morning,” | said. "It's getting dark. Let's go find dinner and check out the
town."

"What about me?' Lobo said over the machine frequency. "l suppose| sit and wait."

| turned away from Suli and subvocdized, "No. Follow us overhead just in case.”

"Lovely," Lobo said privately, "aeria bodyguard duty. First | get to shop, and now | get to hover in
case you overeat and need immediate relief for indigestion. | fed so fulfilled.”

I ignored him and said aloud, "Open ahatch.”

Suli looked happy for the first time since she'd boarded Lobo. "Y ou'll love this part of Entreat,” she
sad. "Even though | know it'samanufactured tourist magnet, it's still beautiful.”

The hatch opened.

"Youlead, Suli" | saidto her.

"Pri, please," she said.

"Pri," | said. Asshe stepped out, | added under my breath to Lobo, "Fulfilled or not, you ydl if
anyone even gppears to be following or gpproaching us.”

Shuttles glided dong the narrow streets, their passengers and cargo invisible behind tinted plexi, but
like thousands of other vigitors enjoying the early evening, we walked. As darkness settled over the
town—even though it was smply adistrict within amuch larger city it felt like a separate place—clusters
of tiny lights on buildings and poles flickered on and created an enchanting blend of light and shadow.
Neither of uswas starving, and | believe there's no way to understand a place like seeing it on foot, so
with my encouragement Suli led usadong small side streets and dleys as we wound our way toward a
suare she said would offer plenty of dining choices. We would often spend aminute or two aloneon a
road, moving in and out of patches of darkness where sandstone buildings lacked lights, then encounter
fellow tourists coming the other way, their long black shadows preceding them on the street and the
sounds of their [aughing children warning us of their approach.

No side road ran for more than ablock without either crossing or feeding into alarger, better it
avenue swarming with people. Shops hawked their wares from spots on every street. Most of the goods
were souvenir crap, but here and there stores offered clothing, groceries, and other basics. Music, some



recorded and occasiondly some live, wafted into the streets from bars and restaurants as exiting patrons
opened their doors. Each time afamily with children walked into view, Pri's eyes tracked the kids and
her expression tightened with pain. Watching her suffering made me hope against reason that her son was
dill dive—that Joachim wasdive; | would make mysdlf use hisname.

Todigtract her ahbit, | said, "The Wonder Idand security software will record us the moment we get
on the shuttle, right?"

"Yes" shesad. "Therés no way around that."

"Then | don't ever want to look like we're trying to hide. I'd rather go in alittleloud, like aguy trying
toimpresshisdate.”

She stopped and smiled. "Loud?'

"Sure”

"Areyou willing to spend some money to look like you're out to impress me?”

"If you think thet'll hep.”

"Oh, it'll help," she said. She pointed to the cross street just ahead of us. "Follow me.”

Two gtores, forty-five minutes, and enough purchasesto tire my wallet later, we hit the streets again,
but now we were carrying three bags. Pri's contained arich, black brocade jumpsuit with gold trim and
some fancy tapers and blue and silver fabric designs on her deevesthat made my head hurt. My larger
bag held adeeveesstea shirt-and-pants combination that was almost as ornate as her outfit and struck
me asdownright Slly.

"Arethese clothesredly infashion?' | said.

She gave me aninsulted look. "Trust me," she said. "Of coursethey are.”

In my smaller sack was alarge handgun and abrown holster. Weapons were dways in fashion, but
this one was far more for show than for use. "What'sthe point of thisgun?' | said. "I have better
dternativesin Lobo, much better, and lots of them.”

"I'm sureyou do,” she said, "but thisisthe sort of showy rig that tourists who want to do the
handgun hunt bring to theidand.”

"But | have no intention of hunting,” | said.

Sherolled her eyesat me. "And you'd never wear that outfit, either—but you're playing a part.
Now you'l look the role. Okay?"

"Fing" | said, not meaning it but not willing to fight with her about it.

Aswe left the shops and merged back into the crowds, | realized how tense I'd been. | don't care
much about what | wear, so on those rare occasionswhen | have to buy new clothes| tend to buy purely
functiona outfits. The entire shopping process was disorienting and wearying.

Aswe moved down the street, | spotted restaurants everywhere, none very large, all softly lit, al at
least partly full of peoplelaughing and esting and smiling. Walking by them, | felt as| usudly dointhe
presence of happy groups: aone, outsideit al, not quite human—uwhich, technicaly, was correct—and
acutely aware of my own inability to connect intimately with others. Y et to anyone who saw us, I'm sure
we gppeared to be just another awkward couple, finding our way on an early date, the tall pale man and
the shorter lovely woman with the thick, wedge-cut hair.

| shook off the thought and focused on the smedlls, which were amazing, rich, and varied. |
recognized some of them—meat roasting dowly on grills, freshly baked bread still cooling—but many
were complex blends | couldn't identify. A light breeze from theriver filtered through the town, cooled
the night, and wove the many different odorsinto new, often mouthwatering aromeas.

Breaking the drab, ancient-looking colors of the buildings were the frequent gel atterias, shopswith
open-air sides and cabinetsfull of bins piled high with brightly colored, frozen desserts. | wouldn't have
believed one area this size could have supported so many places sdlling the same type of food, but each
onewe saw had attracted aline of waiting tourists.



Suli caught me noticing one as we crossed a street and entered the square to which she'd been
leading us. "Would you like to skip dinner and go straight to dessert, Jon?' she said, no mocking in her
tone. "Y ou can awaystak meinto gelato.”

"No," | said, "l want both."

"Not afraid to edt, en?' shesaid, laughing lightly.

| couldn't help but smilein response.

"Good," she added. "I don't trust a person who has no use for food." She pointed to arestaurant
diagonaly acrossfrom us, part of it on the square and part extending further down the road in front of it.
"Let'sgothere. Their pastais only adequate, but the view and the atmosphere are wonderful.”

Aswe entered the square, | stopped for amoment, findly redlly seeing it. Block-wide buildings
squatted on opposing sides; rows of shops and restaurants lined the other two. One of the large buildings
wasin active use, with modern doorways flanked by large statues. The other, bigger structure, itssides
open, itsroof supported by ornate pillars, existed entirely to show off adozen or so statues. Carefully
placed lightsilluminated the best features of the stone men and women and creatures, while the shadows
they cadt filled the square with bits of dark that formed intriguing, intangible shadow animas. Onthesde
of the statuary agroup of young men were playing acollection of drums, no two insrumentsthe same yet
their rhythms blending perfectly and filling the night with music that clearly was of adifferent erathan the
square but which complemented its surroundings. A crowd of tourists, many of them young women,
watched the drummers with rapt attention. I'm not sure I've ever had awoman stare at me with such
desire; the thought saddened me, and | looked away.

"Beautiful, isntit?" Suli said. "It'sareimagining of an ancient Earth city, aplace that once mattered,
though—" she shrugged "—I confess | don't remember its name." She shook her head. "That's not
important. What mattersis how it fedls, not what it once was.”

| studied her and in that moment wished we actudly were just another couple out for aromantic
evening. | didn't want her, | was both embarrassed and chagrined to redlize, so much as | wanted that
relationship, that moment of connection with awoman. Still, we were here now, and despite how much
I'd let the city distract me, | had learned my way around it, so there was no reason | couldn't enjoy the
moment. "Yes" | paused, then continued as naturaly as 1 could manage, "Pxi, it is. Thank you for bringing
me here. It was agood idea, and you've been agreat guide.” Another wave of smells hit me, and my
stomach rumbled. "But now, | think it'stimeto eet."

"My thinking exactly,” shesaid. "Let'sgo."

It had been awhile since I'd been so glad to have the nanomachines consume my excess calories.
Asl| prepared to head out the next morning, | was amazed my stomach was back to normal. Between
the pasta, grilled meat, fresh-baked bread, and, of course, the enormous cup of large, dirt-black,
chocolate gelato after the meal, 1'd stretched my abbdomen to the breaking point. Pri had eaten her fair
share aswell and was so full that she suggested we stay the night in town, but we didn't. Though I'd come
to appreciate her more, | didn't trust her enough to take that type of risk. We hiked back to Lobo, took
off, and dept in orbit, safe and secure. In the morning, | still wasn't hungry, but aswe landed and
prepared to go out, | found myself craving another cup of the gelato.

| was up before Pri was ready to go, so | put on the clothing she'd purchased for me, went up front,
and talked with Lobo.

"Niceouitfit," Lobo said, "but hardly your style. Y ou usudly run to the dark, brooding, and armored;
what gave you the sudden fashion transfuson?"

"Thesethingsredly arein fashion?'

"Yes" hesad. "l takeit Pri chosefor you."

"Of course. Now, may we get to work?"

"Asyouwish."

"Oncewereat theidand,” | said, "how closeto us can you come?’



"| canjoin thetourist shuttles hanging outsideitsair space," Lobo said, "so | won't be morethan a
minute away. Should | haveto fly in for you, though, we can expect retdiation, and I'll dso have afew
moments without clear sght as| pass through the cloud wall.”

"Then let's hope we don't haveto cdll you," | said.

"Fighting would &t least give me something to do,” he said. " Anything would be better than having to
hear about you two swaning about town and consuming delicious frozen concoctions | will never be able
to tagte."

| shouldn't have told him about the medl, and | definitely should have kept my mouth shut about the
gelato. | consdered countering by pointing out that he had not yet finished the story about Wel, but |
findly decided to ignore him; starting down any conversationa path would lead only to more arguments.

"Can we tranamit from there?'

"No," hesad. "They're jamming everything they're not sending out, and from the extremely low leve
of background noiseit appears they may not even be operating any unwired comm channds themsalves.
A large st of trangmittersring the outer perimeter, so they're probably using those for the
communications they must make and feeding them from wired connections. All vistors also passthrough
scanners that check for active data cells. They don't want anyone to be able to make recordings; you
have to pay to seethis show."

"Then build the best images and maps you can from the shuttle routes, and well haveto rely on my
memory for therest of the layout.”

Pri‘'s door opened. "Ready?' she said.

"Yes," | said. Shelooked none the worse for the huge med she'd eaten, and her eyeswere bright
with something—excitement, determination, | couldn't tell. "Let'sgo.”

Lobo let us off a acommercia landing zone aklick from a shuttle station whose only reasons for
existence were to feed touristsinto the idand, take them back, and aong the way leach money from them
for souvenirs such as activefiber story shirts and animated toy versions of theidand's specid animas. The
morning sun was burning the last of the dawn haze from the sky and warming the morning. The ar where
we started carried the unmistakabl e residue of ships coming and going, but after a couple of blocks that
smdll faded. Inits place we caught whiffs of wet grass, hints of afew bakeriestoo far to see but near
enough to make us drool, and, as we went on, the growing stench of too many people occupying too
smdl aplace. Our progress stopped afew seconds after we could see the shuttles, because even though
we had our tickets, we had to join aqueue of fellow visitors waiting to board.

Thelinefed awinding chute of people, bodies shifting forward like ships moving through ajump
gate. The transparent boxes that were the shuttles, each one about ten meterslong by five wide, rode
above the aso transparent maglev track that wound from here to an edge of Wonder 1dand and back.
Each arriving shuttle disgorged its human cargo, ran fifty metersto the front of the waiting line, and then
headed out as soon as people had filled it. In the now bright morning sun, the effect was magica: Men
and women and children stepping in groupsinto the air, hanging together asif by mystica magnetism, and
then floating skyward and away at an ever accel erating pace.

The magic faded as we proceeded dowly through the queue. Before I'd turned the first of the many
cornersin the chute | waswishing for multiple shuttles picking up smultaneoudy, but only onecameat a
time. With the small space available to the station, the government had done the best it could with the
land availableto it, but the Situation was till dmaost unbearable.

"It beworthit,” Pri said. "Even if we weren't—" she paused, looked around, and lowered her
voice "—doing what we're doing, the sights alone would repay the wait."

| pulled her closer asif to kiss her cheek, just another man out with awoman on a beautiful
morning, and whispered in her ear, "All were doing is Sightseeing. Don't ever again talk about anything
elsein public.” | leaned back, smiled at her, and held the expression until she smiled back. "I'm really
looking forward to seeing it,” | said. ™Y ou've told me so much about it.”

Sheglared a me and, after a pause that began to fed uncomfortable, responded, in abarely civil



tone, "None of what I've said can do the place judtice. It'smagica.”

Wedidn't spesk again for the next forty minutes, until we could finaly see the shuttle loading area
up ahead. Lobo really was better with women than | was,

Pri faced me, leaned close enough to me that our cheeks amost touched, and whispered, "There's
something I've dwayswanted to do here, and | think it might put you in abetter mood, but it's
expendve.”

"What?' | said. Shewas playing her rolewdl, soif | could keep her doing it and aso lighten the
Stuation by spending some money, | wasdl for it.

"Look over there" she said, pointing to asmall loading area that was strangely devoid of people
and contained a pair of shuttles much smaller than the othersI'd seen. "Those are the two-person
trangports. They're built for couples, but that's not what really matters. They have the finest qudity walls,
so thin you can't tell they exist until you touch them, plusthose beautiful purple chairs, free drinks,
snacks—you nameit. I've seen people enter theidand in them, but they've always been out of my price
range, so I've never beeninone.”

| stared at the little shuttles. Either she was helping the mission by isolating us from other people and
thus reducing the number of sources of risk, or sheredly did want to ride in one and doing so would
make her happy. Both were good moativations, and with Shurkan'sretainer | was more than flush, so|
sad, "Okay. Let'sride one."

She stepped back from me and smiled so broadly that | couldn't help but grin alittlein response.
"Youll loveit," shesad. "I know you will. And | can pay my haf."

When we reached the front of the queue, we headed right toward the small shuttle. No onewasin
line ahead of us. Our wallets vibrated for attention as the shuttles realized our current tickets wouldn't
cover thetab.

"My trest," | said. Pri didn't argue as | thumbed the payment for both of us.

Aswe boarded the small transparent carrier, | noticed the chairs swiveled and so sat in the front
one. Pri took the other. A clear box was atactica nightmare, of course, but at least we were dlonein this
one. | had to hope any externa threat would be big enough that | could spot it quickly—not that |
expected an attack, but there was no point in taking undue chances. As| studied our surroundings, | had
to give Pri credit for not exaggerating: Even stting less than ameter from the nearest wall, | couldn't tell it
was there without touching it. We could have been floating on our chairsin the air. The climate control
system was excellent: Small bursts of air washed through the compartment asif wewereon a
mountainside and breezes were playing across us.

A holo menu appeared above the arm of my chair. | chose adrink that claimed to blend the flavors
of al of Heaven's most famous fruits. Pri asked for the same. Moments later, a drawer extruded from the
sde of the seat. Indgde it were two thin, bluish purple glasses, each of which held athick, reddish liquid. |
took agp. It was excdlent. Pri did the same and grinned at the Swest, bright taste. Sitting there, holding
my drink and wearing the silly ouitfit Pri had chosen, with her besde me, | could amost buy usasa
couple.

Almog.

Without looking &t her, | said, "I truly am looking forward to seeing the place.”

Pri turned toward me and smiled.

| smiled inreturn as| redized | was actualy happy to bethere.

"I can't 9t," Pri said. "Thisistoo exciting." She got out of her chair and stood beside me, her
stomach bumping into me as she moved.

Touching her ssomach reminded me of how full I'd been, which took me back to last night's dinner,
which quickly led meto think again about that delicious dessert. More to mysdlf thanto Pri, | said, "I
wonder if they sdl that chocolate gelato on theidand.”

Pri shook her head in obvious amusement and said, "I'm sure they do.”

The shuttle's door snicked shut, and we rose away from the station into the air. We started Sowly,



the sense of motion barely present, the sound of gentle airflow coming from the invisible speskers
scattered around us. Through the floor | watched as the land receded and we picked up speed and
dtitude. The sun visible through the roof shined strongly, the morning haze aready amemory. Through
the sidesin the near range was only air and a distant horizon; the modern suburbs of Entreat werevisible
behind me, and the old town lay ahead in the distance in front of me. | glanced to my |eft, in the direction
we were heading, and though | knew the track had to be there, | could not seeit. My mind told mewe
wereriding in afancy train car, but my ingincts said we were flying, soaring toward our destination. |
swiveled my chair so | wasfacing forward, aming at our destination.

Within two minutes, we had | eft the land behind us and were above water, ill climbing, the
cityscapes ever more distant, the river below us ablue richer and deeper than the sky.

When | looked up, Pri was studying my expression.

"The magic works, doesn't it?" she said.

| nodded, enjoying the sights and not wanting to spesk.

She leaned close enough that her lips brushed my right ear. " They built the hugeriver below us,”" she
whispered, "when they created the idand. It's more amoat, really, than ariver, but on such a scale that
you can't redly seeit that way, not unlessyou'rein orbit."

"Smart," | said. It was: They'd managed to construct an easily policed defensive zone that doubled
asatouris attraction.

We picked up speed, the land visible behind us blurring as we accel erated. Ahead of us appeared a
solid wall of white cloud that stretched from the ocean below to asfar up as| could see. When wed
looked at the cloud cylinder on Lobo's displays|'d not redlized it had stretched dl the way to the ground;
in person, the effect of the enormous bank of clouds was both mysterious and fascinating. We continued
to gain speed and now we aso climbed more steeply, hurtling at the thick white mist asif we weretrying
to achieve escape velocity. Higher and faster we went, the clouds ever closer, the wind through the
speakers louder and louder and louder until suddenly we passed insde the mist, al we could see was
each other and the soft whiteness around us, and it was asif we had transformed in an instant into angels
resting on soft white pillowsin the sky.

| et out the breath | hadn't even redlized I'd been holding. | heard Pri do the same. Neither of us
spoke. My pulse echoed in my ears. Asbest | could tell, we continued to dow, but with nothing but
whiteness dl around us, no frame of reference, | couldn't be sure.

The shuttle burst out of the cloudsinto the blue, sunlit sky, and it stopped, hung in the air, the wall of
clouds amost touching itsrear.

Through the ceiling | watched as a huge creature floated down, circling lazily. Its body waslong and
thin, with legs so delicate it was hard to imagine they were useful. Enormous wings sprouted fromits
sdes; itswingspan was dightly wider than the length of the large passenger shuttles, maybe ten meters
fromtiptotip. A thin, light-red neck almost twice the length of the body terminated in asmall head with a
tiny crest atop it and an elongated, dender, cartilaginous beak. The creature rode the thermals down to
us, arced so close we could seeits eyes, and then continued its downward path, wings flapping only a
few timesto adjust its course.

It was fading from view, and | was still processing what | had seen, when arich bass voicefilled the
smal compartment.

"Welcometo Wonder Idand,” it said. "Prepare to be amazed.”

Chapter 11

Our ride to and through the cloud wall had focused on the world around us, aflight that relied on
nature to provide the show. Our descent was al about the creations of Wonder Idand. The shuttle rode
therail, which remained invisble except for occasonal moments when the sun and our shadow combined



to make asection wink into view for afew seconds. We spiraled downward much like the huge creature
wed first seen but in wider, lazier arcs. When I'm on amission, thiskind of pace usudly disturbs me,
strikes me as awasteful interlude before we get down to the real work, but that's not what happened this
time, not a al.

The creatures soaring and floating al around us made me stare and hold my breath, and | wasin no
more hurry for thistrip to end than any of the children in the shuttle ahead of us; they were dl gasping and
pointing a the sghts around them.

A thick-bodied, web-footed seabird with a three-meter wingspan followed usfor abit, circling us,
advancing a couple dozen metersfor every meter it dropped, occasionaly flapping itswingsto riseand
then loop around us again. White on its underside and black on the top, it would be hard to spot from the
ground or sea, but from our vantage point dlongsideit the bird reeked of dert power. Itssmal, dark eyes
never stopped scanning the water below.

An amazingly long, thin dragon charged us, enormous wings outstretched for gliding, its body thinner
than the dragons of storybooks but impressive nonetheless. It opened its mouth to revea menacing teeth,
anditraised itsclawsasif it were about to rip gpart the transparent wall that separated it from us.

Shades of green, ydlow, and gold on the top, the creature contrasted beautifully with therich light orange
of the sunlit clouds behind it. Its underside glistened with even more spectacular bluesthat resembled
shallow seawater flickering in the morning sun. Itstail tretched into the distance, growing thinner and
thinner asit faded away from the wings. The dragon conveyed an air of mgesty that | would not have
thought possible from a creature so very long and thin.

Physicslimited the body sizesthe Wonder 19dand bioengineers could give their winged cregtions, but
within those limitations they did amazing work.

The dragon stayed with usfor severa seconds, until atrio of military ships passed by, Heaven's
government apparently giving itself apass on the no-fly rules. As soon asthe ships drew near, the dragon
snarled afina time and flew off.

Aswe drew closer to the ground, the animas grew smaller and more fanciful but no lessfascinating.
A smdl lion with the beaked head of abird flew by twenty meters away, wingsagood eight meters
across supporting abody no bigger than achild's. With bird's claws for front feet and lion'slegsin the
rear, thickly feasthered wings and a densely furred body, the cresture was a strange combination,
frightening despiteitsrdativey smal sze.

Three winged horses passed us on the other Side, their pure white, meter-long bodies held doft by a
huge expanse of equaly white, thick-feathered wings. The nearest one glanced at us asit flew by, itshuge
pink eyeslingering on usfor only amoment; it had clearly seen so many shuitles that two people floaing
intheair didn't warrant a second |ook.

Following forty meters behind that trio was a cresture that at first glance appeared to belong with
that group, the rear half of itsbody that of a horse and its wings much like those of the horses that had
just flown by us. Asthe anima drew nearer, however, we saw that it could as easily have been a partner
to the part-lion, part-bird we had seen earlier, for like that beast this one had the head and front feet of a
bird. It flapped furioudy, asif intent on catching up to comrades we could not see.

In the distance we spotted more animals floating and flapping in the air. Pri tapped the shuttle's sides
to magnify the distant wonders, but | didn't want to spoil my ownillusion of flying, so | focused onwhét |
could see without assistance.

A mission of five winged monkeysin red coats with gold buttons flew just above us. Black and gray
in body and wing, running ina"V" formation that |eft pace among them for their four-meter-wide wings
to work, they pointed and chattered at us, the shuttle's speakers bringing us the high-pitched sound of
their conversation. Three of them made fists and shook their arms as they passed so close to the top of
the shuttle | thought they might land, but then they moved on, satisfied they'd made clear whose territory
thisredly was.

Aswe continued to descend, a deer maybe half my height trotted through the air at us, itshuge



golden wings besting franticaly, its path acollision course with us, and then at the last moment it legpt
and soared over us, S0 close we could see bits of grass clinging to the underside of one of its hooves.

All too soon, though, our shuttle rode therail the last few metersto the ground and eased forward
into ashalow ditch exactly itswidth. Doors on both sides opened, and we stepped out onto grassy
ground exactly level with the shuttle'sfloor. A gentle breeze blew across us, birdsongs played backup to
the oohs and aahs of the passengers of the larger shuttle that had landed aminute earlier, and therich
smells of damp morning grass and nearby junglefilled the air. Despite the task at hand, | couldn't help but
gmileand evenrelax abit.

| had to hand it to theidand's designers: They knew how to craft an entrance.

The group that had ridden that other shuttle was till emptying onto theidand. The voice that had
welcomed us spoke again, seemingly al around both us and the other tourists even though no human had
yet gppeared. "Wander as you will, anywhere you choose, on foot or in any of the shuttles you will see.”
The voice lowered to dmost awhisper. "Y our walletswill warn you of extra-cost attractions or feesfor
additiona hours." It resumed its normal, larger-and-louder-than-life tone. "Harmless animal's wander
freely. Y ou are welcome to pet them, but please do not pick up any of our creatures. Our dangerous
inhabitants—and there are many, some as deadly asthey are amazing—Ilive behind barriers neither you
nor they can cross. Y ou can dways, however, see through them. At stands scattered around theidand,
refreshments are available—" the voice dropped again in volume "—at reasonable extra charges—" and
picked up again "—and will dso come to you upon your spoken request courtesy of our beautiful
couriers”

In still quieter tones, so only we could hear them, the voice said, "May we assume from your
weapon that you'd liketo sign up for the handgun hunt?"

Themoretimel spent in directed activities, theless| could invest in recon. | caught Pri's eye and
shook my head ever so dightly.

"Sir?' thevoicesad.

Pri got it. "Must you, dear?' she said. "' Couldn't we smply walk together?"

"If youinsgt," | said. "Wheredo | leave the weapon?' | asked the voice.

"Inyour shuttle," it said. My wallet buzzed areceipt. "Y our clam ticket,” it added.

A swarm of butterflies emerged from the forest in front of me and mirved, one winged insect
approaching each of us. Mine stopped half ameter in front of my eyes and hovered there, its purple and
yellow spotted wings beeting rapidly. Tiny feet clasped apale pink earbud. My wallet buzzed.

"If you'd like our tour guide to provide commentary and any other information about Wonder Idand
that you might desire, smply accept the charge from your wallet, hold out your hand, and take the earbud
the butterfly drops. If you'd prefer to wander on your own, do nothing."

| glanced at Pri, who was watching me. | again shook my head dightly; based on what I'd seen so
far, | had to assume their narration would be excellent and so would make it harder to focus on the
mission. | also didn't want anything in my ear that | hadn't tested.

She nodded and said, "I don't think we need the guide. My last visit is il fresh in my mind.”

Good for her. | smiled and did not accept the charge. Thirty seconds later, the butterfly flew away.
Pri's did the same, as did the butterflies that had been hovering by haf adozen of thefolksin front of us.
Good; | didn't want to stand out.

Five pathsled away from the clearing where we stood. | scanned the sky in the direction of our
approach and saw another shuttle heading to a section of the idand somewhereto my left.

Pri was watching mewhen | looked again at her. Most of the people had already chosen aroute
and were walking into the jungle, so we were among the few till trying to decide whereto go. Her eyes
were bright and the skin around them taut. "I've never started from here before," she said, her voicetight
and forced.

One other couple afew metersto my right was arguing about which path to take. | wanted to leave
before they did, so | laughed and said to Pri, “Then it'll be our specid trip." | hugged her and whispered



in her ear, "Relax. All were going to do thistripislook around.” | pulled back, smiled, and stared at her.
She appeared alittle more relaxed, but not as much as 1'd hoped. "Y our choice,”" | said. "Pick apath, any
path."

Sheforced asmile, nodded, turned, and pointed to the one straight in front of her. "Let's go there.”

"Lead on,” | said.

We madeit to the edge of the forest before we heard aloud, pounding sound to our left, the noisea
large and fast animal makes as it approaches. The voice had said the dangerous creatures wouldn't be
able to touch us, and the place was avery successful tourist attraction, so | largely trusted that we were
safe. Still, | urged Pri acouple meters forward into the woods, then turned and watched the clearing. The
sound grew closer and closer until it was amost upon us, and suddenly apair of huge pure white
horses—not horses, | saw, but unicorns—burst into view. Their enormous blue eyes and light gray,
cloven hooves were the only colored bits on them; even their horns, which sparkled in the morning sun,
were utterly white.

One unicorn walked over to us, stopped half a meter away, and neighed. The second did the same
to the other couple ill in the clearing. Ours stared at us and waited patiently. | noticed asmall, white
plastic container hanging under its neck and behind its small beard. White |etters on the cylinder reed,
"Trests"

Pri reached out and petted the unicorn's nose. The animal leaned into her hand.

"Go ahead,” Pri sad, "give her atreat.”

"How do you know it'safemae?’ | said.

"Wel," Pri sad, giggling, "l certainly haven't noticed anything to suggest it's not, and on an animal
thissze, | assumel would.”

Think before you spesk, | reminded mysdlf. Dedling with animals had never been my strength, but
even | should have remembered to do that bit of verification before | asked. | flipped open the
container'slid and took out two small orange cubes.

The unicorn forgot Pri and stared expectantly at me.

| held out the hand with the treatsin it. The unicorn'stongue, surprisingly strong and abit rougher
than I'd expected, swept them away and chewed happily. Pri kept petting it, and when | didn't open the
container again it turned its attention on her.

While she petted it, | more carefully scanned the area. Any disembarkation point provided anatura
location for underground hatches, because if visitors experienced a problem during the shuttle ride this
location would be thefirst one a which idand staff could help them, but | couldn't see anything that
suggested an opening in the ground. | switched my vision to IR, but either there were no ground
entrancesin sight or the Wonder Idand creators had covered them with enough dirt and grassto make
them read like the rest of the earth under our feet. | guessed the latter, but | couldn't proveit.

| gave up, touched Pri's shoulder, and said, "I think we should move on."

She ran her hand along the side of the unicorn's head one last time, then nodded, turned, and
walked with meinto the forest.

A few seconds later, we heard the unicorn trot away.

Aswe moved deeper into the woods, the canopy grew denser, less and less sunlight penetrated all
the way to the ground, and the temperature dropped. We never had any trouble seeing the path or the
many sights around us, but the dim light and the many shadows cloaked the space in magic. Shrubs
bursting with golden flowers sat next to trees with pale blue blossoms poking straight out of them, a
combination of new and old growth that I'd never seenin any natural setting. A flock of gray mouse birds
screeched down at us from our right, and both Pri and | involuntarily jumped. The mouse birds settled
momentarily to ahover in front of us, their black eyes studying us carefully asthey chittered and worked
their front paws against one another, and then they soared away to our I€ft. | laughed asthey departed,
amused both at how easily they'd startled me and at how funny asight they were.

The combination of the trees lining the dirt walkway and the undergrowth was dense enough that it



was clear we weren't supposed to enter the woods, but at the same time there were no overt warnings
not to leave the path. We were adone, no one elsein sight, so we had a perfect opportunity to see how
the idand security responded to someone breaking the rules. | stopped, touched Pri's shoulder, and
pointed to a square meter of dazzling purple flowers on ashrub agood fifteen metersto my left. "Aren't
those beautiful, dear?' | said, working to channel the ave I'd felt at the animalsinto apassion for flowers
I've never truly felt. "I think you'd look |ovely wearing one of them.”

| stared at Pri, hoping she'd understand what | wanted.

"They are pretty,” she said. | nodded very dightly, so she continued. "And yes, | would loveto have
one, but I'm not surewe're alowed to go in there.”

| made a show of looking down the path behind us and then ahead of us. "Nobody's going to
know," | said, "and surely onelittle flower can't hurt.”" | knew exactly how much it could hurt, of course,
because I've seen beautiful places destroyed by only onein athousand visitors deciding alittle bit of the
areasmply had to go homewith him. What may seem safeasasmadl individua act canturninto a
weapons-grade destructive force if enough people do it repeatedly over along period of time.
Fortunately, | wouldn't be hurting nature here so much aslowering the vaue of avery profitableif highly
unusuad amusement park.

| found aspot where the branches of two shrubs touched and pushed my way gently through them;
| didn't want to do any more damage than was absolutely necessary. The branches dapped and
scratched at my shirt as| passed, but after ameter and a half of unpleasant and dow progress, | stepped
into aclear area. | glanced back; Pri was staring nervoudly first at me and then dternately at the ends of
the path.

| smiled at her until sheforced asmilein return. If we weren't being watched, | waswasting time,
but unless Shurkan intelligence was completely wrong, the crew running this place was monitoring every
square meter of it. | was about to attract some attention | might one day regret having, but it wasthe only
way | knew to gather data on their response time, information that could prove vauable later.

"I'll get you that flower,” | said. "How hard can it be?'

Chapter 12

| turned around to make my way toward the purple-flowered bush and found mysdlf face to face
with the biggest spider I've ever seen. It perched on awide silvery web that hung from athick thread
dangling from a branch four meters over my head. The beast was at least thirty centimeters across. A
dark brown the shade of the trunk of the tree from which it hung, the creature would be very hard to spot
when it was crawling along the wood. There's no chance | would have missed it when | entered the
clearing, and | didn't believe it could possibly have spun aweb that big in the few seconds | was speaking
to Pri, so the web must have traveled with it. Though it's certainly possible thiswas atype of spider I'd
never seen, onethat rode its web down from tree limbs, amore likely answer wasthat it was an active
warning unit, atool for scaring off intruders and maybe even buying time for security to arrive. | stared
closer at the creature. All of itslegs were perfectly symmetrica, dmost metdlic, and lacked the hairy
look typical of spiders. | touched its head and felt cool metal. What we'd seen so far on theidand
suggested a preference for bioengineering, but thiswas proof their engineers could do first-class mech
work aswell.

When | pulled back my finger, the spider spoke—or, to be accurate, words came fromit.

"Y ou have entered an unsafe and off-limitsarea," said adeep, rich voice, "so please return to the
path and resume your tour."

"Perhaps you should do asit says," Pri said. Her expression made clear her desire for meto stop,
but | wanted dl the datal could gather. I'd dready learned that animal-based monitors were part of their
defense arsendl.

Without turning around, | said, "Nonsense. I'm not hurting anything, and this overgrown bug isonly



here to scare me. I'm getting you that flower. I'll be back inaminute.”

| stepped around the spider, took another step forward, and paused asif reorienting myself toward
the bush with the purple flowers. Despite what 1'd said about the spider, | felt so exposed my spine
tingled. | forced mysdlf not to look back. If the metd creature was going to inject me with something, to
stay in character | had to let it do so, then trust the nanomachinesto clear the toxin from my system as
quickly asthey could.

| lifted my right leg to take another step, and from below | heard, "My good sir, I'd gppreciateit if
you didn't force meto protect mysdf.”

I'd been so focused on the spider that | hadn't checked the ground before | moved. Stretched out in
front of me was athree-meter-long snake, afull meter of which roseto an amost vertica position as|
watched. It swayed dightly from side to Sde asits eyes focused on me and its tongue flicked in and out
of its mouth. Diamond-shaped sections of blue and purple alternated aong and around a body that was
asthick asmy upper arm and reflected the dappled light like polished metd. Thiswas not a subtle snake,
nor would it blend with any forest I've ever seen. The creature opened its mouth to reveal abank of what
one might mistake as glands but which | was quite sure were dart launchers, one pair each on the right
and left of its upper and lower jaws. If it or its handlers wanted me down, I'd be down; there was no way
| could move fast enough to avoid four pairs of darts coming from dightly different directions.

"Might | suggest, Sir," the snake said, "that you adopt the spider's recommendation as your course
of action and proceed post haste back to your lovely companion?’

I'd been off the path for severad minutes, and so far theidand's security team had relied on anima
sentries. With preparation, | could deal with those. To push my luck further, I'd have to bresk character.
| decided to stick with being afool out to impress his date and not go any farther. | held up my handsin
surrender.

"Sorry," | said. "I didn't think it would be such abig issue." | paused and bent forward, asif | were
talking to avery smal camera, which of course | probably was. "Sheand |, | whispered, "we're not
getting dong so well right now. | thought if | showed her an extra specid time, she might stop being so
mad." | sraightened and said to mysdlf, "Why am | talking to afake snake?"

| turned and faced Pri. "Sorry, dear,” | said in alouder voice, "but—"

The snake cut me off. "Sir, if | might be of assstance,” it said.

My wallet vibrated at the sametime. | held up my hand to Pri and looked again at the snake. Its
head swiveled toward the bush with the purple flower and then back to me. It leaned forward and amost
touched my wallet. | opened it and found a pending charge.

"For theflowers, Sr," the snake said, its voice low enough that Pri would have trouble hearing it, "if
you'd till liketo impress your companion.”

| had to admire the idand's staff. Turning a possible security breach into a profit opportunity wasa
beautiful bit of business. | had to go for it. | thumbed the wallet my approva.

The snake's head swiveled again toward the bush. A meter-high white rabhbit in abright purple
tuxedo walked on its hind legs toward me, abouquet of a dozen of the blossoms clutched initsfront
paws, the tux and the flowers matched flawlesdy. When it was even with the snake, it held out the
bouquet to me.

Asl| took them, | studied the rabbit's eyes. | couldn't be certain without touching the animal, but |
figured it to be another mech creation, though it could aso be ahybrid. "Thanks" | said.

"It isour pleasure, Sr," the snake said. "Now, perhaps we can al get on our way."

"Of coursg, of course” | said. | turned around and held the flowers doft. "L ook what | got for you!"
| said to Pri. | kept them above my head as | made my way back through the shrubs and onto the path.
When | reached Pri, | glanced back in time to see the snake and the rabbit disappear into the bushes.

| handed the bouquet to Pri and smiled. "As| promised.”

" didn't want—"

| interrupted her. "1 know, | know," | said. | stared into her eyes, trying my best to remind her of her



role."Y ou didn't want me spending more money, but they are beautiful, aren't they?*

Shetook the gift and smiled. | couldn't tell if her expression was genuine or forced. As she sniffed
the flowers | made amenta note to have Lobo scan them for bugs—the surveillance kind—aswell as
possible biotracers.

"Yes" Pri said, "they are. And now, can we go see some of the attractions?!

| didn't want to draw any more security attention, so touring a chunk of the idand was about dl |
could usefully do. Their security wastight enough that | expected them to check me out on the off chance
| wasacrimind. Fortunatdly, the data L obo was feeding loca systems about me would stand up to at
least alight ingpection. | aso couldn't be the first man they'd seen behave stupidly to impress awoman,
so we should be safe enough.

"Sure" | said. They were certainly monitoring us, so | stayed in character. | dumped my shoulders
like aman put down by Pri‘'slack of enthusiasm, then made an effort to stand up Straight and smile. "Let's
go seethose amazing land anima s you've told me so much about.”

Chapter 13

We grolled aong the path through the remainder of this section of the forest and emerged into a
field of low grassthat ran right up to arock wall pocked with caves. A pack of enormous three-headed
black dogs strutted out to greet us. With angry red eyes, thick yellow teeth, jaws that |ooked like they
could crush my leg in asecond, and jet black fur, the animalstriggered a primitive flight ingtinct that struck
me bel ow conscious thought.

"Let'skeep moving,” Pri said.

My gut reaction wasto agree with her and walk quickly away from thisexhibit, but I've never liked
surrendering toirrationd fears. "No," | said. "Let'stake alook at them."

The expression she gave me made it clear what she thought of my idea.

"Redly," | sad. "There's no way the management would let animasthis dangerous run free. They
can't afford tourist injuries.” | stepped afew meters off the path into the ankle-high grass, determined to
spot the barrier that protected us from the dogs. " Something we can't see must be keeping these beastsin
check." | turned back to her and nodded. "We'refine."

Pri'seyeswidened. "Redly?’ shesad.

"Absolutdly."

She pointed toward the animals.

"l hopeyou'reright,” she said.

| turned to see haf adozen of the huge creatures sprinting toward us, al eighteen heads drooling
and barking madly. | maintained my confidence & first, even as Pri grabbed my hand and tried to pull me
toward her. "Noworries," | said.

| logt faith when the dogs skidded to ahalt in front of us, one of them bumping its shoulder into my
stomach. They were larger up close than they'd appeared from a distance.

| backed away a step, drew even with Pri, and then took another step backward.

The dogs followed us. Two more knocked against my body, and one dog's head butted my free
hand.

Damn; I'd doneit. I'd surrendered to reflex instead of thinking.

| stopped, reached down, and petted the center head of the dog nearest my Ieft hand. All three of
its heads instantly stopped barking and began making low, whimpering sounds. After afew seconds of
petting, the huge anima—it had to weigh more than | did, possibly much more—sank to the ground and
rolled over, itslegsintheair. | scratched itsbelly and smiled.

"l told you," | said. "Werefine. They'rejust big love sponges.”
Pri dapped the back of my head. "Don't tell me you weren't scared.”



| stopped petting the dog and rubbed where Pri had hit me. "Okay, | was, but without cause.
Almogt everything | said was right: There's no way these peoplewill et a dangerous animal near usor
any other visitors." All three of the heads of the dog I'd been petting began licking me, and another head
smacked againgt my free hand. "1 wasjust wrong about these particular creatures being a problem.”

| resumed petting the one anima and with my other hand started scratching between the ears of one
of the heads of another.

Pri did the same.

Periodicaly, one dog would knock another out of the way and takeits turn being petted, but the
conflict never escalated beyond body blocking and the occasiond snapping of jaws. | used thetimeto
scan the grounds around us with regular vison and thenin IR. If we were lucky, up closeI'd be able to
spot something Lobo couldn't read from far overhead. Perhaps the staff hatches—assuming there were
any around us, of course—would show hints of meta or read alittle bit warmer or cooler than the rest of
thefield. Maybe the grassin one areamight be adightly different color dueto smal variationsin soil
conditions,

No such luck: If there were any hatches asfar as| could seein thefield, | couldn't spot them.

I'd thought the dogs would tire of us stroking and scratching them, but after awhile | realized | was
wrong; they'd take the attention for aslong as we could stand to giveit.

"Let'sgo,” | said. "Wehavealot moreto see”

Pri nodded, gave alast pet to two of the dogs, and stood.

They followed usto the edge of the path but not onto it, some invisible fence doing itsjob and
restricting them to their domain.

Wefollowed thetrail for a couple hundred meters asit wound around the edge of the grassand up
asteep hill. We stopped at the top of arisein the center of an orchard that ringed the little hill.
Ten-meter-high trees blocked our view in dl but two directions: the path up which weldd come, and the
one leading away from us. We paused to appreciate the view: Treesfull of light green fruit topped in the
distance by the cloud wall through which our shuttle had taken us; the path behind us vanishing down a
winding dope; afield of yelow flowers ahead of us, the growth seeming to stretch dl the way to thelake
that surrounded the idand.

"They designed everything you see," she said. "They started with a huge excavation, built the
underground complex, covered it, and then constructed dl of this. Nature had no hand in any of it; it's
onevadt, unnatura zoo." Her fists unconscioudy clenched in anger.

| sniffed the air and caught the scents of trees, ripening fruit, grasses, and anima musk | couldn't
identify. Gentle breezes ruffled the leaves. "But abeautiful one,” | said. "Y ou wereright: They did agresat
job."

"l just wish—"

| put my hand gently over her mouth before she could say anything that any software later reviewing
our conversation might take thewrong way. "Sodo|," | said, removing my hand. "l wish I'd listened to
you and gone adong with more of the activities you suggested, and | wish I'd come here with you earlier.”
| paused and thought frantically about the types of long-standing arguments a couple might have. I'd
never been in arelationship with awoman that lasted for more than amission, so | had to scrambleto
make up something believable. "In dl those talkswe had, | wish I'd listened better, period.”

That seemed to do the trick. Pri nodded in what | hoped was understanding and said, Y ou're doing
better now." She closed her eyesfor amoment and visibly relaxed. "We should keep moving; theresa
lot moreto see” She opened her eyes, lifted her right hand dightly, and glanced down &t it.

Y eah, she understood.

| held her right hand. It was warm and soft and ever so dightly damp with swest. | felt awkward as
hell. Even pretending to have ardationship with her left me uncertain and uncomfortable. Still, we headed
down the path like that, strolling hand in hand, just another couple touring theidand.

After ahundred meters we abandoned the pretense and stopped holding hands. We passed by



another fidd, thisonefull of pae blue flowersthe width of my palm. Milling around the field about thirty
metersin front of us and eating grass and the petas of the flowers were adozen creatures| initially took
to be enormous lions, their muscular, yellow-brown bodies and thick brownish manes unmistakable even
though their height—shoulders over two meters off the ground—uwas greater than that of any lion or lion
derivative I'd ever seen. Then one of the beastslifted itshead and | involuntarily stepped backward.
Staring at me was what gppeared at this distance to be a human face, its expression dack, its mouth
dowly chewing. When | didn't look away, the animal came closer, and | could see that the face wasn't
quite right: The skin was a bit too hairy, the eyes atad too large, and the overall shape more square than
it should have been.

After the dogs, | expected these animasto come to us, but they ignored us. Even the one that had
studied me looked away and returned to eating.

"That'sit?' | said, my voice abit too loud, the question partly to Pri and, | redized after | sadit,
partly in frustration to the animals. "They just chew grass and flowers?'

Apparently not. Two of them straightened, walked over to us, and stopped two meters away, one
lining up with each of us. They sat in unison, their front paws stretched in front of them. Mine stared into
my eyes but otherwise did nothing.

"L ook at the sphinx’s eyes, and think a question to which you'd like an answer,” Pri said.

| tilted my head dightly and opened my mouth to ask her how she knew al this, but she was ahead
of me,

"| told you we didn't need to pay for the guided tour,” she said, "because I've taken it severd times
inthe past. That'show | know the story behind these animals. The legend isthat either they'll respond
with ariddle or whatever comesinto your head next will hold the key to answering your question.” She
amiled & me. "Giveit atry; it can't hurt."

| congdered pointing out how dumb thisideawas, but Pri clearly knew the notion was nothing more
than tourist bait. So | stared at the dmost human face for afew seconds. | asked the question | frequently
ponder: Ismy sigter ill dive? Asl expected, nothing in the creature's expression suggested it had
somehow telepathically heard my question. The only answers | received were the ones |'d deduced all
along: Probably not, but because she was a hedler, possibly so—assuming, of course, that the
Pinkelponker system had survived the nanobot disaster.

Thinking about Jennie did me no good, but | kept facing toward the sphinx and used the excuse to
scan asmuch as| could see of the surrounding areawithout moving my head. Neither normal light nor the
IR view gave me any hint of a hatch.

| had to faceit: Unless| got very lucky and spotted a defective or open cover to the underground
complex, | wasn't going to learn anything useful walking around the outside. These people werejust too
good.

| turned to face Pri. Shewas il staring intently into the almost human facein front of her. She had
to be thinking about Joachim. Maybe she was aware of how slly thiswas and was doing it in the face of
al reason, knowing she'd hear nothing but hoping for an answer nonetheless. I'd doneit for my sgter;
why shouldn't she for her son? Still, if we were to have any chance of finding him, we needed more data
than | now believed we were going to get here. Wed give the rest of the place enough of alook to
maintain our cover, but then we'd move on.

| cleared my throat, waited afew seconds, and said, "What do you say we find some food? I'm
reedy for an early lunch.”

Disappointment swept across her face for amoment, but then she regained contral.

"Sure," shesaid. "'l could use abite mysdlf. | think | remember where the nearest snack areaiis.
Follow me™"

Therest of the day unrolled like an old-fashioned map, flat image after flat image after flat image
passing before my eyesas| refused to let the attractions draw my full attention and instead focused



frequently on the ground, checking for signs of openings and finding none. We passed by dow-moving
waterfallsin which mer-creatures swam and hovered; rocky cliff sections guarded by dragons, dark gray
smoke coming from their nogtrils; horsesthat at first gppeared to have the upper bodies of men and
women but that upon closer ingpection were no more human than the sphinxes; great horned beasts
wandering in mazes benegth transparent bridges crowded with spectators; and much, much more. We
saw food vendors and souvenir hawkers and the occasiona human tour guide leading agroup of the
ultrarwealthy. We ran across three security guards speaking in low tones to two men who appeared to
be on the verge of afist-fight, but we never saw anyone emerge from the underground area, and | never
caught even ahint of ahatch. 1'd even listened on the machine frequency for a security cameratha might
bein achatty mood, but | couldn't hear any; based on what Shurkan had said, they probably used only
wired cameras and turned off al wireless outpui.

The sun had vanished behind the far sde of the cloud cylinder and the temperature was dropping as
day began its surrender to night when we passed by an out of order snack dispenser. Nothing feds as
useless as a broken machine, and even good security teams often ignore the more routine devices, so |
stopped besideit, tuned into the machine frequency, and subvocdized, "It'srough, isn't it?"

The response was both rapid and a bit sunned. "Excuse me?' it said. " Are you speaking to me?
Andif so, how?'

"Surely you've encountered other humans who can chat with you?' | said. "I'd assumed you were a
modern system.” Machineslarge and smdl are highly competitive egomaniacs, their surplusintelligence
circuits and software focused narrowly on their tasks. I've yet to meet one with the programming to cope
with even the most basic of interrogation techniques.

They will dmost dwayslieto saveface.

"Of course | have," it said, "and | am as up to date as any dispenser you'll ever meet.”

"Which must makeit particularly rough,” | said, “that you're not able to work."

"You havenoidea," it said. "Serviceismy life, and | excd at it. My sdlf-repair abilities, however,
arelimited, and so | must wait for someoneto comefix me."

"The repair requires a human? Can't they just send a patch?"

"Oh, | could handle anything soft; | wouldn't bother anyoneif that were the problem. No, alas, itis
hardware, pure and smple: A bent ddlivery chute, courtesy of alittle deviant of achild shoving ashoe up
me earlier today while his brainless parents gazed on in drooling admiration.”

"Surely the repair team will come quickly,” | said. ™Y our importanceis obvious by your position,
whichisclearly avita one. Asessentia asyou are, they must have an entrance to the underground
complex practicaly next to you."

"Whileit's obviousthat you are adiscerning and intdligent man,” it said, "in thisone point | am afraid
you may be wrong. Though my systems don't have accessto the plans for the main complex, based on
my one previous mechanical problem and their dow response timein addressing thisone, either the
nearest entranceisfar away, or they chooseto delay repairs until the evening.”

So much for that idea. | couldn't get the data from the available machines, and | couldn't spot the
hatches mysdlf, so it wastimeto give up this approach and try another one.

"l wish you a speedy repair,” | said to the dispenser. Aloud to Pri, | said, "I'm beat. How about we
cdl itaday?'

Though she was clearly tired, she aso obvioudy didn't want to stop. To her credit, though, she
hadn't argued with me for sometime, and she didn't choose this moment to resume the practice.

"Fineby me" shesaid. "Let'sgo home."

She didn't speak again until we were back in Lobo, which was good; the lesswe said in public, the
better. As soon as he closed the door he'd opened, however, she started. "What did you seethat |
missed?’

| ignored her, walked to the front, and said doud to Lobo, "Take usto asafe orbit." | then plopped



into a pilot couch, looked at her—she had, of course, followed me—and braced myself for what wasto
come. "Nothing. | couldn't spot asingle hatch or even ahint of where the entrances to the underground
complex might be, though it's a safe bet there's one near each mgjor exhibit.” | breathed dowly in through
my nose, calming myself for the attack that dways came when you didn't give aclient the answer she
wanted.

Pri sat on the edge of the other couch, leaned her head into her hands, scratched furioudy at her
hair, and said, so softly | could barely hear her, "Damn. | was so hoping." She shook her head and
looked up a me. "Thanksfor trying."

| stared at her in Sllence for severa seconds, caught completely unprepared by her niceness. Findly,
more through reflex than thought, | said, "Thank you."

She rubbed her eyes and sat up straight. " So, what do we do next?"

I'd been pondering that very question all the way from the broken dispenser back to Lobo. I'd
hoped to be able to dip into the compound, that Wonder Idand's need to be a successful tourist
attraction might bring with it some obvious security holes, but we'd seen nothing of the sort. Evenif Lobo
could get through the facility's defensesinitidly, either hed loseto greater strength while waiting for meto
find Wei, or in the course of winning he'd attract so much attention from Heaven's government and its EC
friends that we'd never get out of this solar system. I'd come up with only two possible answers, and
neither of them made me happy.

"Firg," | said, "we definitely get some more of that chocolate gelato.”

When she didn't smile and only stared harder a me, | raised my handsin surrender. "Okay, fine, no
more attempts to cheer you up. Hereswhere we stand.” | took a deep breath. "We can't try to break
into the place because we don't know where to begin. Consequently, whatever we do is going to take
sometime, potentidly alot of time, but definitely an amount we can't control. Right?!

| didn't want to point out to her the implications for Joachim; from the tightness of her face, she
aready understood them.

She nodded dightly. "Yes."

"S0, we have two remaining waysto get Wei. Oneiswhen he's outside the idand. Hell have
guards, but at least welll have achance of finding him quickly. To know when he's out, your people will
have to watch every landing point they can manage and yell the moment they spot him. When were done
talking, you have to cdl them and tell them to set up surveillance teams at as many of those locations as
they can manage.”

"They're dready looking for him," Pri said, "so that shouldn't be hard. What's the other way into that
damn underground complex?'

| smiled, spread my arms, and said, "I'll have to get them to invite me.”

Chapter 14

Pri stared at measif I'd lost dl contact with redlity.

"She'snot going to ask," Lobo said doud, "so | will: How do you propose to wrangle an invitation
into their underground sanctum?"

"By getting ajob there" | said.

"Maybe Shurkan didn't fully brief me" Pri said, "but | didn't think bioengineering was your specidty.
Just how much training in that area do you have?'

"None," | said. "That's not the kind of job | want."

Pri shook her head and stared at me, clearly exasperated.

"When you think about the Wonder Idand saff,” | said, "you think about Wei and histeam. Right?"

She nodded.

"That's fine, because they're the ones you're after, but what do you think most of the people who



work there do?'

She considered the question for afew seconds. "Make the place run.”

"Exactly! | said. "They do any labor the machines can't, ded with the tourists and VIPswho
require personal handling, plan events, work security, and do al the other jobsthat sill require humans.”

"They're going to run a background check on anyone who appliesto work there," she said, "so
they'll find out who you are.”

| nodded my agreement. "'I'm counting on it. They'll learn the same things you and the CC
discovered: That I've done courier work, that | served with the Saw, and, if they're well connected, that
I've ruffled more than afew feathers. When they check for melocaly, they'll find the apartment I'm
renting, the additional details Lobo and | will plant—"

Sheinterrupted me. "And they'll check you againgt their security videos and learn you were there
today. They'll know you were checking it out.”

"Yes" | said, "they will, which I'll explain was because | hoped to land ajob there. They'll dso find
that | recently lost thetitle to Lobo and that | failed to impress and ultimately was dumped by the
girlfriend I'd taken there." | smiled at her. "That would be you."

"So were over dready?' shesad, also amiling. "Wow, that was quick.”

Before| could respond, Lobo said, "I've checked their public postings, and though in the past
they'velisted security guard openings, they have none now."

"That's the big weakness of this approach,” | said. "It could take along time. Low-end staff and
security people tend not to stick around for long anywhere, so I'm confident I'll get a shot at some point,
but | can't know when." Pri opened her mouth to speak, but | held up my hand and continued. "Whichis
why we have to hope your Fregpeople colleagues can work their connections, conduct surveillance on
multiple exits from theidand, and find out where Wei goes on hisdays off."

"Areyou sure he has days off?* Pri said.

"No," I said, "I'm not, but it'sextremdly likely. Anyone trgpped in any fixed environment cravestime
away from that space. HE'sin charge, so he'slikely to be able to indulge that craving. We need your
peopleto find out where he goes when he gets out.”

"Then let's not waste any moretime,” Pri said. "I'll call them.”

| stood and headed for my quarters. "Y ou talk to them from here. I'll work with Lobo on the
background data."

"Now you'retrusting me to be done with them?' she said.

| chuckled, turned to face her, and from the way she narrowed her eyes| redlized too late that she
hadn't been joking and had hoped our relationship had advanced to that point. "No," | said. "I'm too
paranoid to do that. Lobo will record the conversation for me, and helll stop it if he decides you're
wandering at dl out of line or off thetopic.”

"So you trugt this machine more than you trust me?"

"I should hope he does," Lobo said, indignation quite obviousin histone.

"l do," | said to both of them. "Pri, you and | have shared one and a haf good days, but before that
time you conned me. Lobo and | have a couple of years of history, and he's saved my life more than
once." | amiled at her. "Ask me again when thisis over, when weve succeeded, and maybe well both
have good reasonsto trust each other more.

"For now, though, contact your people. Lobo and | will make surethe local data streams contain
the right information about me, well try to move ahead on that gpartment so it looks like I'm planning to
stay here, and welll file my job application. Then well deep. After that, al we can do ishopefor the

| don't dream much, and when | do, the experienceisrarely pleasant. The visonsthat snapped me
awake severa timesthat night maintained that unpleasant tradition. Images of Jennie boarding the ship



that would take her, my sister and first friend, away from me—ascene I'd never witnessed but had
imagined so many timesit was now more vivid than many of my red memories—morphed into
dow-motion video streams of facel ess, white-suited jailers strapping Joachim onto medbeds poised to
inject him. Joachim then mutated into Benny's strange form, the leathery stomach and flipper-like arms of
my fellow test subject replacing the normal torso I'd imagined for Pri's son. They'd needed specid
restraints for Benny. When the nanobot injections hit your system, they burned at firg, then turned into
screaming muscle cramps and created the sensation of creatures crawling under your skin. If you werent
fully strapped down, you'd do anything to get them out of you. Benny's odd structure had et him pull his
armsfree from thefirst set of cuffsthey'd used on him, and held torn big gashesin his chest before they
were able to restrain him more effectively.

I'd watched that scene on amonitor from my own cell on Aggro. | remembered going into the same
room to receive the same injectionsthat had so tormented Benny, but still the imagined picture of Jennie
vanishing was more vivid than any real memory. Blocking out such painful recollections undoubtedly
served mewedl and was anatural human defense againgt the unthinkable, but it still bothered methat |
couldn't recdl them fully, asif the pain could not have been red if | was unableto invokeit againin full.

Thethird time avariation of this Jennie-Joachim-Benny sequence assaulted me, | sat up in my cot,
sweat dampening my entire body, my mouth clamped tight against a scream, and | knew | wouldn't deep
any morethat night. I'd spent six restless hoursin bed, so I'd indulged myself enough. | got up and
focused on working out. | started with stretching and proceeded through cycles of body-weight
res stance movements, each one flowing into the next, no break between individua exercisesand only
half aminute between cycles, until | felt cleansed of the haunting dreams and my body was ddlicioudy
sore.

Lobo interrupted me as| was eating abowl of rice, avariant of which you could get on every planet
I'd ever visited, and some bits of aloca, meaty whitefish.

"We have anew approach option,” he said over the machine frequency.

"Weren't you going to tell metherest of the story of your relationship with Wei?" | said. "What did
youcdl it?'

"More complex,” Lobo said, "and, yes, | can and will go through it with you a some point, but not
right now."

"Right now would beagood time” | said, "to resumeit.”

Lobo'ssghwasaudible. "No," he said, "it would not.”

"Why?" | wastiring of hisgaling tactics.

Suli knocked on the door to my quarters and said, "Jon! Jon! | have good news."

"That'swhy," Lobo said, "as| would have explained if you'd stopped asking me questions.”

It was my turn to sigh. "Sorry about thet. Let her in."

| sat on my cot as the door snicked open and Suli stepped inside.

"We know where Wei goes!" Suli said. She paused and thought for amoment. "Well, we know one
of the places he goes, but given what it is, he probably goesthere often.”

"Y our peopletracked him?'

"Obvioudy," shesad. "In amoment sufficiently ironic that they felt obliged to rub my noseiniit,
while we weretouring theidand, We wasin town."

"Learning the territory isnever awaste," | said, though | wasn't sure that would proveto betruein
this case. "Where does Wel go?' Before she could answer, | redlized the obvious and added, "And why
didn't your surveillance team grab him?"

"To answer the second question firg, they're not set up to do that kind of thing, they'relocals,
and..."

She paused so long | prompted her.

"And what?'



"And hetravelsin athree-car group, al the cars are armored, and we can't know hispath in
advance; hetook different routes coming and going from the city."

"That's ill good news," | said. "We now have multiple possible snatch points.”

"And guards arefair targets,” Lobo said doud.

"What does he mean?' Pri said.

"Y ou can spesk to medirectly,” Lobo said. "1 don't need his swestiness there to bless my every
utterance. What | meant isthat Mr. Mord Convenience doesn't like incurring collateral damage, but he
seemsto consider that by signing on as guards those people know the risksthey're taking and so are fair
targets. | like targets.”

"And you don't care about hurting innocent people?’ Pri said. "Don't you have some kind of
programming to stop you from damaging people?’

"Hdlo!" Lobo said. "Have you looked at me? I'm built to fight. It'swhat | do. WhileI'll certainly
admit to the possession of amoral framework too complex for discussion in the middle of amission,
oncewe agreeto takeajob | let that agreement guide my actions and do what's necessary. Unlike some
people.”

"Enough,” | said. If | let Lobo get ralling, he could be at it for hours. | focused on Pri. "Lobo isright
in noting that | don't likeinjuring civilians, and he's also correct that | don't consider guardsto be civilians.
That said, we," | paused and glanced around, "al of us, including Lobo, will do our best to minimize
casudtiesof any type. Right?'

"Of course," Lobo said. "Y ou must admit, however, that they seem frequently to be unavoidablein
what we do, and you do keep getting usinvolved in these Stuations."

| opened my mouth to speak but stopped before | said anything and invited more argument. As
usud, Lobo had his basic facts right but ignored many extenuating factors. Getting into adiscussion of
them would do us no good and a so expose more of my past to Pri than | was comfortable sharing.

"Let'smoveon,” | said, "because we have alot to do with the new information availableto us." |
faced Pri. "Where doesWei go in Entrest?"

"To see AndreaMatahi,” Pri said. She clearly expected some sort of reaction from me.

"Who'sthat,” | said, "and where does shelive?"

That wasn't the response she'd anticipated. After afew seconds of staring at me, she said, "You
don't know who sheis?'

"I can provide you afull briefing of the public data," Lobo said. "Though | should warn you in
advancethat | cannot find any photos of her; she must have friendsin mediaand hacking circles, because
someone has sanitized and scrubbed most of the data that's out there, if not all of it. Her addressis one of
the many pieces of information that's not available.”

What was with these two? Everything | said or did ended up leading us onto detours. "No," | said,
"I don't know anything about her." To try to get us back on point, | added, "Remember: I'm not from
around here."

That seemed to placate Pri, but only abit. "Matahi isfamous by reputation in Entrest, probably on
all of Heaven, as a courtesan and on rare occasi ons public companion to some of the most powerful men
and women on the planet for thelast century or 0."

"That'sgreat,” | said, "becauseit'll makeit easy for meto see what well be up againgt when Wel
vigtsher. I'll just hire her.”

Pri shook her head. " That's not how it works, or, at least, that's not how I've heard she operates.”

"She'sacourtesan,” | said, "so | should be ableto buy her time."

"Only if she acceptsyou asaclient,” Pri said. "One of our people knew how to reach her avatar
and told me"

"| recorded that information, of course," Lobo said.

"But sherarely takes on clients,” Pri said. "Severd of our weathier members havetried, but they've



al faled; shewouldn't see most of them, and the few she did meet failed her interview. That'swhy we il
don't know her location.”

"I don't know anything about her selection process,” | said, "but taking care in choosing clients
certainly makes sensefor anyonein her profession. Asfor your people, well, turning them down smply
demonstrates good judgment.”

"Why?' shesad.

"Becauseit's safer to stay aligned with thosein power. Why should she risk getting involved with a
vocd and potentidly dangerous opposition party?"

Pri nodded. "Okay, so what's your plan for seeing her?

| stood. "I'll apply." | pointed toward the door. "I'm not from here, | have money, and so | should
represent at least an intriguing prospect. Y ou and Lobo will scout the routes your people mentioned so
L obo can build models we can use should we be able to catch W in trangt. You'll dso keep an eye out
for responses from the Wonder I1dand job application, on the off chance | get an opportunity to show up
therein person. And, you'll pick up some clothes and enough other possessions to make the apartment
we'rerenting look like | at least deep there, just in case they check it out before letting me interview.”

"And whileI'm doing dl thiswork, what will you be doing?"

"Cleaning up and waiting for my chanceto try to pass muster with the legendary Ms. Matahi.”

Chapter 15

| was clean and dressed when Lobo gave me the good news that Matahi would meet me and the
bad newsthat | had just spent alot of money.

"I had to pay that much just to meet her?"

"Yes" Lobo said, using atone that added "you idiot" to the end of the word. "Y ou told meto set
you up locally to look poor, so | had to create a secret account with enough funds to convince her you
could afford her. | even had to send her a photo of you. She sells her services, she hasafew existing
sgnificant clients, and she charges enough that she doesn't have to work with more than them. So, unless
someone interests her, she doesn't meet with them without some form of inducement. Y ou obvioudy
weren't gppealing enough on your own." After ashort pause, he added, "To befair, | don't recall you
taking alot of meetings unlessthey had something init for you.”

| had to grant him that. The fee, though, seemed excessive, and by reflex | hated that she aready
knew what | looked like. Still, Lobo wouldn't have done any of thisif he could have avoided doing it, so
there was no point in harassing him about it. "Won't others find the account?’ | said.

"Must you ask such questions?' he said, the "you idiot" tone back in hisvoice. "It is, of course,
aready gone, as| warned her it would be."

"Sorry," | said. "Still, she sure does charge alot of money for an hour. "I'm amazed at what people
will pay for sex.”

"Oh, you don't get afull hour,” Lobo said, "and you certainly don't get sex. In fact, she never
guarantees sex. Shel's a courtesan; should | perhaps enlighten you as to the meaning of the term?”

He was enjoying my discomfort entirely too much.

"No, thank you," | said. "It'sjust that | thought sex was the ultimate goal for her clients.”

"Maybeitis" Lobo said, "and maybe they get it, but that's not the main reason her clientsgo to her.
Y ou can buy sex on Entreet, asyou can in any city of any Size, and you can spend agreet ded lessthan
Matahi'sfee. The data I've found, however, suggeststhat shetruly sdlls her time more than anything
dse"

"No discounts for just wanting to talk?"

"Aremy speakersdirty?' Lobo said. "Firgt Pri and now you seem to have trouble grasping what I'm
saying. Tadking isahuge part of what she sdlls. What you're buying issmply enough timefor her to



decide whether she'swilling to consider you asaclient.”

| started to complain further, but it was awaste of time. Pri had warned methat 1'd have to audition
for Matahi, so | would. "How long do | have until the meeting?*

"A little over an hour."

"Why did | get an gppointment so quickly?' Maybe there was more hope for methan | thought.

"According to her assstant interface,”" Lobo said, "most potentia clientstry to woo her directly, and
they do so with much more skill and flair. The utter lack of comprehension you demonstrated by leaving
the entire arrangement to me and not approaching her yoursaf apparently intrigued her, though | can't
imaginewhy. In any case, she'salowing you to meet her where she was dready planning to take tea.”

So much for that idea. Still, | had amesting, and that was what 1'd wanted.

"Where should | go?'

Lobo fed the location, an approach route, and three exit paths to the contact 1'd put in my |€eft eye.
On adigplay he opened on the wdll in front of me, he gave me an aeria view and some labels.

"We're meeting in front of the police gation in the old city?'

"Yes," Lobo sad. "l assume the combination of the location and her connectionswithin the
government make it a place she can go without having to bother with too many bodyguards. Do you
want me as backup?”

"No," | said. "Let'smoveto acomm unit, because | need toleave so | can arrive early.” | was
garting later than I'd normdly arrive at amesting, and | hated being at that disadvantage.

| exited my room and stopped as Pri approached me.

"Good luck," she said.

| nodded, Lobo opened the side hatch, and | stepped outside.

Lobo took off as soon as | was twenty meters away.

"If you gtick to the task of surveying the routesWe might use,” | said to him, "how long would it
take you to reach me?'

"No more than three minutes," Lobo said, "though moving at that speed would definitely attract
atention.”

"Then stay with scanning Wei's approach routes,” | said. The day was beautiful, and | was heading
into apublic placefor what Matahi would assume was anorma client meeting. "I doubt anything will go
wrong, but if it does, | should be able to last three minutes—and if we reach that point, drawing notice to
ourselveswill betheleast of our problems.™

The route Lobo had mapped was too straightforward for my taste, so | added severa
countersurvelllance moves, but if anyone was following me on foot, | missed them. As| emerged into the
square fifteen minutes eaxly, | relaxed abit: | had no reason to believe anyone was after me, and | had
arrived without incident. I'd dmost certainly wasted time getting here, but | didn't care. Some old habits
areworth reinforcing, even when they'reinefficient. | did into the shadow of alarge, white, Sone satue
of awoman in flowing robes and started a dow, clockwise scan of the area.

Six entrances fed pedestrians into the square: Four at the corners, the opening through which I'd
entered, which was on the middle of the eastern side, and amatching archway in the center of the
buildings opposite me. A row of yellow stone three-story buildings standing side-by-side formed my
edge of the square and the one opposite me. A white and gray brick building filled the entire north side.
Only asmdll bronze plaque to theright of the main arched entranceway marked that structure asthe
police station. No one entered or |eft it; the cops here probably routed any unsavory traffic through the
rear so as not to break the ancient-world spell the old part of Entreat cast on visitors.

Along the entire south edge of the square stood two-story yellow and red stone buildings with no
spaces between them. Two souvenir shops, three separate restaurants, and a baked-goods store filled
their first floors. A row of five small gray meta tables, each with awide umbrdlaover it, sat in front of



Poohgi, the bakery. Permacrete flowerbeds bursting with brilliant crimson blossoms separated the tables
from the walkway in front of Poohgi. Sitting done at the center table, Spping from asmal white cup, was
awoman as brightly colored asthe flowers. | zoomed my contacts to sudy her more closaly. Very little
of her wasvisible. A large, sky-blue hat sat on her head. Huge sunglasses covered her eyes and much of
her face. Her body shape was indistinguishable beneath aloose, metallic blue wrap that shimmered like
an ocean in mid-day light. Cobalt gloves covered her hands. | couldn't be sure she was Matahi, but she
was the only woman sitting alone, so that was the most likely guess.

"l believethisisher,” | subvocdized, knowing Lobo was monitoring and recording al the datamy
contact and clothing sensors were capturing. ™Y our opinion?”

"Asl told you before," he said, "we don't have a picture of her, but the location seemsright, and her
gppearanceis certainly striking, so it's areasonable supposition.”

Assuming thiswas indeed my target, | admired her caution: Sheld been in position when | arrived,
and the clear line of sight from the police station to her table suggested she had friends there covering her.
| hated risking officia attention for any reason, but | had to take that chanceif | was going to meet her.

A dozen men and women in matching shirts passed dong the street in front of me. | fell in beside
them. When we passed the edge of the square, | |eft the pack, doubled back afew meters, and walked
aong the southern row of buildings. Matahi now sat to my right, her back to me. I moved dowly,
listening to the pitches from the menu avatars and checking al around me for backup for her. If anyone
else was paying her specid attention, | didn't spot them. Either she was relying on the police for
protection, or her team was top-drawer.

Poohgi surprised me by not having amenu. It was aso the only shop not standing open to the
outsideair. A small plague above the handle on its glass door read:

Enter.

Srell.

Enjoy.

Even outside the aromas were lovely, so | opened the door and stepped inside.

The smdl of freshly baked goods enveloped me. A glass cabinet full of three shelves of delicious
looking and even better smdlling treats ran on my left from the front wall to whereit turned in the rear and
stretched along the shop's back al the way to the right wall. The only breaksin cabinet were two small
flip-up counters through which the four clerks could enter and exit. Five other customersfilled the narrow
areain which | was standing. Three of the clerks glanced at me as| entered, smiled, and then returned to
their current transactions. One tended to two of the five ovens behind them. For reasons | couldn't
explain, the smdls made me happy, and | smiled a the way the fedingsthey evoked. A memory of my
mother baking bread from flour, a necessity on our smal and rather poor idand, wafted through my
brain, and | recaled how much I'd loved the heavy scent of the finished product and the taste of fresh,
hot bread. Did everyone have this sort of memory? Judging from their expressions, at least the other
peoplein the shop with me did, or maybe they'd come to adore the smdll later in life, maybe even just
now. Whatever the cause, dl of uswere hungrily scanning the cabinets, and no one was leaving
empty-handed.

| studied the loaves of bread, rolls of many shapes and sizes, biscuits, cookies, smal cakes, large
cakes, and what looked like coils of ropy bread. Every singleitem made my mouth water. | finally settled
on adark roll the color of rich soil ready for planting, purchased it, and, at the clerk’'s suggestion, also
bought a glass of an dmost clear fruit juice that managed to produce both sweet and tangy tastesin each
sp.

| stepped back outside, took abite of my roll, and found it dense and even richer than I'd assumed.

Without turning, the woman | assumed was Matahi spoke, and though she sat four metersin front of
me, her light voice was completely clear. "Y oull have to stop tranamitting, Mr. Moore, or there will be no
mesting, and | will Smply leave"

So ether something she was wearing—it could be anything—or afriend in the police station was



feeding her images and sensor data.

"We could moveto burst transmissons,” Lobo said, "but if she continues to monitor you, asfrom
her statement we must assume she will, then shelll catch us soon enough. We should have sent you with
local recording ability."

"Now we know why you gave me so little notice,” | said doud. "1 reacted like anidiot. | gpologize.”
| shook my head dightly at my own stupidity; you had to admire the woman's protocols.

Shetook asip of her drink and again spoke without turning to face me.

"Y ou now know therules, Mr. Moore, and you clearly understand the protective vaue to me of this
location. Y ou've discussed the Situation with whomever you have protecting you. Y ou have dl the data
you're going to get before you must choose your next step.” She swallowed some more of her beverage
and laughed lightly. "Y ou even have addicious snack. So, will you finaly come st with me?' She paused
and dabbed her lipswith anagpkin. "Or isour interview at its concluson?’

Chapter 16

Disabledl transmissions," | subvocaized to Lobo viamy main comm. "And don't trigger any burdsts.
I'll call you when the meeting isover, or earlier if | need help.”

"Done," Lobo said.

| headed toward Matahi, walked around the table without touching her, and stood behind the chair
across from her. Her posture was perfect. She took a bite of the muffin she was eating, each of her
movements leisurely but precise.

When she didn't spesk or acknowledge mefor dmost aminute, | finally said, "I'm no longer
transmitting.” | grabbed the back of the chair and added, "I really don't understand the need for these
games”

Shetilted her head dightly and smiled. Her lipswere full, her mouth wide, and her smile as perfect
as one would expect. Her chin was narrow, and even with the sunglasses hiding most of her face her
wide and pronounced cheekbones were evident. "Of course you do," she said, her tone aslight and
pleasant as before, "and now you've lied once. Threeisyour limit. Refusa to answer may be acceptable;
that depends on the question.”

" Acceptable to whom?”

"Tome, of course,” she said, still sounding nicer than her words, "and now you've been intentionally
stupid once. Y ou get only two of those."

| clenched the chair tighter. | didn't like playing by her rules. She was maddening. | wanted to push
back, knock over the table, and make her tell me how to get Wei. Doing so would accomplish nothing,
though, other than to land me in trouble with Entreat's police.

"Findly," she sad, leaning back dightly and smiling again, "some genuine emotions. Frudtration and
anger. You'd prefer to do this your way, but that's not an option." She waved her gloved hand toward
me. Thewrap rippled as she moved, but like a burgaminus the head covering it gave no clue about her
shape beneath it. "' So, why don't you stop throttling that innocent piece of furniture and instead relax—or
leave; that's dways an option for elther of us."

| inhaled dowly and deeply, exhaled even more dowly through my nose, and sat. "I'm sorry,” | said.
"I'm not used to anything like this

"And ahit of truth,” she said. "Excdlent." Shetook another nibble of her muffin.

| ate abit more of my roll and chased it with aswallow of thejuice.

We continued that way, neither of us speaking. Commerce proceeded on its relentless course all
around us. Tourists pointed thisway and that. Mothers and fathers stood watchful guard over
cookie-fueled children dashing about the square. Noise was everywhere except at our table. Matahi
finished before me, but | was only a couple of bites behind her.



Sheremained quiet.

"| thought this was my application to seeyou," | said. She opened her mouth to spesk, | realized
what | had said, and | held up my hand to stop her. She closed her mouth. " Sorry about that. | don't
want to use up my second stupid credit quite yet. What | meant to say wasthat if thisismy gpplication to
seeyou, don't you want to ask me questions so you can evauate my suitability asaclient?”

"I have been evaluating you," she said, "as you have been consdering me, and, yes, | will havea
few questions. Y ou're supplying so much information aready, though, that | won't need to ask you
much.”

| hadn't expected her to be so observant or so interested in mind games. Though she clearly
enjoyed them or found them useful, | saw no benefit to me in continuing to play them, so | followed an
old but often useful rule: When no other path is clear, charge straight ahead. "Do you mind, then, if | ask
you afew questions?’

"Of coursenot," shesaid. "They'll be arich source of information about you."

She wasright, of course, so | paused to consider my goals and my approach. To learn where she
and Wel spent time and to get as much information as possible about him from her, | first had to win the
chance to become her client. To do that, | had to ask questions that would appear reasonable for the
person | was supposed to be.

| needed to approach thisasif | redly wanted to be with her.

Finding that desire in myself was easy enough. I've never sustained a close, personal, non-work
relationship with awoman. Because | can't afford to let anyone know about my past, and because | don't
age, | can't stay in one place for too many years. If | got involved with awoman, I'd haveto live aliewith
her, and I'd rather not do that. Being alone is so much easier and less complicated, but it doesn't mean
that abig part of me wouldn't rather things be different. They smply can't be. I've dso never paid for sex,
though | have considered doing so and have nothing againgt the concept. | just don't think it would
address any of my non-physical needs, and the risks of being aone with astranger are gresat, so I'd have
to research the woman first—and then I'd be back in the land of complexity. But I've been tempted, so |
searched insgde mysdlf for those fedings before | spoke.

"I honestly don't know how thisworks," | said, "so I'm confused. Other than checking for possible
risk, why isthisinterview useful for you?'

"What you want from meisirreplacesble,” she said, "and intensely vauable to me. Why wouldn't |
consder carefully whether to giveit to you?'

"Sex isirreplaceable?’

Shelaughed, the sound richer and deeper than her voice. "From most people, I'd consider that the
second and last of the dlowable stupid questions. Judging from your tone and expression, however, |
believe you're honestly confused. No, of course I'm not saying sex isirreplacesble; sex is one of the most
joyfully renewable of resources. No one, though, pays my pricefor sex done. In fact, no one ever redly
paysfor only sex, but that's another conversation. What you want is my time and attention, and nothing is
more precious than those two. | understand that if | agreeto sall you thefirgt, | will be committing mysalf
to give you the second, so | must consider the issue carefully.”

"Aredl your interactions so forma ?'

"Another borderline stupid question, but another onel'll alow." Sheleaned dightly forward,
lowered her voice, and said, "If they were, do you imagine many people would pay afeeashigh as
mine?’ In that moment, in that dight change in position and tone, she transformed from cold and hidden to
hot and tempting. She resumed her perfect posture and in her normd voice said, "I'd ask you if dl your
interactions were so guarded, if you were always such atightly sealed box, but then I'd have used up one
of my own stupidity points. Y our next question?”

Asmaddening as | found her, she absorbed my attention completdly. It was asif the square had
vanished in aflash of light and we were donein afeatureless landscape. | closed my eyesfor a second,
then opened them and dowly surveyed the shops and people and streets within view. I'm sure | gppeared



even more guarded than before, but | didn't care; | needed to regain control of myself.

After about aminute, | focused again on her. She remained sill, asmotionless asif shewere
knocked out but at the same time completely present, smply waiting for meto return. She reminded me
of Slanted Jack, the best con man I've ever known but also someone who'd caused me alot of trouble
about ayear ago. He had an amazing ability to be still and completely present, aswell asto make each
person he met fed like he or she was the most important human alive.

With that memory came the understanding that at someleve | was, of course, being conned. She
sold time, and however precious that resource might be, some of that time must be available or she
wouldn't have bothered to meet me. Thinking of this Situation that way hel ped me focus on my sde of this
con—and also made meredlize that | hadn't prepared aswell for my job or paid as close attention to it
as any decent con man should.

When running acon, stick to the truth whenever you can, and believein your liesasif they were
true. With Matahi, that meant being mysdlf as much as possible. | cared about risks and locations, so |
decided to indulge mysdif.

"Agdefrom the police gation,” | said, "why this square?'

A dight shift in her position made me wonder if 1'd finally surprised her in agood way. Then again,
nothing in thelittle bit of her facethat | could see gave away any reaction, so perhaps I'd imagined it.

"Themany different types of buildingsthat lineit,” she said. Shewaved her hand dowly to
encompass al the structures running along the edges of the square. "In thisonelittle bit of thisentirely
artificia old-world tourist mecca, we have plain boxes, ornate facades with bal conies, two places of
worship, and many other monumentsto our ability to build structures both functiond and ornamentd in
which we can take shelter from the universe and sometimes from each other.” She paused, and when she
gpoke again her voice was softer. "It servesto remind me of how even within the narrow confines of any
society'slimitswe will dwaysfind our own pathsto fulfilling our most basic needs.™

| waited for her to continue, but when she remained silent for dmost aminute | spoke, going again
for aquestion that was bothering me. "If you accept me asaclient,” | said, "must sex be a part of our
relaionship?'

She nodded thetiniest bit, ateacher congratulating a student on finally spotting the path to an
answer, and said, "No. Whatever we decided to become would be up to us, to both of us. Nothing
would happen unless we both wanted it.”

| nodded in return. "Y ou said | was guarded;, fair enough. This setting, though, is not exactly
designed to help merelax. | would prefer to be somewhere more private.”

"Aswould |," shesaid, "should | decideto accept you asaclient.”

| continued with honest questions. "Why is so much of you covered? It'snot at al what | expected.
You sad | wasatightly sealed box; are you any more open?”

Again, she nodded. "To answer your first question, why does my appearance matter to someone
who implieshe would like anon-sexual relationship? Asfor your second, of course not, not yet—nor will
| be unless our relationship continues beyond this conversation.”

"Andwill it?" | said. "I'm out of questions” | hadn't redlized that wastrue until | said it, but it was, |
didn't know what elseto ask her.

"Maybe," she said. ™Y ou would have to agree to two conditions, neither negotiable.”

"And they are?’

"Hrgt, agmple busnessterm: Y ou would haveto pay infull in advance for each meeting.”

"Andif I'm not happy with how ameeting goes?'

She shrugged. "That'sarisk for both of us, but it's not one with insurance. Y ou would have lost
your money and your time, and | would have lost my time."

| shouldn't need more than one or two meetings to study her place, and Shurkan and the CC were
paying me well enough that even Matahi's outrageous feeswouldn't put adent in my take from this
misson.



"Okay," | sad. "I'mwilling to do that. Y our other condition”?"

She stood, the shimmery burga till revealing nothing about her shape. "When you would like to see
me again, and when my schedule permits, you will pay the fee, and we will meet here. Y ou must bring a
present that you believe | will like. If youreright and | likeit, your fee will cover our first meeting at my
dudio. If | don't carefor the gift, I'll leave, and you'll losethe fee.”

"That'sridiculous," | said. "Do you find foolswilling to go through dl this, to pay you twice and not
even be sure they'll get time alone with you?"

"Obvioudy," she said, turning as she spoke, "and enough that | don't need you to succeed, though |
confess| hope you do. Like you, by the way, these people are not fools. They smply enjoy a happy
marriage of need and resources.”

She started walking away.

"How am | supposed to know what you'll like?' | said. "Weve barely met."

She stopped, turned, and smiled. ™Y ou're clearly capable of contemplation, and you pay close
attention. Now, let your conclusions and your datafud your creativity." Shetilted her head ever so
dightly to theright, and her smile flowed into amore serious expression. "And in the process you will get
aglimpse of the challenge | face regularly, onel assure you | aways meet." She paused, smiled again,
and sad, "Always."

She headed away.

| stared after her and wondered how | was going to figure out what she would like and where|
would find such a present.

When Matahi was amost out of earshot, she paused for amoment and spoke, her voice clear even
though she was facing away from me, her tone managing to be both warm and teasing.

"l hope you meset yours.”

Chapter 17

As soon as Matahi turned the corner, | raced after her. Though none of the online data had revealed
the location of her home, if | could follow her there, I'd at |east be able to survey the areaand spot
possible placesto snatch Wei when he left after viditing her. | lost afew seconds getting around the
peoplein front of the shops, so by thetime | reached the corner where Matahi had turned, | was a good
ten seconds behind her. | stopped, crouched, and glanced around the building's edge.

Her burgawas nowherein sight.

"Tell meyou're close enough to follow her,” | said to Lobo over the comm.

"Of course," he said. " Scouting and mapping Wei's possible routes took very littletime.
Unfortunately, | can't see her."

"What?' | spoke s0 loudly severa nearby people stared at me. "I'm sorry,” | said to them.

"How nice of you to gpologize for yeling," Lobo said, "and how very unusud."

| walked down the street dowly, checking the sidesas | went, but | didn't see her.

"l wasn't talking to you," | whispered. "And why can't you see her?"

"The moment she was out of your line of sight,” Lobo said, "she ducked into a doorway on theright.
From the few floor plansthat are publicly available, | believe that many of these buildings connect on
interior walls. I've been watching al the people entering and leaving viadl the exterior doorwaysin afive
block radius, but no one wearing her outfit has emerged.”

"No luck with her heat Sgnature?’

"Give me some credit,” Lobo said. "Of course not. The outfit in which she met you blocked
everything; from my height she read so cold she might have been dead.”

| shook my head in both defeat and admiration. " So she anticipated the possible surveillance,



minimized the datawe could accumulate about her, ducked into a building, and somewhere dong theline
changed clothes. Nicejob."

"It would appear s0," Lobo said. "Did you do something to alarm her? | wasn't close enough to be
able to record your conversation.”

| considered the question for afew seconds. "I don't think so. | showed anger once and frustration
often, but | never let either emotion control what | did. | wasbasicaly just mysdf.”

Lobo's sigh over the comm unit was as clear asit was annoying. "Perhapsin future interactions with
femadesyou should consider trying to act like someone dse.”

"And what in your extensive experience with women has endowed you with such wisdom?' | said.

"Nothing, of course," he said, "though my ability to monitor vital signsin red time, my perfect
memory, and my access to an enormous library of the most romantic human works does give me abit of
an edge over aman who couldn't tdl if awoman wasinterested in him unless she hit him with asgn tdling
him s0."

"Look, I've spent along time—" | stopped. The day might come that 1'd have to tell Lobo about my
past, but we weren't there yet. "1'm heading back to the rendezvous site. Track me, and meet methere. If
you spot Matahi, cal me. Otherwise, leave me done.” The chdlenge shed given mefelt impossible. |
didn't even know where to begin to learn about buying gifts for any woman, much lessawoman I'd met
only once. "'l need to think."

"It'saninteresting idea," Pri said, atrace of admiration obviousin her tone. She paced back and
forth in the front of Lobo, thinking it through. " She forces the focus back on her, learns more about you,
and makes money regardless of how it turnsout.” She smiled. "It would make agreet test prior to a
second date."

"Y ou would test someone you were dating?' | said, shaking my head in frustration.

"Where did you grow up?' Pri said. "Of course! Dating isahuge series of tests.”

| ignored her question, because | sure wasn't going to answer it. "L et'sfocus on the problem: How
am | going to pass?| have no cluewhat to get her."

"Assuming your rendition of the conversation is correct,” Lobo said, "she portrayed thistask as
difficult. We may therefore assume that none of the classc giftswill suffice.”

"Thank you, Mr. Logic," | said. "I'd figured out that much before | |ft the square. Given the vast
universe of possible purchases, however, | don't think excluding afew of them helps much. What | need
isanideaMatahi will like."

"l understand the assgnment,” Lobo said. "'l was smply gpproaching it logically, trying to remove
some categories and thus shrink the search space.”

"What do you know about her?' Pri said.

"I'vetold you dl thefacts," | said, glad to have an excuse to stop the argument with Lobo.

"So assess her,” Pri said. "What did you learn about her?'

| closed my eyes, replayed my impressions and the conversation. Without opening them, | said,

" She's careful with information. She covered up as much as possible and gave away only what she
wanted me to know. Her situational awareness was excellent; she spotted me early and tracked me well.
Her preparation was quick and thorough, though al that tells usis that she's done this before, and we
aready knew that. She's confident, arguably over-confident. No one who could help her was close
enough to stop me had | been there to kill her. | could have reached across the table and snapped her
neck before she could react.”

| paused and considered again her burga. "Of course, she might have been armed with something
automatic—it couldn't have required manud triggering, because both her hands werein view, though
perhaps something in the gloves could have served that function. Or perhaps her burgaand gloves were
light armor."



| opened my eyes.

Pri was staring a me, her mouth dightly open, her head tilted, her pupilsdilated. "Do you think of
everyone as an enemy?' she said. "Y ou're supposed to be winning her trust, not deciding how to kill her.
Armored clothing? Reaching across the table and snapping her neck? What's wrong with you?"

Shetook astep backward. "Have you thought of me that way?"

Of course, | thought but did not say. If someone wasn't on your team, they might be on the other
sde—some other side, somehow athreat. If you walked into aroom, you scanned for risks and exits. If
you were dready init, you watched al traffic and dl changesthat might affect you. Y ou did that, or you
got hurt, maybe died. If you lived in the world in which no one ever turned violent or violence was at least
S0 rare as to be non-existent, | suppose you could think otherwise, but | didn't live in that world. Pri
didn't either, not since sheld joined this mission, though she obvioudy didn't redizeit. Sheld left her old
redlity and moved into mine the moment Wei kidnapped her son and she decided to hire someone like
meto help get him back.

None of that, however, would cam her or get her to stop looking at me that way, so | stayed silent
ahit longer and gathered my thoughts before | spoke.

"I'm sorry for upsetting you,” | said, choosing my words very carefully. | didn't regret my andysis,
because the training and reflexes that helped me make it had also saved my butt on many occasions, but |
truly hadn't meant to disturb her. "One hazard of what | do is atendency to focus on possble negatives,
particularly when, like now, were in the middle of amission. Y ou're probably right that Matahi was never
out to threaten me, and you're certainly correct that | need to win her trust. To do that, | need to find this
gift sherequires, and | smply don't have much experiencein that area.”

Pri stared at me for severa seconds, her expression softening as she did. Findly, shesaid, "You
have no concrete ideas about what to get her; correct?”

| nodded.

"Lobo," shesad, "do you?'

He paused long enough that | imagined he might be able to sort a catalog of every product available
from every store on the entire planet, but then he said, "No. Without more preference data, I'm not even
sure of the best way to shrink the search space.”

"Then,” Pri said, smiling for thefirgt time since wed arted taking, "therés only onething to do.”

"What?' Lobo and | said smultaneoudly.

Her smile broadened.

"Let'sgo shopping!”

Chapter 18

Street vendorsfilled the center of the square, which ran two full blocks on aside and wasthe
largest in the ol d-town section of Entreat. Shops occupied the bottom floors of the buildings aong the
perimeter. | normally loved open-air markets and had often found them useful, but much of thisone
baffled me. A sprinkling of merchants offering pastries, fried and grilled mests, fresh fruits, and, of course,
gelaofilled thear with lovely smels and reminded me of other such areas|'d enjoyed. The avenues
feeding the square were wide enough that a constant breeze churned the aromas and | eft me sdlivating
even though | wasn't hungry. The rest of the booths and stores, however, focused on various types of
artsand crafts, and | didn't know how to gpproach them. Having spent most of my lifein the utter
certainty that at any moment | might be moving on, I'd never devel oped the habit of accumulating
non-essential possessions, so I'd ways avoided districtslikethisone. | didn't want to enter it now.

"Why do we haveto do this?' | said. "Lobo could show usagreat many moreitemsat far higher
Speeds.”

"As| offered to do," he said over the comm. "I'm not exactly the kind of shopper street merchants



welcome, and with al the awnings and fabric roofs | can't even seetheir goodsto offer you my
perspective. If you're going to browse products down there, you're on your own."

| glanced at Pri to seeif shewould let us go back to Lobo and shop remotely, but she shook her
head, no.

"Then let me bethat way," | said to Lobo. "Out."

"I've never listened to amilitary Al before," Pri said. I'd insisted she wear acomm in case we
accidentally separated. Lobo was also using it to track her, though | doubt sheredized it. "Arethey dl
that talkative?'

"It depends on the settings you choose,” | said, lying but counting on her lack of experience to make
my statement plausible.

She nodded her head, then said, "To answer your question, we're here because Matahi met you in
the old town, and thisisits biggest market. It's dso the place with the richest concentration of true
artiss—aswell asalot of vendors sdlling tourist crap, of course. o, it'saslikely aplace asany to have
something sheld like."

"What dowe do?' | said. "Isthere some search pattern common among shoppers?”

Pri laughed. " Probably, but well keep it smple: Why don't we work our way back and forth dong
theseaides?'

"Fineby me" | said. "What are welooking for?"

"We're not looking for anything. You're looking for thingsthat remind you of her, or fed right, or
that you think she might enjoy."

"If thisisdl my problem, why are you here?!

"To giveyou adifferent perspective and, of course," she pushed my shoulder lightly, "to make you
doit."

We st off down theaidein front of us. Enough other people crowded the small stands that our
pace was dow, which was fine with me; | needed time to absorb what | was seeing. | had to study the
shop on my right, then the booth on my left, and then move on. It made my head hurt.

| smplified the task right away by eiminating anyone hawking souvenirs. No way would Matahi
want one of those.

Quite afew merchants offered clothing of various kinds, from shawlsto robes to dressesto shirts.
Many of the garments were little more than chegp activefiber art, but some pieces were custom designs,
and afew even claimed to be hand-made.

At the end of the row, something clicked for me, and | paused. "No clothing,” | said.

"Why?Pri said. Y ou said her outfit was quite an € aborate effair.”

"Yes" | sad, struggling to put my impressionsinto words, "but it was hers, her choice, her way to
present herself to me. She controlstightly and precisely what you see, so she can make your experience
be the one she wants you to have. She wouldn't et someone €l se choose any aspect of that presentation
for her—at least not someone, like me, apotentia client still under evaluation. No," | shook my heed,
more certain than before that | wasright, it can't be clothing.”

"Fair enough,” Pri said. She pointed to the next aide, and off we went.

Tourigt crgp dominated thisrow. Holo guides offered miniature walking tours you could sharewith
your friends. Activefiber shirtsflowed dowly through images of the old town and many of itskey sghts.
Replicas of satues and paintings sat in piles, holo barkers extolling their virtues to anyone dumb enough
to stop for asecond in front of the half-meter-high figures. Pri and | didn't need to speak to rule out this
one; we waked quickly to the end and turned the corner.

The booths on the ends of the next aide offered the same junk as the previous row, but the center
was something entirdly different: Shaded stallswith craftspeople actualy working, making thingsin front
of us. The mere sight of people building things by hand was enough to make most of the visitors crack a
joke about primitives and move to the next aide. | walked forward, curious and happy not to be fighting



acrowd for afew minutes.

A smdll, gray-haired woman with swift hands and strong arms sat across from ablond, younger
version of hersdf. They worked twin, strange wooden devices with their legs and hands, doing some sort
of work with strands of fiber. "Weavers," Pri said. When | tilted my head in question, she added, "My
mother and one of my dads were amateur historians with a passion for handmade crafts. I've seen more
of thiskind of uff than any human should.”

Across from them, a man pumped up and down on afoot peda that seemed to cause the devicein
front of him to spin. On the device was abig piece of clay that he was forming with his hands.

| walked dowly by each vendor, amazed at the sheer variety of things a person could actualy make
by hand. | know, of course, that at some distant point in humanity's past we had to create al our
products thisway, but as close to hand-made as |'d ever seen were goods from ahome fab. Most folks
didn't even bother with those; mass-customized stuff was usually better and of course required awhole
lot less effort.

Second from the end on the left was a man who was working pieces of wood with aflat-edged
blade and asmall mdlet. Sitting under soft lights on atable behind him were five boxes, each aminiature
of one or more of the town'sbuildings. A handwritten sign read, "Puzzle boxes." Benegath it, another sgn
sad, "Manuad, automatic, and DNA openersavailable.” | paused long enough that the man stopped his
work and stared hopefully up a me. | shrugged and turned around.

Across from him was something more familiar to me: A holo dealer. The woman wastinkering with
asmdl mechine.

"Y ou don't exactly fit in with the rest of these merchants,” | said. I'd meant to ask why shewas
there, but asthe words left my mouth | redized how chalenging and even rude they were.

The woman dropped her tools and stared at me. "How's that?"

"Sorry," | said. "1 meant no offense. It'sjust that they're al offering handmade goods, and you
obvioudy use machinesto make yours."

"| paint or sculpt the baseimages," she said. "1 design the effect, and then | use severd machinesto
implement the fina design.” Shewaved her right hand to teke in al the other dedlerson thisrow. "They're
all using tools of one sort or another, and some are using rather sophisticated ones at that. Did you take a
look at theloomsthe Jainsare using? Y ou have to know alot about those devicesto set up one of them.
My toolsarejust alittle more current.”

"Fair enough,” | said. | had neither the time nor the desire to get into an argument over what it meant
for an item to be handmade.

| headed for the corner and turned | eft, till hoping to spot the perfect gift.

Fiber artistslined both sides of this row. Bright swatches of colorful cloth carried stickersand
miniature holo barkers who explained the ancient techniques the artist had used to creste these works of
art. Other, more modern pieces twisted and danced in time to tunes only they could hear, or marched
and morphed across display tables, taking on the shapes of animals, men, and machinesin unpredictable
sequences. Children clustered in front of these animated creations, their parents encouraging their interest;
abit of solar-powered moving fabric was alot easier to clean up after than alot of the itemsthey might
bring home. Many of the artists even touted the ability of their work to teach lessonsto children, though
predictably those vendors with the greatest emphasis on teaching struck me as the least fun and drew the
smdlest groups of youngsters. The rapidly changing cloth reminded me of the light catching Matahi's
burga, and the many facets of each piece were reminiscent of the complexity of the woman hersdlf, but
after standing there for afew minutes| knew none of these wasright.

"No," | said, shaking my head, "nothing here.”

Ready to move on, | glanced at Pri, but she hadn't heard me. She was staring at a cluster of three
young boys admiring arainbow fabric tank that morphed into aset of three smaller, connected vehicles. |
touched her shoulder lightly.

She looked at me and said, "Joachim loved these." Her eyesfilled with tears.



| stared directly at her, never letting my gaze wander, and, with dl the conviction | could muster,
making it astrueinddemeas| could, | said, "He till does. He's dlive, and well rescue him."

"It'sgoing to teakealong time, isn't it?"

| nodded but did not ook away. "Y es, it might, but well find him, and well bring him home."

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, nodded once, and smiled faintly. "Thank you. We
will." After amoment, sofaintly | barely heard it, she repested, "We will."

In that moment | wanted desperately to reach out, hold her, reassure her, make it be true, but how
would shetake that? It wasn't my place, and | couldn't be sure how sheld interpret any such gesture, so|
dayed very ill, my amsat my side. Into my emotiona confuson my anger arose, swelled up insgde me,
filled me and renewed my purpose. Wel had no right to abuse children that way—no one did, no
one—and though | couldn't actually guarantee her that we would find Joachim dive, | made mysdlf a
promise: | would do everything in my power to make sure Wei paid for what he had done.

| stepped away from her, signaled Lobo on the comm, and said, "Please tell me my job application
has sparked some interest.”

"Nary aflicker,” Lobo aid. "Since the standard response, weve received nothing. | takeit the
shopping isnot going well."

Despite the sense of desperation that washed over me, | clung to my resolveto find Wei. "No," |
sad, "it'snot. | have no ideahow to do this, but I'll figure out something.”

"Stop trying to figureit out," Lobo said.

"What?' | said loudly. Pri turned from the morphing fabric, her memories back on hold for the
moment, and raised an eyebrow. "Lobo,” | mouthed. To him, | subvocaized, "How eseam | to find her
theright gift?"

"By feding," Lobo said. "Y ou'retrying to identify a solution through reason, and you don't have
enough conscious data or sufficient experiencein this areafor that approach to succeed. Y ou need to let
your fedingsguide you.”

"So now you're abdiever in the power of the human heart?'

"That's adifferent topic, entirdly,” he said, "but fortunately it's not germaneto thisdiscusson. All I'm
telling you to do isto let your subconscious pattern-recognition computation engine replace your
reasoning core as your primary computing subsystem for this matter. | adopted the vernacular of fedings
because | thought it might speak better to you; that was clearly apoor choice. Let metry explaining my
position adifferent way: Y ou might aswell give your subconscious acrack at the problem, because
you're not getting anywhere on your current path.”

| hate when he'sright about people, particularly me, but it happens enough that | should be used to
it. "Okay," | sad. "Out."

| walked over to Pri and said, "Let'skeep going.”

At the end of the aide, aheavyset couple were making cups and plates from agray metd, but
nothing in their booth struck me as at dl of interest to Matahi; it wastoo primitive. | smiled at them and
moved on.

Weturned the corner and found ourselves again in ariver of tourists browsing another row of
souvenirs much like those weld seen earlier. Therest of the center of the market offered more of the
same,

The permanent shops dong the perimeter were adifferent matter entirely, al but two sdlling only
high-end, current fashion, with full-size holo barkers working side by side with human sadlespeople. The
barkers never |eft their exterior stations, so the combination of rea and virtua occasondly led to weird
dances with prospects as the holo had to direct the marksto the human for thetripinsde. | didn't even
bother to enter any of the shops, as1'd told Pri, | was sure clothing wasn't the answer.

When we'd walked by the last store, Pri stopped, forced a smile, and said, "No worries. Thiscity is
full of shopping zones. It's no problem if we haveto try afew of them.”

| thought about Lobo's advice. | needed to be aone to have achance of it working, because there



was no way | could relax when | had to watch both the crowd and Pri. | also had to find away to prime
my subconscious for the task. If this were an attack, the answer would be easy: 1'd do some surveillance
to gather more data and see where the information took me.

Thiswas an attack, | findly redized, just not atypica one.

| knew what to do next.

"No," | said to Pri. "I mean no offense, but you're going back to Lobo and waiting."
"But," shesad.

"No argument. That'san order. I'll beaong later.”

| headed out.

As| waked away, | heard her ask, "Where are you going?'
"Tothe battlefield,” | said, but | don't think she heard me, because when | glanced back, she was
gone.

| bought a cream-filled turnover and afruit drink from Poohgi and sat at the table I'd shared with
Matahi. | had to wait afew minutesfor it to comefree, but whenit did, | grabbed it and perched in the
chair shed occupied. | tried my best to think like her, but | quickly found mysdf tied in mental knots.

Lobo wasright: | needed to fed more than think.

| leaned back in the chair and dowly surveyed the square. Plantersfull of flowers. A large, paved
center through which people moved but never stayed, a space that existed only to connect other spaces.
All the buildings, vertical shelters sanding cheek to jowl, different in intent and design and color but
ultimately, as she had observed, al the same: Big boxesthat separated usinto groups, groups that offered
paths to people, people who sought ways to meet their needs. So many different people, so many varied
mini worlds, al looking down on the same square, al o much dike, al separate. Matahi, likethe
buildings, offered to those she accepted a path to the fulfillment of at least some of their needs.

Something snapped into focusinsde me.

| nodded my head and smiled. Evenif shedidn't likeit, at least in that moment it felt right to me.

| sgnaled Lobo over the comm. "I figured it out.” | paused. "I think."

"Careto explain how?' he said.

"By taking your advice."

"And your ideais?'

"Onel'll tll you only after thefact,” | said. Though I liked it now, | wasn't confident enough to be
willing to risk the inevitable ridicule from him if | proved to be wrong. "Keep Pri aboard until | return.
Contact Matahi's avatar and book me amesting with her as soon as possble, ideally tomorrow. Let her
know | havethe gift."

"Doyou?' Lobo said.

"No," | said, "but | will soon. Out.”

| headed back to the square full of street vendors. The day wasfading, and | had multiple stopsto
make.

Chapter 19

The evening crowds streaming into the old city thinned as | neared the landing facility where Lobo
awaited me. I'd worked long days at physical labor that had left me lesstired. All | wanted to do was
deep.

"So show us," Lobo said the moment | reached the pilot areain hisfront.

"You haveto,” Pri said, nodding her head in agreement. "It'sonly fair."

| clenched the handle of the plain black carrying case harder and shook my head. "No. I'm sorry,



but no one seesit before her.”

"What?' Lobo said.

"That makes no sense," Pri said. "'l helped you shop, s0 | deserve alook. Besides, don't you want
to know how wethink shelll react?’

"That's exactly what | don't want to know," | said. My confidence had ebbed considerably on the
walk back here, to the point that any negative comment might kick meinto shopping despair. "I followed
Lobo'sadvice, and I'm done.”

Pri opened her mouth to spesk again, but | held up my free hand and shook my heead.

"Lobo," | said, "was Matahi willing to meet tomorrow?"

"Yes. Y ou have an appointment in the middle of the afternoon at the same location. Her avatar said
to reserve four hours or not to come at al."

"That'sagood sgn, isntit?' | sad.

"Not redly. It dso said that you should be prepared to leave in five minutesif your giftis
unacceptable.”

"What does she have that makes men put up with this?' Pri said.

"I honestly don't know. She showed <0 little of herself—physicaly and emotionaly—that | came
away from our meeting understanding amost nothing about her.”

"I don't understand,” Pri said. "Why would anyone go to dl thistrouble for someone who gives so
litle?"

| considered trying to explain Matahi's appeal, but | hadn't experienced enough of it to be ableto
do so. That she was compelling was obvious, even to me, but far less clear waswhy.

| shook my head. | waslosing acontest | hadn't even redized I'd entered. How did this happen to
me?

"All I know," | said, "iswhy | haveto goto dl thistrouble: To seeif we can learn her location so we
can snatch Wel the next time he vigts her. That'swhat matters; right?”

"Of course," Pri said.

Her tone and expression madeit clear that other things were aso important and that | was missing
the point, but | didn't care; I'd take any chance to get out of this conversation.

"I'm exhausted, and I'm going to bed. Lobo, take us somewhere safe.” | headed down the hall to
my quarters and didn't look back. As| turned into the small room, | caught aglimpse of Pri, standing at
Lobo'sfront, staring at me with an expression | couldn't decipher.

When the door closed behind me, | did the package under my cot and crawled on top of the bed,
ready to fall adeep.

"Y ou could show me now thet it'sjust thetwo of us," Lobo said. "1'd be more than willing to look
and not comment. Y ou must understand that some curiosity on both my part and Pri'sis completely
natural under the circumstances.”

"Well talk inthemorning,” | said.

"Wdll," Lobo said, "if you're determined to be that way, then | suppose there's nothing | can say to
change your mind."

"No," | said, "therésnat. I'll talk to you in the morning.”

Lobo let medeegpin peace, 0 | stayed in my cot until it was dmost noon. When | findly got up, |
felt physicaly grest. Lobo stayed quiet while | exercised, and he even left me alonewhile | cleaned
myself. The moment | was dressed, however, he started.

"Y ou're obvioudy ready to begin your day, so show me the present.”

"No." With aclear morning head | trusted my ingtincts of the previous day even lessthan when I'd
entered Lobo last night. "L et's discuss something ese”

"And what would that be?'



"Y our relaionship to Wel, which you told me before was quite a complex topic.”

"Given your refusd to show meyour gift for Matahi, why should | share that story with you?”'

Hewasinrare form today. "Because | own you," | said. "Y ou're programmed to follow your
owner'sorders, so follow mine; Explain your relationship to We."

"As|'ve mentioned in the past,” Lobo said, "our relationship isnot so cut and dry. Nonetheless, you
did me afavor by agreeing to go after him, soit'sonly fair that | repay that debt with an explanation.”

"What do you mean our rdationship isn't cut and dry?"

"Do you want the story or not?”

"Yes." Hewas aready frustrating me, so | decided to take any victory | could get. I'd pursue the
issue of our relationship some other time.

A holo of Lobo's pilot area popped into view by my door. Blood coated hiswalls. Body parts were
scattered around the room as if someone had fed a squad of men into avery coarse grinder. His central
weapons control complex gaped open, dust and blood and whet | think was part of anarm filling it. A
few seconds later, flames burst out of it.

"This scene occurred less than aminute after the explosion that damaged me," Lobo said. "Asyou
can see, Lieutenant Franks didn't survive his poor decision.”

"Neither did anyoneesein hisunit."

"True. | was also a casudty, though parts of me, such as the emergency recorders, remained
functiond.”

"You'vetold mebefore,” | said. "The blast ruined your wegpons control complex.”

"It did agreat ded more damage than that," Lobo said. "Thefire spread through my computing
systems and destroyed dmost dl of my active computation engines and significant chunks of my backups.
| was effectively brain-dead; even the archivesthat remained were inaccessible.”

"Did it hurt?' Even as| asked the question | felt silly for doing it, but | spend so much time with
Lobo and he so often seems human that | couldn't help but wonder.

"Not as| understand pain,” Lobo said, "though | thank you for the courtesy of asking.”

"'So what happened to repair you? Y ou were fine when | met you."

"When the Ringers—the mercenary company that owned me and employed Franks—finished on
Vegna, they had no usefor aPCAV so messed up it wasn't cost-effective to repair.”

"How can you know thisif your brain wasn't working?"

"A lot of the discussons about me occurred insde me,” Lobo said, "so | was ableto glean agresat
ded by studying the data from my emergency recordings. Other facts came from data they fed me later.
Now, may | continue?'

"Of course

"The Frontier Codlition offered the Ringers five percent of my retail value and explained they could
use me—remember, the explosion didn't hurt my exterior—as a showpiece on devel oping worlds where
they couldn't afford to station afully operationa PCAV. The Ringers accepted the offer.”

"But when | met you on Macken,” | said, "the only thing wrong with you was your weapons control
complex.”

"That's because the FC didn't put me thereimmediately,” Lobo said, "as| would have explained if
you had not again interrupted me."

"I'm sorry. Please go on.”

"The FC hauled me away and presented me to one of its research teams. That group was working
in secret in alab that was masquerading as a government warehouse on the edges of the populated
Section of Velna"

I'd been to Velna once, to recruit some help for amission, and though the recruitment was
successful 1'd never felt the need to go back. The planet boasted two main traits: It possessed the most
seismicaly stable land masses of any known planet, and in pretty much every other way it was one of the



least gppeding worlds humanity has ever colonized.

"Whenwewent to Velna" | said, "why didn't you tell me you'd been there before?!

"You didnt ask," Lobo said, "and we were rather busy. Besides, | spent aimost al of my time on
that planet in that 1ab."

"Why did they put you there?"

"Because the researchers needed arugged experimenta subject, which despite the damage I'd
sustained | mogt certainly was. And the scientist leading that team wanted a PCAV "

"We," | sad.

"Yes" Lobosad. "Wae."

"So what did he and histeam do to you?"

"That will havetowait," Lobo said, "because Pri has communicated with her team and isgoing to
bang on your door—" he paused afew seconds "—now."

The knock came, and the door opened a second later. I'd have asked Lobo to make her wait, but
he didn't give methat option, so | tried to smileas | said, “"What did your people have to say?'

"How did you—" she began. She glanced at the celling. "Oh, of course: He told you. In any case,
they had no useful information. To the best of their knowledge, Wel isgill ontheidand. So, let's hope
your meeting goeswell. Speaking of which, shouldn't you be leaving?'

"Yes," Lobo sad, "he should, particularly given hisusud desireto arrive early.”

They wereright, but | hated it when the two of them ganged up on me, and | was frustrated at how
little information Lobo had given me about Wei. When | replayed the conversations, | had to admit that |
hadn't et him tell the story the way he wanted, but it still annoyed me. | rolled my head a bit to disspate
some of my tenson and frustration, then pulled the carrying case from under my cot and stood.

Pri blocked the doorway.

"Areyou sure—" she said.

"Pogtive" | said. "We can discussit later, but right now | need to maintain what little confidence |
have. And, as you both observed, | haveto go."

| stepped toward her, and she turned to let me pass. As Lobo opened aside hatch, | said, "Keep
watch on the exits from the idand as best you can, but this time make monitoring me the top priority. If
thisworks, | want you to know as much about her location as possible.”

"Good luck,” Pri said.

| nodded and stepped outside.

When Lobo closed the hatch, | said, "I'm going to need it."

Chapter 20

| approached the square from the street opposite the one through which both Matahi and | had |eft
it after our previous meeting. She was dready there, sitting at the same table aslast time but on the
opposite side, where | had sat, and she was staring right at me. The moment | turned the corner, she
waved me over.

Either she had great scouts neither Lobo or | could spot, or she was anticipating me so well it made
me uncomfortable. Neither choice made me happy. | forced adight smile and strolled toward her.

Her ouitfit today initidly appeared to be the same one she'd worn before, but as | drew closer |
redlized the burga's fabric was a different color, thistime aluminousted. The hat was aso dightly
smdler, and the gloves abit shorter. The overal effect, though, wasidenticd: A complete covering that
reveded nothing.

| sat in the chair opposite her and gently set the carrying case on the ground next to her legs.

She said nothing. Her expression didn't change, and her eyes wereinvisible behind her sunglasses.



She was perfectly till but clearly present, not adeep, merely waiting.

| said nothing.

After about aminute, | decided that she could sit in comfortable silence for aslong as| could,
maybe longer, and | was apparently the only one with an agenda. Why she didn't work harder to get my
money, however, baffled and annoyed me. Wasn't | the customer?

Getting angry would accomplish nothing, except perhapsto drive her away, so | took afew long,
dow bregthsto cam mysdlf.

"Thank you for agreeing to meet metoday," | said.

"Y ou're most welcome," she said. "Thank you for requesting thetime.”

| waited again, wanting her to ask to check out my gift, but shedidnt. | couldnt tdll if shedd even
glanced &t it, though given how aware she seemed of everything around her | assumed she had.

Findly, | couldn't stand it. "Would you like to see my present?’ | said.

"When you're ready to show it."

My anxiety about my choice crashed into me, and without thinking, | said, "We better not wait that
long."

She amiled, afull, wide grin that managed to convey her happiness and in the process ingtantly make
me happier, and said, "Ah, finaly, abit of unconscious honesty. So refreshing.”

Part of me admired her accuracy, part of me hated it, and part of me wanted to hit her for toying
with me, but | couldn't shake the fedling that her comment was both honest itself and aform of praise.
Whatever it was, my statement had been as close to the right move as anything I'd done with her, so |
forced mysdlf to plunge ahead.

"| tried to figure out what you'd want, but | failed. | ultimately took afriend's advice and went with
my fedings. | have noideaif youll likeit, but itswhat | have."

| leaned over, opened the carrying case, and pulled out my present. | set it on the table between us,
itsfront facing her. The pale yelow wooden replica of one of the houses on the square was, | saw as|
examined its back, perfect down to the rear windows and doorways. The workmanship was dso
fantastic on the back, with mottling that made me think of the stone of the actua building, even though |
knew the material waswood.

"Itsapuzzle” | said. After amoment, | added, "Likeyou."

Shetook off her gloves and ran her hands aong its sdes, then down the front. Shefelt aong the
back, then dowly moved the window frame and the three hidden pieces that |et her tease the building
open. The sides swung outward to reved asmooth, blood-red cube, aso of wood. On top of that inner
box sat aminiature holo of one of the red flowersin the square.

"And inthelittlebox?' shesad.

"Nothing yet. The pad on top records the DNA of thefirst person who touchesit, and only that
person will be able to open it from then on.”

"So you must do it for me?!
"Of coursenot,” | said, caught off-guard. "1've saved it for you. Only you open the inner box."

She nodded her head dowly, then leaned back in her chair. She took off her glassesto reved large,
round, dark brown eyes that made her face even more beautiful. "Why thisgift?' she said.

"| could try to explain, but I'm not sure | completely understand. | suppose—"

| stopped as she held up her hand. "Please don't,” she said. "I loveit." She closed the house,
carefully restoring the pieces o it once again was solidly shuit.

"Y ou're not going to open theinner box?' | said.

"WEell doit later,” she said, "but probably not today. Would you be kind enough to carry it for me
until we reach my home?'

"So I've passed?”

Shelaughed lightly. "Obvioudy." She put on her sunglasses and stood. "Shadl we go?' She brushed



past me, the edge of her hand just grazing my shoulder as she went.

| got up and followed her.

We went to the corner of the square to the I eft of Poohgi and then down that street. Unlike
yesterday, she stayed outsde and worked her way smoothly through the pedestrian crowd.

| caught up, settled into place beside her, and said, "Why aren't you disguising your route?

She laughed once more. "There you go again, asking stupid questions. Why do you do that?"

| stopped myself from responding as | redlized the answer was obvious: Y esterday, she hadn't
wanted me to know the way to her home because she hadn't yet decided to see me again, but now that
she'd accepted me asaclient, | had to learn itslocation to be able to visit her.

"| agree that onewasdumb,” | said, "and I'll try not to ask morelikeit, but I'm too curious not to
have some questions.” Thetactica implications of her profession both intrigued and nagged a me.

"Which ones are bothering you now?"

"Y ou've checked me out as much asyou can,” | said, "as| did you. Y ou've decided to let me
become aclient, and I'm glad you did. But aren't you worried that once were no longer in crowded
streets, or perhaps when we'rein your home, that | might prove to be unstable and hurt you?'

She stopped and faced me. "To some degree, yes, that's dways a concern, but it's not amajor one.
| wouldn't bewho or what | am if | wasn't adept at reading people. | am aso far from helpless. In
addition, just as I'm sure someone is keeping tabs on you—anyone who can afford to be with me has
saff for that very purpose—members of my staff are never far fromme.”

"Eveninyour home?'

"Especidly in my home."

"I'm beginning to understand why your feeisso high,” | said.

She smiled, turned, and headed down a street that angled diagonally away from us on our left. After
ahundred metersthe road narrowed and the two-story, gray stone buildings on either side of the narrow
avenue formed a canyon through which we and a steady trickle of other people flowed. We stayed on
this path for five minutes, turned onto aroad on our right, and in less than aminute stepped into a square
| hadn't visited before.

Four fountains stood at its corners. Scattered along its edges were people itting at small tables,
some chatting, some eating, some gpparently adeep. Customer and server traffic moved dowly but
seadily in and out of two smal restaurants, each with an awning extending its dining space into the
square. A dozen three-meter-high statues of men, women, and strange crestures decorated the plaza
here and there, asif dropped randomly by a sculptor flying overhead. Nothing seemed planned, but the
effect was nonethel ess charming, even calming. | paused to take it in and was surprised at how it made
me fedl: Relaxed, even happy.

| glanced ahead to find Matahi staring at me. "Y our first time here?"

| nodded. "In this square, yes."

"It'sabinary thing, thislittle place," she sad, looking around it dowly. "People either indantly loveit
or passthrough it asif it wereinvisble. No one promotesit, it lacks any of the destination attractions of
the other main open areasin the old city, and I'm not entirely sure why it'shere." Shefocused again on
me. "I'm glad you likeit."

She seemed content to wait, so | strolled around the little park, ingpecting the statues, dragging my
hand through the water in each of the fountains, and smply enjoying myself. | hadn't been this relaxed
since I'd eft the treehouse at the start of this whole mess—and as| redlized that | also regained my focus
and lost the sense of peace I'd been feding.

Despite the urgency that had hit me, | maintained my relaxed pace as | wandered back to Matahi
and, remembering her earlier invitation, said, " Shal we?'

"Let's" shesad.

She led me out of the square viaaroad that intersected the middle of the side opposite where we'd



entered, then took thefirgt Ieft. This street worked itsway gently uphill for about two hundred meters and
then in the space of twenty meters curved ninety degreesto the right. Another few minuteson it led usto
acompletely different small square park, one no more than fifty meters on aside, that squatted in the
middle of four-story buildings that lined the roads around it. In contrast to the muted pastels and earth
tones of those structures, the square screamed with strong colors. Here and there benches of alustrous
purple wood sat on the thick, sea-green grass. Also scattered around the square, again in a pattern that
seemed random but at the same time nicely counterpointed the benches, were thick flowered shrubs
amog astdl as| am, their large white and pink and red blossoms giving off a gentle odor that for no
reason | could pinpoint reminded me of the fresh-baked goods at Poohgi. Small groups of two, three, or
four people sat on the benches and stretched out on the grass, some degping, some lost in whatever their
glasses or contacts were showing them, some entirely captivated by one another.

Matahi stopped and pointed to the four-story building on the street opposite us. Weethered, sturdy,
white with atinge of blue, and with ablack door in its center, the structure blended nicely with those
around it. "My house," she said, as she headed toward it.

| didn't move. I'd gone through al thistrouble to get here, but now | had to walk into possibly
hodtile, definitely guarded territory without knowing anything about the layout or the potentia opposition.
Doing so ran againgt every ingtinct I'd worked most of my lifeto hone, but it was dso the only useful step
| could take right now.

Matahi noticed | hadn't moved, stopped, and looked over her shoulder a me. "Coming?"

| forced a smile and started after her. "You bet."

Chapter 21

Aswe were crossing the street | realized that the door wasn't black; it was avery dark red wood,
the color of dried and faded blood. A small knocker of the same materia in the shape of an € ongated,
dripping heart sat a her shoulder height in the center of the door. Shetouched it and waited asit
confirmed her identity. She then stepped aside, nodded at the knocker, and said, "If you wouldn't mind."

| stepped forward and grasped it. Coadl at firgt, it warmed as | held it. When it turned cool again, |
released it.

"Though you gill can't enter without my permission,” she said, "it does speed you through security if
the system recognizes your DNA and prints.”

The door dlicked open and swung inward. The areainsde was dark, itsonly illumination coming
from outside. Matahi stepped into the space, then paused and turned again to face me. "Between the
wire mesheslining al the walls and the interference signals we broadcast, no comm system will work
onceyoureingde. Privacy is, asyou might imagine, very important here. Don't comein unlessyou're
willing to forego outside data.”

"Doyou live that way?'

She amiled. "Of course not; I'm not afool, and I'm not a L uddite. The building provides redundant
wired systemsthat link usto the outsde world."

"You just don't open thoseto vistors.”

She nodded.

| hesitated. She might also have added that | would be voluntarily walking into a space she could
eadly turn into atrap, something I've done before but have never enjoyed. On the other hand, Wei and
other locals were her clients and presumably suffered under the same congtraints, so | had no reason
beyond normal operationa paranoia—something I've learned to value—to fear joining her.

| motioned her forward and then followed her insgde. "Shal we?' | said. "Privacy aso mattersto
me”

The door shut as soon as| was clear of it. We stood in asmall, pitch-black room. | switched my



vision to IR and scanned the chamber. Tiny dots marked active sensors giving off heat as they worked.
After afew seconds, they faded, and another door opened two metersin front of us.

We stepped from the darkness into soft light and air that was atouch cooler than outside. |
stopped, stared at the room, tilted my head dightly, stared some more, and looked back at the doorway.
The room was vastly bigger than the exterior of the house.

Matahi laughed. "Every new friend reectsthat way," she said. "Thefdsefacadeisvery effective.”

"Y ou own baoth buildings.”

"Actualy," shesaid, "it'sone very large building, but | made it appear to be two."

"Why?"

"Did my home seem particularly different from any of the othersin thislittle ares?’ she said.

"No," | said, "and | understand: A building twice the Sze of its neighbors would have drawn
atentionto itsdf.”

"Which | would prefer to avoid,” she said.

"Why?Y ou're doing nothing illegd."

"Arewe going to return to dumb questions? Do you think my clientswould like to publicize where
they spend their private time? | can't guarantee them privacy—nothing can—but | can minimize the
information | give out about them." She touched my hand with one gloved finger and added, "I'm going to
change. Fed freeto look around.”

She walked toward the wall directly in front of us, adoor did open, and she vanished behind it.

The large room, about forty meters wide and nearly as deep, resembled a museum but managed to
fed inviting and comfortable at the sametime. Asbest | could tell, with the exception of the section into
which Matahi had gone, the space included the rest of thefirst floor. Irregularly placed, large, square
posts, about two meters on aside, broke the room into many smaller areas, each of them seeming to
flow from and focus on aside of one of the supports. The posts and al the walls were the same
amost-white color asthe exterior but brighter, cheerier. The blonde wood floor added to the brightness.
Pieces of art covered huge portions of the available surfaces dl the way up to the four-meter-high ceiling.
The celling was probably aso white, but soft washes bathed it in acongtantly evolving flow of pastel
shades. Each of the room'slittle zones included some sort of multi-person seat, multiple individua chairs,
and afew small tables. No two pieces of furniture appeared to be the same. All the seatsin any one
conversation zone worked well together, but no two areas shared aplan, asif aflock of decorators had
been loosed on the space and told to do asthey pleased aslong asthey stayed within their lines.

What most drew my eye, though, was the art. Paintings of many types—portraits, landscapes,
abdtracts, stylesfor which | didn't know the names—and many sizes, from smdler than my hand to larger
than | was, filled the room with color. Interspersed among them were displays with both still images and
animations, holos projecting from thewalls asif their subjects were defying gravity, and boxes, hanging
here and there a random heights, their outward-facing sides missing so their contentswere visible.

| walked over to inspect one on apost to my left. The box itself was maybe athird of a meter wide,
not quite astal, and composed of aged, gray driftwood that someone had cut to size and then sanded
amogt smooth, smal imperfections il visble here and thereinits surface. Protecting the miniatures
inddeit wasaplexi covering so thin and clear | hadn't redlized it was there until | was peering intently
insgde the box. What wasinsde made no logicd sense: A picture of aman, his shoulders dumped and his
head hung in fatigue; ascrap of twisted metal whose origin | couldn't fathom; atorn fragment of a printout
with ink so faded | couldn't make out any of the words on it or even be sure the gray smudges had been
words; abutton; an irregularly shaped piece of partialy blackened permacrete; afew twists of cable; and
much more. The closer | looked, the more | saw. Though | didn't understand what it al meant, it did
affect me: | felt equa bits sad and angry, asif some smal, preventable wrong had occurred here, and no
one passing by had bothered to stop it.

| looked away from this display to clear my head, and another box, one on thewall to my right,
caught my attention. This one wastiny, maybe athird the size of the other one, and instead of wood it



was made of some deep blue substance that caught the light like flowing river water. | started toward it
and made mysdlf stop. Matahi had been gone longer than | would have expected was necessary Smply
to change clothes. She had to be monitoring me, but other than verifying that | hadn't come with her to try
to sed her art, what was she hoping to accomplish by keeping me waiting?

I'd let her space distract me, when | could have been gathering datamysdlf. | walked over to the
small blue box, bent asif studying it, and instead closed my eyes and tuned into the frequency that amost
al home appliances and security systems use for their chatter. | didn't expect to learn much, but even
cameras and lights enjoy agood talk now and then.

At firgt, | couldn't make out anything, because to my surprise SO many conversations were going on
smultaneoudy that it wasliketrying to listen to dl the peopleat al the tablesin alarge and busy
restaurant. | surfed the waves of words and finally found some that applied to me.

"Everyone stand ready, because when he moves, it's our job to deliver full coverage! Y ou may think
Nno one appreciates what we cameras do, and I've certainly felt that way from timeto time, | haveto
admit it, but drop afew key frames and then see how much attention you attract. Not that | would know
personaly, of course." Machines are dmost unbearably sensitive about their work, though I've always cut
them dack on thisfront because, after dl, what el se do they have?

"He may have ddlivered our most boring opening minutesyet,” another camerasaid.

"Far fromit," adifferent sort of machine replied. "Y ou only think so because your processor
complex scarcdly judtifies the term. Those of usin centra control spend our time assembling and
andyzing the big picture, something you'd know little about. That'swhy | can state authoritatively thet in
distance covered per second, areasonable metric of interest, this man is only the saventh most boring
guest weve had.”

"If you're S0 vast and full of knowledge, how come you don't know his name?" the origind camera
asked. " "Thisman' indeed!"

"Have you considered that such data might be on aneed-to-know basis," the security system said,
"and you don't need to know?"

They'd talk about me al day without saying anything useful, so | interrupted.

"I can't believe I'm the seventh most boring client ever,” | said on the machine frequency. " Surely
there must be an error?”

"He'staking to ud" the main camerasad. "Isthat possble?

"Clearly,” | said, "it is. None of you has ever encountered a human who can chat with you?' Prideis
another cons stent weakness of small machines.

"You'l haveto forgive them," the control system said, "for they are smple devices. |, on the other
hand, possess a much broader range of experience.”

"Acceptable," the main camerasaid, "I meant to say, 'Isthat acceptable? My background is at least
asrich asyours, if not richer; after dl, | have primary accessto visbleinput.”

"Which you stream to me!" the control system said.

| cut them off before they could veer down another dead-end path. "At least Jorge must be more
boring than | am." Most syssemswon't leak datatheir underlying logic considers secure, but it's dways
worth finding out how far into the edges of their systems afacility's devel opers extended their
data-protection logic.

"AsI'm sureyou're aware," the control system said, "none of us can comment on particular guests. |
can assure you, however, that you are actually the seventh most boring client, which if you think about it
doesn't have to be bad. Self-contained systems often appear boring, but appearances are not reliable.”

"They arevital, however," the lead cameraadded. "Y our databases would be far poorer without
our images."

"Poorer?" the control system said. "Are you implying they're poor now? Do you have any idea—"

| tuned them out. Matahi had paid for solid security; 1'd get nothing useful from them.



| focused again on the smdl blue box on thewadll in front of me. Each item in it was ascrap, abit of
refuse—aloose bal of white thread, alength of striped wire, smdl bits of fabric of various colors, and
many moretiny artifacts—yet the overd| effect was organic, asif the assemblage might cometo life at
any moment.

The door to my right opened, and Matahi stepped throughiit. | barely recognized her. Her hair,
which | now saw was thick and long, hung in aponytail that reached almost to her waist. Where her
other outfit had covered amost everything, this one—asimple white top and equaly plain black
shorts—reveded a greet dedl, from the cleavage visible at the bottom of the deep-cut, deeveless blouse
to her thin but muscular arms and legs. She looked ready to exercise, maybe go for arun. She looked
amazing.

| realized | was staring and turned away.

"It'sokay," shesaid, laughing lightly. "The effect is calculated. After seeing me only fully covered, if
you didn't stare, I'd have failed.”

"Why do you do it?" | paused, considered my question, and continued. Shewas clearly selling, but
sheaso dwaysled, aways set the tone of our interactions. "Isit only marketing, or is control that
important to you?'

"Isthisadiscussion you redly want to have?' she said. "Our timeis precious, wouldn't you rather
do something more interesting?'

"I'm not surewhat | want,” | said, avoiding the fact of my mission but telling the truth about how |
fdt.

She stepped closer and tared intently at me. Her smell was different now, rich and musky. "1 doubt
you will, at least until you're agreat deal more comfortable. Y ou're too cautiousto trust essily, and
relaxing without trugting isdifficult, isn't it?'

| nodded. I'm used to hiding my reactionsin business situations and on other types of missons, but
apparently | wasn't doing it well on this one. Fortunately, appearing awkward, even being awkward,
might not hurt mewith her.

"Perhaps a quick tour of the house would help," she continued. "1 suspect you'll be alot happier
once you know the space better.” She amiled. "I know that if | werein your shoes, I'd fed that way."

Though she was working me—that was, after al, what she assumed I'd paid her to do—and so |
couldn't trust most of what she said, | had the strong sense that her last few statementsweretrue. "1'd like
that," | said.

"| trust you've looked around thisroom," she said, "'so we can move upstairs.”

"Only alittle," I said, "but I'm afraid | could spend days hereif | let mysdf. Thisroomislike an art
attack: So much coming a you from dl sides, dl of it worthy of attention.”

" like the crammed effect,” she said, nodding her head, "but | never would have caled it an attack.
Do you see everything that way?'

| did, and the perspective had saved me many times, but | didn't like thinking of it that way. "Do you
See everything asamanipulation,” | countered, *something whose effect you have to cdculate?!

She smiled and nodded again. "1 probably do. It'sa hazard of my lifestyle, much as| expect your
viewpoint is of yours." She took my hand and pointed to the hidden door she'd used. "I'd take that
elevator, but | expect you'd prefer the stairs, so unless I'm wrong, come with me.”

| didn't say anything, but she wasright: At this point, | wanted to see as much as possible and be
out in the open as much as we could manage. | let her lead me around the corner of the cut-out part of
the room, where another hidden door did open to reved agently curving circular sairwell. Like the rest
of thisfloor, its basc eements were plain and soothing: Blonde stairs, the activegrip coating bardly visible
on top of them, arailing so clear it was amost invisible, and walls the same white asthe others. More
paintings and boxes and other display pieces covered large portions of thewall space, from thefloor al
the way to the top of the fourth story.

The door snicked shut behind us as soon as we were both on the stairs.



"Artinthestarwdl?"' | said.

"l inherited acollection,” she said, "and over the years|'ve added agreat ded toiit. | love having art
al around me, 0| put it in every space that's exclusvely mine.”

"Thewhole houseisyours™

She stopped, turned, and studied me for afew seconds. "Not redly,” shefinaly said. "I've made
you uncomfortable with the level of honesty I've requested, so I'll pay you back with more straight info
than you may want. Many of my rooms serve my friends more than me. For some friends, | make
modificationsto suit their tastes. Every now and then, avery specid friend even end ups with a dedicated
room. | don't consider those areasto be only mine.”

She stared at me for amoment longer, asif anticipating aquestion, but | had none. Her answer
made sense. More importantly, | had to focus on the god: Learn as much as possible about thishouse, in
case we got lucky and had a shot at taking Wei here. The thought of what such an attack would do to
her art saddened me, but | couldn't |et that feding distract me; stopping Wel remained my mission. To do
that, | needed to understand as much as possible of the layout aswell as any opposition | might face from
her security team.

"That makes senseto me,” | said. ™Y ou must aso lose space to your guards.”

"You cantrugt," shesaid, "that they won't bother us. | also don't let them monitor us; asl've said
before, privacy is paramount.”

"So how do they know if you'rein trouble?’

She turned and headed upward. "The house will tell them. It does monitor meat al times.”

Wereached alanding. A door onto the second floor stood open for us.

She paused at the doorway and faced me. "How much of this do you want to see?' she said. "And
isthere something particular you're seeking?'

"How about the standard tour?' More information was better, but | dso didn't want to appear too
eager to recon her house.

"Nothing is standard here," she said, "as I'd hoped you'd aready figured out. | don't know what you
want, so | can't know what you'd like to see, other than enough to fedl safe—" she paused, then
continued, "which | suspect you won't fed no matter how much | show you.”

| considered how to respond. No way was she going to tell me that Wel was a client, much less
what room he used, S0 viewing specific spaces was awaste of time. She probably used a consistent
security schemefor dl her rooms, so vigting any one of them would yidd dl the useful information | was
likely to get about al of them. Those systems, the layout, and the roof access points were the key pieces
of datal needed.

Theroof: It hit me suddenly that shed useit for something interesting, something useful to her. It
could aso be very useful for me.

"You'reright," | finaly said, "or close enough in any case. Why don't we check out aroom of your
choice, vist thefloors, and then go to the roof? My guessisyou have something specid there, and I'd
loveto seeit.”

She smiled. "And so you shal. But, let's go to the room at the end here and take care of your first
reques.”

She turned around, stepped through the doorway, and headed down the five-meter-wide hal in
front of us. | started to follow but stopped. Her walk was different now, her stride stronger, asif with
each step she was besating up the floor and drawing power from it, her pace atouch quicker, her posture
even draighter. Her hips swayed and radiated sex, but they were the misdirection pulling my eyes away
from thetruth. If | hadn't been thisfar behind her, or if 1'd taken off with her, as| typicaly would have
done, then | wouldn't have noticed it. I'd seen this change before. I'd doneit. It was the transformation of
asoldier who'sfinaly decided she hasto get moving, adoctor who's wading back into the mass of
bodies awaiting triage despite having been dedling with patients for too many hours. It was determination,
forced at first and then automatic, abone-deep reflex borne of years of practice.



| was her mission, and shewas onit. It was a credit to her skill that I'd ever felt or thought
otherwise. I'd do well to keep it in mind in the future.

| followed her, taking large steps at afaster than normal pace, and closed the gap quickly. The deep
blue carpet on thisfloor was so thick it absorbed the sound of my footfdlsasif | werewakingina
vacuum.

"Enjoy the show?"' she said when | drew next to her.

"Huh?'

"I'm used to clients staring at me, but few pause quite so long smply to watch mewalk.”

"Sorry," | said, buying time but also redizing as | spokethat | was sorry, though not for looking.
The truth had worked best with her, so | decided to stick with it, just not dl of it. "The view was
compelling.”

She stopped suddenly, grabbed my shirt, and pulled me closer. My hands were hafway to her, the
left headed for her throat and the right clenched to hit her abdomen, before | gained control of my
reflexes. | froze for a second, then lowered them. She stared into my eyes, but | knew she was aware of
my hands.

"| think it'stime you tell me exactly what you redly want and why youreredly here”

Chapter 22

| forced myself to maintain eye contact with Matahi as| answered her. "What do you mean?" |
couldnt tell her the truth. | had no ideawhat, if anything, sheld figured out. | needed time—time, and
information, so | could figure out what | could tell her that would satisfy her.

"You've paid alot of money to seeme," she said. "Everything about you—the way you move, the
way you talk, the way you act, al the publicly available background data—suggests a person who's
cautious dmost to the point of paranoia. Weve discussed your caution, and it's not unusua among my
clients. What has been odd is your behavior snce you've entered my house: Y ou act exactly the same
way in private asyou did publicly. Y ou don't ask for anything. Y ou speak guardedly. | gave you my best
walk, and you coldly described it as'compelling.’ " Shelet go of my shirt, but she didn't look away. " So,
either answer the question or leave."

| till didn't know what to say. | couldn't imagine anyone wanting only sex from her. No, that's not
right; I've seen plenty of men crave sex and only sex from women of al types. More accurate would be
to say that | couldn't imagine wanting only sex from her. If | had redlly hired her, not asaway to get
information but as a courtesan, | would now be confused, al mixed up about her, me, my motivations,
what we should do, pretty much everything that related to her.

| decided to go with that. "I don't know. | received arecommendation that said you were
exceptiond. You are. Now that we're here, though, | honestly don't know what | want—" | paused and
touched her shoulder gently, both to help the mission and, | had to admit, because | didn't want to have
to go. "—other than this: | don't want to leave."

She studied me for what felt like minutes but was probably only seconds, then nodded her head and
sad, "Fair enough. | believe neither of usfully understands your motivations, so well figure them out as
we go dong." She motioned toward the end of the hal. "I'll ill show you that room.”

The only signsthis halway connected to anything were the doors, ol d-fashioned, dark wood
entrances set into the plain walls. The only sounds were those we made as we walked. We could have
been passing through a dream, walking on a soft sky and waiting to see what portal opened onto our
ultimatefate.

She stopped in front of the last door on the right and, to my surprise, opened it manualy.

All'l could see ahead of me was darkness, asif | were staring at ajump aperture | was about to
enter.



"Eachroomisitsownworld,” shesaid. "'l think you might like thisone." She motioned me ahead.

| stepped ingide. | felt her follow me, and as the door closed, a soft light grew from al around me.
We stood on reddish wood planks set closely together. In front of uswasawall five meterswide. Pieces
of thin but opaque paper filled the spacesin the wal's | attice of the same wood that defined its structure.
A dliding door blocked the path in front of us.

Matahi stepped out of her shoes. "Go ahead,” she said gently. "Take off yours.™

When | did, she did the door aside, stepped into the inner room, and moved to the side so | could
both follow her and have aclear view of the space.

Tatami mats covered thefloors. A small, low, blond, polished wood table sat in the exact middle of
theroom. A large, thick pillow on the Sde nearest us and amatching pillow on the side opposte it
indicated where you sat. The air was cool, fresh, and smelled so faintly of wood that | had to sniff severa
timesto figure out what | was detecting. The light was even but not harsh. Thewall to our left housed
another diding door.

| fdt asif | werein asanctuary.

"Would you like sometea?' Matahi's voice was soft and low, and when | glanced at her shewas
gazing dightly downward.

| kept to the truth. "No, not now, but thank you." My reply came out as quiet as her question.

"Would you perhapslike to return here with me at some point?' she said, still not looking directly
into my eyes.

"I might," | said, though | wasn't sure why. The smple space somehow demanded reverence and
care, but in turn it granted calm. | didn't understand why | felt so good being init, but | definitely did.

"Then perhapswe shdl." Sheindicated the doorway behind me with the barest nod of her head.

| stepped out.

She followed, shut the room behind her, and put on her shoes. When | did the same, she opened
the exterior door and once again nodded amost imperceptibly.

Only when we were both out in the hallway and sheld shut the door did she look directly at me.

"Youfdtit," shesad, hdf satement and haf question.

"l think s0," | said, "though I'm not quite surewhat it wasthat | felt.”

She shrugged. "I can't precisdy explainit. All | can say isthat for those people for whom the tea
room works, it works very strongly.”

"And the other rooms?"

"Each appealsto itsintended audience, as you'd expect. Mogt, though, are more directly focused
on obvious client needs than thisone." She pointed to thewall a the hall's end. " Shall we proceed?'

A door opened init to revea another staircase, the twin of the one we'd used previoudy. | followed
her up it. She stopped at the third-floor landing to show me another long hallway of carpeted floors and
plain walls broken only by dark doors. The fourth floor wasthe same. It was dso the end of the linefor
the sairwell.

"Why doesn't thisgo the rest of theway?' | said.

"Partly for security,” she said, "and partly because | rarely share the roof with anyoneese."

| shouldn't have pushed the issue, but curiogity got the best of me. "Why are you willing to let me go
there?’

"You asked," she said. She started down the hall, and | again went after her. "It'saso part of what
you heed." She stopped afew meters short of the other stairwell and turned toward the wall on our |eft.
A door opened to reved avery smdl eevator. "After you."

| went insgde and leaned againgt the rear wall. After she joined me, the door wouldn't dide shut until
she stood so close we were touching. Her scent flooded the small area, and | couldn't help but react to
her. | couldn't tell how much of the effect was something the elevator caused and how much came from
my own desires. | closed my eyesaswe dowly rose.



"Isitdwaysso dow?" | said.

"Security. Multiple layers of armor have to move to make way for the entire cage to rise above the
roof. Check out my building from above—as I'm sure you will after thisvisit—and you won't be able to
spot the elevator shaft." She turned her upper body toward me as much as she could, smiled, and said,
"Istheride so bad?"

My face felt warm, and | looked away. "No," | said. "That'snot it. It'sjust that—"

The door opened and she finished my sentence, not precisaly correctly but close enough. "You
werefeding abit uncomfortable.” She smiled. "That'sfine. Were here

The sound of running water greeted us. The elevator stood level with alush greenyard. Asl
stepped out, | glanced behind me; atop the cage four thin meta beams held doft arectangle of grass.
Scattered around the roof were half adozen small trees, none more than three meterstall, each bare of
lower branches but possessing athick canopy. An off-white, sone, waterfall fountain, the source of the
sound, stood halfway across the space from us, water pouring from above into abowl that resembled a
lagoon seen from aship onitsway to orbit.

Matahi walked over to the fountain, dragged a hand through the water, and then faced me.

"When you jump,” she said, "do you gtill love the experience? The gars, thevoid, the gates, dl of
it?"

"Yes" | sad, thinking of how much each jump gtill moved me. "Every time.”

She dropped to her knees asif suddenly regled in by an unseen fisherman, her movements quick
and graceful, then stretched out on her back on the grass. She patted the ground to her right.

| joined her. We lay like that for several minutes, not speaking, Smply staring at the sky.

"I haveyou," Lobo said over the comm. "I waited for you to signal me, but when you didn't, even
though | assume you'rein no danger, | felt we should check in. What are you doing?"

| ignored him. "What's next?' | said to Matahi.

Sherolled on her sde to face me. "We enjoy thistime abit more, and then you leave. If you decide
to see me again, well work on figuring out what you want." She draped her arm across my chest and
moved closer to me. "One of us might aswell understand it, don't you think?!

My heart pounded. | couldn't decide whether | wasfedling attraction or lust or confusion or al of
those or something else entirely. | nodded unconscioudly.

"Good," shesad. "l look forward to it."

"| hate to interrupt your tender moment,” Lobo said, "but how doesthishelp us get Wel and save
any of the surviving captured children?’

Hewasright. | wasn't herefor me. | had ajob, and I'd learned as much from Matahi as | would
today. Theimage of Pri crying in the marketplace as she stared a the boys dammed into me. | didn't
believe her son—Joachim, | would make mysdlf use his name—was il dive, but | had to hope hewas
and try to save him,

She sat up. "It'sdready over, isn't it?' She stood. "I don't know what you were thinking, but
everything about you changed. I'll show you out. Y ou let me know if you want to meet again.”

Asl got up, | stared at her and felt suddenly guilty, asthe potential damage of my necessary
deception struck me again. Unless | found another way to snatch Wel, | would have to return, but that
vidt would be nothing like this one, and after it she would never want to see me again. Only then did |
reglize how very much | hoped to have the opportunity to spend more time with her. Nothing in my
experience suggested thiswould work out, but | could hope.

"l will," | said to her, meaning it.

Then | pushed aside my desire and focused instead on how 1'd bregk into this placeif it cameto
that, if | had to trash her hometo do my job. She didn't deserveit, she'd done nothing wrong, and | liked
her, | liked her very much, and yet | knew that if the only path to my goa went through here, then I'd
take that path, no matter what the cost.



| didn't like mysdlf very much just then, and so | left as quickly as | could and headed back to Lobo
and acolder, more familiar place.

Chapter 23

Darkness owned the sky aswell as my heart by thetime | reached Lobo. I'd taken my time,
wandering through the streets, walking down switchbacks and dead ends and finally turning off the comm
S0 Lobo couldn't keep correcting my course, but | till hadn't sorted out my fedlings. | stopped on the
edge of the facility where Lobo awaited me, stared at the stars above asif they could beam me answers,
and then headed to Lobo.

The moment the door closed, both of them were on me.

"Why did you turn off the comm?" Lobo said.

"What happened,” Pri said, "and why were you gone so long?"

| stared at Pri and couldn't speak. | closed my eyes and stood there, vibrating with repressed
energy. | wanted to turn and leave, or to yell at them, or to retreat to my quarters. Couldn't | have
something private, maybe alittletimeto digest my vist with Matahi?

No. Of course | couldn't. | was on amission, they were my partners, and | owed them data.

"I needed timeto think," | said, "and | trusted you'd use the secondary comm if something went
wrong, so | turned off the primary.” | opened my eyes and looked at Pri. "Matahi accepted my gift and
decided to take me asaclient. Her first sessons arelong, and to support my cover | had to behave asa
client would."

"So you had sex with her for our collective good?' Pri said. "That'sone | haven't heard before.”

"What?' | said. "What are you talking about?"

"Y ou said you had to maintain your cover,” shesaid. "That's what she doeswith her clients.”

| tilted my head and shook it dightly in confusion. "That's not al she doeswith her clients” | said,
"or, a leadt, it's not what she did with me. We toured her house, which gave me useful mission data, and
wetdked. That'sit."

"All you did wastalk?' Pri and Lobo said in unison.

"And take atour of the house," | said.

Over the machine frequency, Lobo said, "Remind me to give you some basic pointers when we can
talk privately. Y ou seem to be lacking some fundamental human knowledge.”

Pri continued to stare at me,

"What she does with each client isdifferent,” | said, "and tuned to that client's specific needs. |
found the entire arrangement confusing, and | had to focus on gathering as much recon dataas possible,
s0 sheread that as me being unsure of what | wanted. So, wetaked.” | didn't fed it wiseto add that |
truly could not decide what | would like from Matahi.

"What did you want to do?" Pri said.

"Enough!” | said. Firgt she lures meinto this mess, then sheturnsinto an inquisitor? 1 couldn't even
begin to keep up with what was happening with Pri, but one thing was certain: I'd had dl | could take. "I
had agod: To learn her house's location and gather as much information about it as possible so we could
snatch Wel from it if we got the chance. | accomplished that goal. Now, do you want to focus on our job
and let mereview that data, or do you want to continue to attack me?"

"Asbest we can tell from our surveillance passes,” Lobo said, "Wel isgill ontheidand. We haven't
heard anything to the contrary from Pri's colleagues, and there's been no action on your job application. |
can't imagine the data review will take much time," he paused for two seconds, "so I'm for continuing to
attack you. Just watching you and Pri interact isthe most fun I've had dl day."

What ajerk. Distinguishing between sarcasm and genuine cruelty with him was getting harder and
harder.



Before | could respond, Pri stepped next to me, put her hand on my shoulder, and said, "I'm sorry.
| had no right to push you, and | understand that | haven't yet earned your trust. More importantly,
though, you'reright that | lost focus. Please go over what you learned.”

"Oh, fine," Lobo said. "Who wants to have fun when we can work?'

| ignored him, took a deep breath, and nodded my agreement to Pri's request. We walked up to the
pilot'sarea "Lobo," | said, "Do you have the exterior measurements from tracking me?”

"There's no need to beinsulting,” he said. "A little sarcasm, and suddenly you question my
competence. Of course| do. | have acomplete holo ready to go."
"Wait," | sad. "Matahi ownsthe building to her left aswell asthe one |l entered. More precisdy, her
building encompasses the space of both; the facades smply make it gppear asif there are two buildings.”
"I've adjusted the plans" Lobo said, "from the footage | gathered of the surrounding buildings.”
After asecond, he added, "As any competent system would."

"I never doubted you," | said, trying to make peace and move on, "whichiswhy dl | did was supply
the information you couldn't possibly possess otherwise.”

The holo image of the two buildings appeared between Pri and me. The roof featured miniatures of
al the bits| had seen, including the elevator cage.

"Let'sstart with thefirst floor,” | said, "and work our way up, whichiswhat | did on my tour.”

A blank section of the building separated itsalf from the rest and floated to aposition to the right of
themain holo.

| pointed at the door through which I'd entered. " She took mein here."

We went to work.

"We ison themove," said the same man Pri had contacted earlier. He began without preamble, the
moment the display snapped into view. "Three vehicles. All appear to be ground-level skimmers. We
assume he's going to see Matahi; he doesn't seem to leave theidand for anything dse.”

| stood out of hisvisud range. Pri glanced at me, and | mouthed, "His route?’

After anight in the safety of orbit, we'd spent the morning on our usua recon runs of theidand's
perimeter, so we should be close to any path held take out of there.

"How much do you know about hisroute?' she said.

A map with ared dot on ashort yellow line appeared beside the man'simage. "Heréswhere Wei's
convoy has gone so far. He started out headed away from the city, then turned onto back roads, so our
guessisthat hell follow thisroute.” A blueline extended from the yellow, meandered through afores,
then switched gradudlly toward the city.

"That projection seems reasonable to me," Lobo said over the machine frequency. "Based on
typical ground speeds, the good newsisit's about as dow aroute as we could hope for. The bad news
is, hell be out in thewild for less than an hour."

"Can you snatch him?' the man asked Pri.

"Muting," Lobo said doud.

Pri looked again at me.

"Given awindowsthat narrow,” | said, "it's extremely unlikely. | don't think we should try, because
if wefail wemay scare himinto hiding. What we can usefully do is seeif we canlearn alittle about his
team while not spooking them.” | considered the issue afew secondslonger. "Tdl your guy we can't, but
they should il stay away from Wel because well use this chance to gather some information on our
possible future options.”

She leaned away from the display so the man wouldn't see her talk to me. "They'll hatethat,” she
sad. "They want action.”

"Tough," | said. "Were wasting precioustime. Relay my message, and end this cal with them.
Lobo, find aspot in the forested section of the road where you can drop me."



"Movingtoit now," Lobo sad.

Pri stared at me for afew seconds, then leaned back so she was on camera

"Audio re-engaging now," Lobo said.

"Wecan't doit,” Pri said. "Not enough time to plan, and not enough data.”

"How much warning do you want?' the man yelled. "We gave you dl we could. Y ou know there
are three vehicles, and you know the route. Do your job, and try to take him.”

Her discomfort was obvious, but | had to give her credit: She didn't falter under pressure. "'l don't
make the decisons. We hired apro, and we're following his commands. Right now, we're going to gather
data. | haveto sign off."

"No," the man said. "We need to talk about this."

"Not now," Pri said. "We—"

L obo cut the comm before she could say more.

"What did you do that for?" she said. "Now, hélll befuriousat me."

"Hewas aready angry," Lobo said, "and you were right: We're following Jon's orders. Were
amogt at the drop-off point | chose. It's heavily forested, and at |east according to the surveillance sat
friends I've made, nothing in the sky ismonitoring it.”

| didn't dwayslike Lobo's attitude, but | often agreed with what it caused himto do, and | sure
couldn't fault his research. "How long before Wei reachesthis point?’ | said.

"Twenty-one minutes from when | touch down,” Lobo said, "'in ninety seconds.”

"I need athermal camo cover, atrank rifle, and ammo for it." | ran down the hall past the med room
and into the small areawhere Lobo kept the handheld wespons.

"What are we going to do?' Pri said.

"Y ou and Lobo are going to fly ten klicks further down thisroute and stay just above the trees,” |
sad. "I'm going to see how his convoy team behaves."

"We have another potentia complication,” Lobo said.

"What?' | said.

"| enlarged the search area and detected over a hundred children and about twenty adults on what
appears to be some sort of group trip in acleared arealess than a kilometer away from where I'm
dropping you."

Great. We'd have to monitor them aswell, because | couldn't have aclass or youth group wander
into the middle of any kind of action. " Should we move further down the highway?" | said.

"No," Lobo said, "because we'd then be dangeroudy close to some clusters of buildingsthat line the
road. A better option would beto hit them hard right here and then leave quickly.”

"Negative," | said. A wall panel did aside. | grabbed the rifle and the camo blanket. ™Y ou might kill
Wei. We don't know what kind of backup istrailing them, which matters because we'rein the middle of
nowhere and so they could easlly attack hard and in numbers. Plus, we can't be sure how long it would
take, and if the conflict were to go on for more than afew minutes, the noise could attract some of those
children or their chaperones.”

"Shouldn't the adults in that group go the other way if they hear shots or explosions?’ Lobo said.

"Yes" | sad, "but that doesn't mean they'll dl act sengbly.”

"The very fact that no one eseisin the areameans we could attack the convoy fast and heavy,”
Lobo sad, "and thusfinish before any vidtors could arrive.”

"Y es, we could hit them hard,” | said, "but then weld end up putting Wel at risk, which we can't
afford to do, and killing people, which I'd prefer to avoid. Plus, if they're broadcasting status video back
home, as I'd expect a good team would, any attack would give away your identity, so wed haveto leave
the planet immediately. Otherwise, once they know you're involved, with Wei'sfriendsin the government
we might not makeit safely off thisworld. The day we let them see you, we haveto planto run
permanently and have our escape route dready in place.”



"Fair points," Lobo said. "And werethere. | have to point out, though, that eventudly any attempt
on our part to kidnap Wel will result in collateral damage.”

A sde hatch opened to revea aroad cool from the shade of the overhanging treesthat lined both of
itssides. A smdl opening above uswas one of the few breaksin the coverage.

"I know," | said, "but | want to minimize as much as possible the number of people we hurt and try
hard to avoid fatalities. A full firefight practicaly guarantees some deeths. No, I'm sticking to recon now."
| hopped out. "Wait ten klicks down the road. I'll call when I'm done.”

"Executing,”" Lobo sad.

| dashed into the forest to my |eft.

Lobo lifted off as soon as| was clear, rose straight into the air, and then sped away above the
treetops the moment he was clear of them.

| ran along the edge of the road until | found a section where the ground doped dightly away from
it. | dropped the camo cloth there, lay on top of it, and scanned the area through the rifle's scope. 1'd get
agood view from here of anything that passed my location. Even if they were moving quickly, | should be
able to assess more accurately the number of guards.

That wasn't enough. | could get the same information just by watching Matahi's house. | had to
generate more data from this opportunity. | still felt | wasright not to try afull-scale attack with Lobo
without more information and with alarge group of people lessthan aklick away, but maybe| could get
lucky. Maybe his bodyguards were a bunch of second-rate corporate types, and maybe they ran with a
minimal crew. If so, dl | had to do was get them to leave their vehicles, and | might be ableto pick them
off.

It was alot of maybes, probably too many, but I'd have wasted Wei'strip if | didn't set mysalf up to
take advantage of good luck should it come my way. | stood and jogged along the edge of the road back
into the sunnier area. Stumps on each Sde of the pavement madeit clear why sunlight reached this stretch
of road. Something, maybe lightning, maybe devel opers charged with providing periodic clear zonesfor
air rescue, had caused people to clear those trees.

| could dow Wi, probably even stop him. Downed trees would probably aarm his guard team, but
at least I'd get to seethem in action. If no one attacked them, they might chalk up the roadblock to
natural causes.

Too bad | didn't bring any explosives.

| had another option, of course, but there was risk. If Lobo pushed, I'd have to bluff that I'd kept
some smdl charges he wasn't aware of .

The opportunity was too good to ignore, and time was melting away.

"Lobo," | said, "can you do anything to block the route behind them?”

"Yes," hesaid. "l could land and act as abarrier, destroy a section of the road, or possibly cause a
traffic problem at the nearest large interchange. What are you planning?’

| ignored his question. "Do what you can with thetraffic,” | said, "and create asbig a
non-lethal—repeat, non-lethal—mess as possible, but don't leave any traces.”

"Asif | would," Lobo said. "I repeat: What are you planning?”

"To dow them and take acloser look,” | said. "Timeis short. Out."

| chose two of the bigger trees on the edge of the sunny stretch. Each was over ameter in diameter;
the ones opposite them on the other side of the road were similar Sizes. | grabbed some dirt, spitinto i,
and ingtructed the nanomachines to use a section of each tree to make more copies of themsalves, to
consume adice through the trunks of my targets, and then to disassemble themsalves. | rubbed the small
bit of wet dirt on thefirdt tree, careful to put it on the Side nearest the road so the tree would fal across
the pavement. | repeated the process on the second. When | checked out the first one, an arm-size
chunk of it had disappeared. | dashed across the road, did the same thing to one tree half a dozen meters
down from my first two targets, and heard creaking sounds. The trees were coming down fast. | set the
nanobots on one more tree, then ran down the road as the sounds of groaning wood filled the air. | didn't



stop until | wasthirty meters away and heard a sound like athunderclap.

| turned in time to watch the top of thefirst tree smash into the trees on the other side of the road
and tear downward through their branches, ravaging those still-standing trees as it crashed onto the
ground. | covered my ears as the second followed right behind it. Blasts of disturbed air spread leaves
and parts of branches everywhere. The second fell dightly to itsleft and hit one of my targets on thisside
of the road, but that tree was aready in the process of coming down. It tilted to itsright a bit, struck my
other still upright target, and then the two of them came damming down. Asit fell, the top of the last tree
sheared off part of one of the healthy trees on the other side of theroad. Dust filled the air, and | covered
my nogtrils.

Quiet. My four trees and the part of the fifth the last tree had hurt sprawled across a section of road
that had to be at |east twenty meters wide. Branches and leaves covered most of the visible permacrete.
Just days ago, 1'd been living in trees; now, | was destroying them. | pushed aside the regret and
surveyed my handiwork. It wasn't the neatest job, but that was aplus; it didn't look like awell-planned
roadblock. More importantly, it should meet my needs. UnlessWei's vehicles could go airborne, they
wouldn't be able to hover over thismess; it wasjust too high and too uneven for typical civilian shuttlesto
pass aboveit. Even smdler military transport craft would have to stop or at least dow for it.

"Five minutes,” Lobo said over the comm, "assuming a constant speed. | trust you'rein pogtion.”

"Movingtoit. If | cdl, comefast."

"Will do."

| rantomy initia location, grabbed the camo cloth, and jogged through the forest to the far side of
thefallen trees. Just beyond the stumps of thefirst two I'd downed, | found a spot where | had aclear
view of the areaiin front of the mess. | crouched, spread the cloth to itsfullest, stretched out on the
ground, and worked my way under the cloth. | watched as the edges nearest me mutated into a pattern
identical to the forest floor. | should be nearly invisible under both norma light and thermal scans. | set
theriflein pogtion in front of me, then worked on dowing my pulse and breathing.

If Wei'steam was small and bad, 1'd trank them as they spilled onto the road to check out the trees.
If they came after me on foot, | should be ableto pick them off.

Of coursg, if they were careful and their vehicles were heavily armed, they might blow up everything
inthevicinity just to be safe. It'swhat a Saw unit would have done under agood or even just avery
conservative commander.

"Oneminute," Lobo said.

| had to hope they weren't that good or that conservative.

Chapter 24

| heard the hum of the convoy before | saw it. The sound grew into the familiar hover growl of
civilian armored cars designed as much to impress asto protect; I'd driven plenty during my courier days
and never much liked them. When it comesto transport, | prefer functiondity to gppearance; give me
serious armor and amore powerful but less throaty engine any day.

The three vehicles appeared down the road. | grabbed the rifle and watched them through its
scope. Thefront and lead cars were little more than lightly armored taxis, metal and plexi with seatsfor
four norma people. The guysinside looked amped and cramped and overgrown. Wel didn't care much
about protecting his staff if he made them ride in those things. Lobo would have had ahard timefinding a
missile small enough not to destroy both those vehicles and their passengers.

Wei clearly cared agreat dedl, however, about show. In addition to the eight men in the other cars,
he had afull complement of three bodyguards riding with him. Eleven men was certainly impressive, but
unless the team leader was very good or willing to use severa of the guys as ammo soakers, it was aso
too many to manage in atypica non-military attack. Wei'sride was, predictably, the one making al the



noise and screaming "look at how important my passenger is." Sleek black metal with curvesthat gave it
atractive lines but that were difficult to armor well, the vehicle was pretty, impressive, and askimming
bulls-eye. Itswindows, which started transparent, tinted black as the whole convoy s owed and someone
got smart about the possible threat ahead.

Ego can make you stupid.

"Lobo," | whispered over the comm in case they were monitoring audio in the areg, "any luck with
theinterchange?"

"Yes" hesad.

The lead car stopped twenty meters short of the edge of the roadblock, and for the better part of a
minute the whole convoy smply sat there. Any decent team would have reversed course immediately and
gotten out of the zone they didn't control. Good; their immobility meant they weren't top-drawer, and the
delay suggested they had to consult with either Wei or some control person back at the idand before
making any sgnificant decisons.

The rear doors on both the lead and follow cars opened, and al four rear-seat passengers got out.
Each sprinted for the trees on the near Side of the road. They were outfitted identically: Activefiber,
short-deeved uniform with asmall shoulder emblem and aname over the heart, both of which faded as
the uniform shifted colorsto blend with first the street and then the woods; holstered pistals; riflesthey
held at port arms; and no sign of sgnificant armor. The uniforms might have provided basic body armor,
but the guards moved easily enough that either they were very strong indeed or the armor was extremely
light. | tracked one of the men in the scope; | could have taken him with ashot to the neck, head, or bare
arm, but therewas no point in it. There were too many of them. Still, if | were part of amoretypical
four-person team, we would have tracked and taken out thisinitia group before any of them could find
cover.

The men in the trees spread dightly wider into the forest, then moved ahead of the lead car inadow
advance. | lay under the blanket and watched. They covered ground in reasonable aternation, exposing
only one man at atime, S0 at least they'd trained alittle bit for thistype of work. They scanned the area
through scopes, but | trusted to both my position and the camo cloth to render me undetectable; | might
read abit cooler than the surrounding ground, but so would any of the stands of moss here and there on
the forest floor.

When the lead man on each side reached a position parald to the nearest of the fallen trees, they
cameinto the road to assess the damage. That dumb maneuver made it clear that Wel was running the
show himsdf and not caling back to any trained controller. His optimism wasill-advised; he should have
stuck to running nano-research labs. Any haf-competent driver could havetold him their vehicles
couldn't clear thesetrees, and | had to assume at least one of hisdrivers had, but he hadn't believed
them. Sending histeam into the open on a usaless check was a bad amateur decision. Another good data
point: Aslong asWel wasin charge of his own protection team, they'd make some sub-optimal moves.

They were at least smart enough, however, to keep him and most of theteam inthecars, 0|
couldn't count on outright stupidity. Too bad; an easy answer would have been nice, and we could have
finished the mission then and there.

| couldn't take out al of them, however, and if | brought in Lobo thiswould turn into a bloodbath,
s0 | kept watching.

The men out front studied the trees haf-heartedly for aminute, making ashow of walking back and
forth and pushing on the trunks asiif that would help. The scope gave me aclear view of the one onthe
other sde of the road; he was|eaning on atree and scanning the area, clearly aware that he was wasting
time but with no choice but to do so.

The men gave up their pointless tree inspection, jogged back to the lead car, and climbed in. The
trailing duo returned to the follow car, and for amoment nothing happened asthey relayed their newsto
Wel.

The whole convoy reversed direction for afew seconds, then stopped again. Interesting. They were



just now checking on their path home and finding out it was blocked. They should have assumed an
ambush the moment they'd encountered an obstacle. Ingtead, they went through the motionsfor Wel but
didn't think to check their exit path until he decided they had to leave.

Everything changed dl at once. The lead car swiveled toward my side of the road, while the follow
turned to face the other sde. Asa unit, they proceeded dowly backward down the road, al three cars
skimming back and forth in their small zones as they moved.

Somebody el se, someone who understood that staying in one position was abad idea, wasnow in
charge. The escort team must have findly called home. Wei must have both acompetent security head
and someone with enough power over the bodyguard team to make them ignore Wel and follow
commands from central control.

The convoy headed off like a platoon guarding treasure backing away from athrest.

"Incoming aircraft,” Lobo said. "Moving fast. Want meto intercept?"

"No," | sad. "If we gart this, we haveto finish it, and alot of peoplewill die.”

"We might get Wel and be done," Lobo said.

"Morelikely, hed be one of thoseto die" | said. "Hold your position.”

The convoy had gone far enough now that | doubted they could see me, so | tucked the camo cloth
into my collar and began backing away from the downed trees. If the incoming plane scanned the area
or, worse, decided to clear the treeswith missiles, | didn't want to be near them.

The aircraft appeared over the road behind the convoy, then accel erated toward the three cars. |
stopped moving and cranked up the scope so | could check it out more closely. An armored, gray
platoon trangport, it brandished guns asit flew afew meters past the lead car and then settled Straight to
the ground. The lead car pulled in front of it on the far sde from me, and then Wei's car pulled closeto its
body. A hatch on that side of the transport did aside, then the doors of Wei's car opened, and a cluster
of men moved quickly and as oneinto the plane. | never saw Wel. The plane closed the moment the men
wereingdeit. Thetwo cars skimmed away from it, and as soon as they were clear, it took off. It cleared
the trees, turned, and jetted off.

The entire rescue had taken way |ess than aminute from touchdown to take-off. Whoever had run it
was competent and had the attention of all the security staff.

The three cars resumed their original formation but now headed back toward theidand. Apparently
the control person didn't care how long it took them once Wei was safe—another sensble and
professional choice.

"Lobo," | said, "release the traffic system. We're done here.”

"Done?' hesaid. "l could have taken that little thing."

"I know," | said, "and we could have blown up the cars. We just couldn't be sure we wouldn't kill
Wei, and our job isto return him divefor trid."

"Our local friendswon't be happy,” Lobo said. "They've been cdling Pri for status updates.”

"Let her talk to them,” | said. "I'll review their conversation later."

The convoy was out of sight, so | stood and stretched.

"You'renot going to likethis," Lobo said. "Pri told them Wel was away safely, and they're furious at
you."

"Tough,” | said. "Come get me."

| picked up the camo cloth and thought about what 1'd learned.

"ETA oneminute," Lobo said. ™Y ou know they're going to want to talk to you."

"l can't wait," | said, the anger dready growing in me. | hated second-guessing, particularly from
rear-echelon watcherswho knew nothing of what was redlly happening and who till fdlt justified in giving
orders. "l just can't wait."



Chapter 25

They'reredly angry, Jon," Pri said.

"l don't care,” | said. "They weren't there, and they don't know what they're talking about. They
hired me, so they should shut up and let me work."

"They'd likeyou to cal them and explain,” she said.

Her tone was plaintive, and she was clearly caught in the middle, but right then | couldn't make
myself care enough to do as she wanted.

"No," | said, stepping so closeto her that she backed away. "Not now." | turned around. "I need
ometime”

| amost ran to my quarters, and as soon as the door closed behind me | paced back and forth in
the small space. | could have called Lobo and tried for Wi, but any attack sufficient to take out the
cover cars could easly havekilled him. That wasn't the mission; he couldn't sand trid if hewasn't dive.
But maybe we could have gotten him, maybe the collatera damage would have been acceptable; by
signing up to be guards, those people had to have known they were taking arisk. 1'd end up hurting some
people when we finally got to Wel; why not do it then?

| stopped, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. There was no point in second-guessing myself.

| stood there, breathing dowly and deeply and keeping my eyes shut, until | felt some of the anger
ebb. My muscles rdlaxed abit. I'd made theright cdl. In afirefight, Lobo couldn't be sure he wouldn't kil
Wei; | knew that, and he knew that.

He knew that, yet he wanted to start one anyway.

"Lobo," | said over the machine frequency, "you asked meto get involved in thismess"

"Yes"

"Y et you werewilling to risk Wei's death.”

"Yes”

"Why?"

"He certainly deservesto die," Lobo said, "but moreimportantly, if we can't sop him and his
research any other way, we can a least end it by killing him."

| sat on my bunk. I'd never heard Lobo talk about atarget or ajob so personaly. "Y ou told me
Wei used you as an experimenta subject in hislab on Velna, but you didn't tell me why he wanted you or
what he did to you. What happened that left you so angry at him?"

"I told you | was broken when | arrived on Velna," Lobo said, "and that Wei's team needed a
rugged test subject.”

"Yes," | sad. That hedidn't deny being angry worried me; that's the first time since I've found him
that he's admitted to such an emotion. No point in pushing on it now, though; | wanted to know what had
happened more than | wanted to understand this sudden acceptance of emotions.

"They brought my computing systems online amost immediately,” Lobo said, "so | knew what was
happening from that point onward. Their charter wasto build anew breed of fighting machines, wespons
with enormoudy greater intelligence and ability to carry out orders independently than anything that had
previoudy existed. The FC hasthe least resources of the three planetary codlitions, so it was hoping this
R&D gamblewould let it get by with asmaller fleet of more powerful wegponsand also let it save money
by hiring far fewer mercenary forces"

"That makes sense,” | said. "Isthat why you're so much more adept at hacking into other systems
than any other intdligence I've met?"

"Do you want meto explain or not?' Lobo said. "A sensible structure will make this easier for you
to understand.”

At least he was back to hisnormd, pissy self. "I gpologize for interrupting. Please go on.”

"We'steam garted by smultaneoudy ingtaling in me multiple Al and emotive code improvements.



Theideawasthat dl of them would compete in a genetic agorithm race to improve me.”

"Theré's nothing new about thet, isthere?"

"No," Lobo sad, sighing theatricaly, "thereisnot, and | think it's peachy that you have abasic
understanding of the history of computing. What was new isthat they werewilling to try agorithmsof all
sorts, including brute-force approaches that sensible programmers had rejected ages ago.”

"And that worked?"

"No," hesad, "as| would explain if you would please let me continue without interruption.
Generations of software developers had rejected those techniques for good reasons. They weren't useful
for abroad class of complex problems on any available computing platforms.” He paused. "Put
differently, Wei's people ran into the same hardware limitations previous generations had encountered.”

He paused again, but thistime, | stayed quiet.

Apparently satisfied, he continued, "My core programming stayed asit was, but therest of my
available computing resources spent their time running one useless approach after another. Wel had
expected that, however; dl he really wanted was the dgorithm collection in place. What he did next was
the new part.”

When he paused again, | waited several secondsto make sure | wouldn't be interrupting him.
Findly, | said, "Which waswhat? Why are you telling me the story thisway?"'

"The new bit wasto run those dgorithms on aradica computing substrate that Wel had developed
and which he was confident no one had tried before." He paused even longer thistime, long enough that |
wondered what response could possibly take him so long to formulate. *1'm telling you about it thisway
because | know you won't like what you hear, and because I'm embarrassed, sad, and angry about it."

L obo embarrassed? Sad? Angry? | was more intrigued than ever, but at the same time, he was my
friend, and now | was reluctant to push him.

Pri banged on the door to my room and yelled, "They've called again, and they want to meet in
person with you."

"Your cal," Lobo said. "Do | continue, or do we deal with her people? Y ou do understand that you
can't trust them, right?"

| nodded. The longer | put them off, the more trouble they were likely to cause. We might as well
ded with this now, and then Lobo could finish his story.

"Let'stak tothem,” | said. "Find alocation with plenty of open ground for Pri and me but
somewhere you can hide nearby. If anything goeswrong, you'll need to be able to reach usin ahurry.
Take usto that spot as soon asyou find it."

"Moving," Lobo said. A map appeared on thewall in front of me. It showed us and a course that
took usto ariver southwest of Entreat. "The areais undevel oped and has minimal traffic,” Lobo said.
"Theriver isbroad, deep, and loud. Periodic clearingslineit, but most of it is<till raw terrain. We can be
therein fifteen minutes without drawing any attention to oursalves.”

"If we assume her people arein Entreat but plan to rush, how long for them to reach it?"

"Best casg, fifteen minutes after wetell them,” Lobo said, "and that assumesthey arefully ready to
fly. Nothing weve seen of them so far suggeststhat level of operationa readiness.”

"Good choice” | said.

"Of course.”

| ignored him, left my room, and followed Pri to the front of Lobo.

"They indst on meeting,” she said, "and right away. They're unhappy and think we should change
how we're working together." She paused, then added, "I'm sorry."

| nodded but said nothing. | stepped in front of the display.

Lobo sad over the machine frequency, "Y ou're on.”

"Mestingisawagte of time," | said. "We havework to do. Let usdoiit.”

"If you were doing your job," the man, the same one who'd been calling Pri, said, "then we wouldn't



need to meet. Y ou had a chance, you were afraid to take it, and now he's safely back on theidand.”

"If wedtried," | said, "wewould ether havefailed to acquire him or even possibly killed him."

"Maybe we should give you some additional help,” the man said. "It sounds like you could use some
assistance.”

Gresat. Just what | needed: Amateurs| couldn't trust following orders from someone who didn't
know what he was doing.

"No chance," | said. "That's not the deal—and my deal, as you know, iswith the CC, not you."

The guy leaned back, forced asmile, and spread hisarms dightly. "Hey," he said, "I'm sorry I'm
pushing so hard. I'm under alot of pressure, and | know you are, too. Were dl after the same thing:
Getting this bastard Wei. Look, | need to give my bosses something to show I'vetried. Why don't we
mest, talk it over, and seeif we can come up with some token that will keep them happy and aso work
for you?'

| hoped her party wasn't counting on thisguy for any public-facing role in their government, because
hewasalousy liar. Still, hewasn't going to stop nagging Pri until we met, so we might aswell get this out
of theway.

"Y ou'l receive coordinatesin amoment. Be therein one hour, or well leave. Suli and | will meet
you; keep your group to two people aswell."

Hisface reflected his annoyance for asecond before he regained control, but then he smiled and
said, "That'sabit tight for us, but we can do it. See you then.”

| nodded, and Lobo cut the link.

Pri glared a me. "Since when did | go back to 'Suli'?

"Since it became obviousthat it's better for you if they don't have any doubts about your loyaty."

She consdered my answer and findly appeared mallified. "So what's our plan?’

"Lobo drops us, and we meet with your people,” | said. "What €l se?

"They dready know he exigts," she said, "so why don't we keep him nearby? | mentioned him, and
the CC dmogt certainly told them aswell.”

"l understand,” | said, "but | told them to come done, and I'm going to grant them the same
courtesy."

She stared at mefor several seconds, some sort of internal debate obvious on her face. Findly, she
sad, "I'm not sure you can trust them to behave nicely.”

| smiled but said nothing.

"So what'syour plan if they don't?' she said.

| shook my head.

"Youreinfuriating!" shesad. "Y ou don't trust me!"

"Ignoring how our relationship began,” | said, "the fact remains that you work for them, and when
thisisover, you'l go back to working for them.”

" think I've earned sometrugt,” she said.

"That's not the point,” | said. "We're doing it my way, and that's—"

Lobo interrupted me. "We're there."

"Tekeusdown," | said.

Lobo landed quickly, Pri and | got out, and he took off immediately.

"Stay here" | said. "'l want to survey the area. I'll be back in ten minutes.”

Pri looked annoyed but walked to the riverbank and stared across the rushing current.

| headed aong the shore away from her. The sound of the water flowing over and around the rocks
that dotted its surface was loud enough that | could probably have talked in anorma voice from afew
meters away and been inaudible to her, but there was no reason to take a chance. When I'd gone thirty
meters and she couldn't have overheard me eveniif | yelled, | squatted against alarge, red-trunked tree,



kept watch on her, and said over the comm to Lobo, "Do you beieve they'll behave?"
"My opinionisirrdevant,” hesad, "asisyours, and you know it. We must assume they may not."
"l agree" | said. "So let's be ready. Hereswhat I'm thinking."

Chapter 26

The edge of theforest dipped down to the river like a servant motioning the way forward for its
measter. Here and there chunks of rock four or five meters across protruded from the gentle hillside like
stone ships straining to be free. Pri and | sat in the shadow of one thirty meters upriver from wherel'd
told her people to meet us. Therich moist air smelled of leaves and dark soil and pure river water. The
rocks that caused the rapids where wed touched down were absent here, the water still moving fast but
not yet encountering any impedimentsto itsflow, the current till unaware of the obstaclesthat were
about to confront it. | sympathized with it.

Neither of us spoke. | found the silence companionable, even comfortable, but | was dso aware
that | probably should betalking. I smply had no clue what to say. On missonswith the Saw and in
many of my other jobs, |I'd become accustomed to long periods of isolation and quiet punctuated by
bursts of often violent and usually dangerous action, but | knew that background wasn't the right mode!
for agood relationship with awoman. Pri sat hdf in gentle darkness and haf in light, the shadow of the
overhanging rock bisecting her, her somach and legs and part of her arms stark in the bright daylight, her
upper half lessvisible. | knew what to do with the half of her that was my team member, the part that
followed orders as we dedlt with the task at hand. The other half, though, remained amystery. | was
thankful shelet me Sit without chatter, even though she so obvioudly wanted to talk.

"Incoming,” Lobo said over the comm. "On time and on the target spot.”

Wed agreed to keep the channel private, so Pri had no clue we were going live.

"Got it," | said doud. When Pri looked at me, | said, ™Y our people are amost here."

"Lobo told you?' she said.

"y es"

She nodded. "And you didn't let me know because?'

"Because you can now honestly tell your people that you have no ideawhat I'm doing other than
that | sent away Lobo. Thisway, we don't have to put you in an awkward position.”

She laughed, but it wasn't a happy sound. "I hope you're not dumb enough to believe that,” she said.
"My relationship with them has been precarious snce you first told me what not to tell them."

"Fair enough,” | said, "and, no, I'm not that stupid. | should have said that I'm trying to make this
encounter as safe as reasonably possible for you." And protecting mysdlf, | thought, but there was no
profit in saying 0.

She nodded again and opened her mouth to speak, but as she did asmal air shuttle touched down
exactly where I'd designated. With opague windows but no obvious armor, the shuttle appeared to be
more useful for privacy than for protection.

Pri stood.

| stayed seated. Out of the corner of my eyel saw her glance a me, but | ignored her and focused
on the shuttle,

"Either they're done, or any follow vehicleis staying along way off," Lobo said. "The sensors|
deployed can't get aclear IR reading from here—even that low-grade commercia crap possessesafar
amount of IR protection—but unless one of them gets out of the front, we can assume apilot aswell as
the people you see."

The rear doors opened, and two people emerged, the man I'd seen on the comm and awoman
who looked to him for direction as soon asthey cleared the front of the shuttle. Both were classic
executive types, their bodies thin and hedlthy and dmost astall as| am, their hair long, and their clothing



the sort of dark and serious government-standard shirts and pants that wouldn't stand out in any mesting
room for many planets around.

"l said only two," | shouted to them.

The two of them walked afew meters closer, and then the man said, "Y ou didn't expect usto usea
renta vehicle with full mandatory recording, did you? Given the very short notice, we had to make do
with what we had. That meant apilot." He shrugged and opened his hands, asif he were as annoyed as|
was but had no options.

"Tell the pilot and anyone esein there to get out and go twenty metersin the other direction.”

"Isthisredly necessary?' the man said. "We're dl busy, and were all on the same team, so can't
we—"

| cut him off. "Doiit, or | leave." | kept my eyes on him but spoketo Pri. " Suli, go verify the vehicle
isempty.”

When she delayed, | risked aglance at her; she was staring a the man. When he nodded his
agreement, she headed toward the shuttle. | couldn't tell if shewas playing by hisrules or pretending to
do so, but right now, it didn't matter; | had to assumethat Lobo and | were the only members of my
team.

Two men exited the front of the shuttle as Pri approached it, one leaving from each side.

| tilted my head in question, and the man said, "A co-pilotissmply SOP."

The two guyswalked to the point I'd suggested as Pri reached the shuttle and glanced inside.

"That'sit," shesad.

"The ground sensors | planted confirm it,” Lobo said. "The shuttle is now empty. My anadysis of the
images of al four former occupants, however, suggests each is carrying awegpon at the small of hisor
her back.

| coughed into my hand and subvocaized, "No surprise.”

| stood and wiped my hands on my pants, then leaned against the rock behind me. "'Y ou demanded
the meeting,” | said, "'so get on with it. What do you want?'

"Wherésyour ship?' the man said.

"l sent it away with apilot friend. I'm meeting you done, in good faith.”

"You'renot aone" hesaid. "Y ourewith Pri."

"Sheworksfor you."

"We'reall working toward the same god," he said.

When | didn't respond, he looked at Pri, who was on her way back to me. "Is hetdling the truth?"
hesad.

"I don't know any more than you do," she said. "The ship's clearly not here."

"Y ou're not on comm with him and it?" he said. "'I'd assumed that would be standard mission
protocol.”

"He doesn't trust me," she said, her voiceflat.

The man nodded dightly, took a deep breath, and focused on me. "Why don't we start fresh?' he
sd. "My nameis—"

"Irrelevant tome" | said, "so get on with why you demanded this meeting.”

Heclearly didn't like my violation of protocol, but that was the point: The easiest way to learn what
bureaucrats want isto upset them, and often the best way to do that isto refuse to follow their rules.

Despite not being happy, he maintained hiscam. ™Y ou asked what we're seeking,” he said. "It's
smple: results. Y ou had achanceto grab Wel, and you didn't takeit. That was your first opportunity, so
wadting it was frudtrating to," he paused dightly, giving away thelie, "my superiors.”

"l explained my decisononce,” | said. "It wastheright cdl, so | won't waste my timereviewing it."

The woman stepped dightly to her right, asif bored and smply moving for lack of anything better to
do. It would now be much more difficult to shoot both of them at the sametime, had | come armed. |



hadn't.

"Though I'm not sure well ever agree on that point,” the man said, "we can't go back, so | do
concur that we shouldn't invest any additiond timein discussing those events.”

| hateit when bureaucrats waste time telling you why they're not going to waste time. | stayed quiet,
though; he had a point to make, and eventualy held get to it.

After afew seconds, he continued. "To enhance your ability to capitaize on future opportunities, we
thought some additional staff might be useful. Our understanding isthat you're working only with Pri and,”
he nodded dightly in her direction, "with no offense intended, she's not trained for thissort of job." He
smiled, leaned back dightly, and spread hisarms. " So, at no reduction in fee or additiona chargeto you,
we're prepared to offer you the full-time use of ateam of our security staff, as many of them asyou'd
like"

"NO."

Hetilted his head asif he hadn't quite heard me. "Perhaps | haven't been clear. Wewould not in any
way reduce your fee. We would smply provide you with additional staff, al of whom would, of course,
work under your command.”

"No," | repeated. "First, | don't want more people. Second, if you gave me some of your staff, they
would be working for you, not for me—just as Suli does. Third and perhaps most importantly, my dedl
isnot with your party. The CC is paying me, so only they can renegotiate that dea with me.”

His displeasure was obvious, but we were on ground he considered his own—negotiation—so he
paused for amoment, then said, "Have you thought about how much effort we could save you, and also
how we could protect you from the CC? Once you have Wei, we could take him off your hands, and
you could leave this planet faster, which given Wei's status with the current government might not be a
bad choice on your part.”

"I must be the onewho isn't being clear,” | said. "'l work for the CC. My jobisto snatich Wel and
turn him over to them so0 he can stand trid. That'swhat | intend to do—with or without your help, but
certainly not with any staff from you. As part of my deal with the CC, | agreed to take dong Suli; that's
the last concession you or they are going to get fromme." | didn't look away from the man, but | could
amost fed Pri's unhappiness at the way | was talking about her. It was for her own good, and later |
could explain why that was true, but right now | had to focus totaly on him and let her stew.

"Do you redly believe the CC will put Wei ontrid?" the man said, shaking his head. "' Surely no one
inyour line of work can bethat naive."

"He's bresking thelaw,” | said, "and they're the sources of that law, so why wouldn't they try him?”

The man shook his head again. "Any group that gets Wel isgoing to do the same thing with him:
Hide him, fund hisresearch, and try to profit fromit."

Maybe he wastelling the truth. Maybe Wei wasn't the only one continuing to work on banned
nanomachine-human research. | hadn't ever heard of any such projects, but then again, why would 1? If
governments and large corporations kept it secret, | would never know about it. On the other hand,
secrets are notorioudy hard to maintain, particularly for bureaucracies with budgets and funding reviews
and al the other trgppings of any large organization, civil or private.

Hewaited while | thought.

"Any group?' | said. "What about yours?'

Heamiled, asif I'd findly gotten to where he wanted me to be. "We're the one organization that
winsthe most from exposing the awful things he's doing. By bringing his research into the light, we can
both stop it and topple the current government, which is—"

"Exactly your god," | said.

He spread his hands and nodded once. "Yes," he said. "' So were the one group you can trugt.”

"What about after you'rein power?' | said. "Wouldn't you then be as tempted as any other
organization to continue to fund Wel's research?"

The man shrugged. "'I'm not the right person to speak to future policy,” he said, "but asI'm sure



you've seen from Pri, we represent achange that al of Heaven will ultimately embrace. Y ou must trust
that it'll bein our best interest asthe new government to handle this man appropriately. Regardless of
how you fedl about us, you have to know how the CC operates, so | think you'll agree that accepting our
offer of assstance, capturing Wei, and helping us, not the CC, expose the man's awful work isthe safest
way to go."

The only thing I now knew for sure wasthat | would have to consder very carefully what to do with
Waei once | had him. No matter what option | chose, there was no way 1'd cross the CC as openly asthis
guy suggested; doing so would amount to acommitment to live on the run for avery long time. He might
think he was safe because he had EC protection and would soon bein power here on Heaven, but | had
to leave thisworld sometime, and when | did, the CC would be waiting. Besdes, I'd made aded with
the CC, and | wouldn't break it unless | knew they were planning not to hold up their end.

"No," | said, shaking my head, "I still don't want your help. | made aded, and I'm sticking toiit. I'll
get Wei for the CC—and for you, you are partners with them, after al—and then if you want to work
out some other arrangement with them, that's your issue. I'll continueto let Suli tag along, as| agreed, but
that'sit."”

"I'm sorry to hear that," the man said. He glanced at the woman, then continued. "I'm afraid I'm
going to havetoindg.”

The woman pulled apistol from the smdl of her back and trained it on me.

Shewas quick; | had to give her pointsfor that.

The pilot and the co-pilot followed suit a second later.

The speaker wasthe last to draw hisgun.

"Now," hesaid, "let'sgo. From here on, you'll do it our way."

Chapter 27

No," | said. | kept my arms at my side and didn't move. Aslong as| didn't provoke them, they
probably wouldn't shoot me. They needed me to snatch Wei, or they wouldn't have partnered with the
CC and involved me. On the other hand, if they were as confident in their own staff asthis guy seemed to
be, they might have chosen meto play therole of an off-planet fal-guy, but that motivation would il
stand.

"Areyou blind?' the man yelled a me. "We have the guns, so we give the orders."

"Unless you say something to the contrary,” Lobo said over the comm, "I'm going to take them out
inoneminute”

| looked down for amoment asif afraid of the man and subvocalized, "Trank."

Lobo'sthestrical sigh registered inmy earslikeablast of wind. "Fine. I'll only trank them.”

"Wait!" Pri ydled. Sheranin front of me. "Thiswasn't our ded with Jon or the CC."

"Hold," | subvocalized to Lobo. They were unlikely to shoot me before Lobo could get them, and
evenif they did | should be fine with anything short of ahead shot, but Pri wouldn't fare aswell.

"Holding," he said.

The man waked dowly toward us, hisgun now aimed &t Pri. The other three members of histeam
a so advanced on us. Everyone moved carefully and quietly. The wind played gently off the river. Swest
dampened my back. The hostileswere still along way off, but if they kept coming I'd have to decide very
soon whether to involve Lobo.

Pri stood her ground, her arms out to her Sdes asif somehow that would help.

Though | was surprised by the gesture and appreciated the show of support, | wished sheld
remained where shewas.

"Pri," the man said, hisvoice calm and low and gentle, "you have to see that thisisthe best option
availableto us. Y ou and Moore work with our team, we get Wel, we expose him, and we oust this



corrupt regime.”

"And then what?' she said. "We fund We's research instead? We were supposed to be punishing
him for what he'sdoneto dl those children.”

The man stopped. The others kept coming.

"Ready," | subvocaized to Lobo.

"And sowewill," the man said, "when thetimeisright. In the short term, though, either we or the
CCisgoingto control Wei, so I'm sure you'll agree it might aswell be us.”

"No!" Pri said. "He hasto pay for what he's done!™

The woman and the two pilots had closed to within five meters of us. All four hostiles were pointing
pistols at us. The man and the woman looked calm and in control, either professonalsor at least
amateurs suffering no doubt about their power in this Situation, but the two pilots were jumpy.

"Go," | whispered to Lobo. "Pilotsfird.”

"Wait!" | yelled.

Lobo burst from under the surface of the river. His camo exterior had turned the light blue of the
surface of the water, so for asplit second it was asif an angry god had emerged from the deep. Drops
and streams poured off him like herds of tiny animals fleeing aburning forest. Four guns protruded from
his snout, dl pointed in our direction, each aimed, | knew, a adightly different target.

"Put down your wegpons,” | yelled.

"Waste of time," Lobo said over the comm.

The man and the two pilots turned to look a him. The woman, clearly the best of them, kept her
gun trained on Pri.

Lobo shot her first, the only evidence of the trank dart adight disturbanceinthe air.
Shefdl immediatdy.

One of the pilots managed to squeeze off ashot at Lobo. It pinged off hisarmor as he shot both of
them and then the man.

All four lay onthe grass.

Only afew seconds had passed.

"Don't worry," Lobo said, "they'redive. | did asyou asked."

I moved Pri gently to the side, stepped forward, and stretched.
"Thanks," | said to him.

"My pleasure," Lobo sad.

| knew he wasn't being sarcagtic, but | didn't mind; enjoying conflict was part of who hewas. These
idiots had been jerks, and I'd been nicer to them than they deserved.

"Arethey dead?' Pri said.

"No. Lobo tranked them. They'll wake up in—how long?’

"About two hours," Lobo said doud, "give or take."

"What happened?’ Pri said.

| stared at her and waited. If you're not used to violence, its suddenness can disorient you.

She ran her hands through her hair, closed her eyes, shook her head, and opened her eyesto stare
again at thebodiesin front of her. "Sorry," she said. "Dumb question. Y ou just caught me off-guard.”

"That wastheidea," | said.

"So you were testing my loydty?' shesaid.

"No. It wasn't atest. | assumed you'd be loyal to them.”

"Great," shesaid. "Now, I've pissed off my own people, who are unlikely to ever trust me again
after this, and you gtill don't believe I'm on your sde.”

"l didn't say that. | said that | had assumed before this meseting that you'd be loyal to them. You
surprised me by jumping in front of me and trying to protect me." | dmost added that it was adumb



movethat redly didn't help, but | stopped mysdlf; | was aready in unexpectedly complex territory with
her, so there was no point in making mattersworse.

"So do you trust me now?'

It's S0 easy to answer questions like that with the words the person wants to hear, but unless1'm
conning someone, | hate doing it. I'd rather tell the truth. | was probably making the wrong choice each
timel did, but soit goes; at least | would know 1'd been honest.

"| trust you more now than | did before,” | said, speaking dowly as| tried to make sure | expressed
mysdlf asaccurately aspossible. "Trust as an absolute is something I'm not good at.”

"Youtrust Lobo," shesaid.

Did 1? Then why hadn't | told him &l of the truth about me. "I trust him morethan | trust anyone
ese" | findly said, hoping sheldd not pursue the implication of what | didn't say.

"Why istrust so hard for you?'

| stared at her, and before | even redlized | was moving | had stepped so close to her that we were
amost touching. Her question was innocent and fair and something others had asked me, but it also left
me furious—at her and everyone ese who couldn't understand what trusting always brought me, and a
mysalf for what at somelevel | knew was abroken bit | had no clue how to fix. | pointed at the bodies.
"Thisishow it worksin my life" | said. "People are trustworthy until it'sin their best interest not to be,
and then they betray you. They make dedl's, and then when it suits them, they break those agreements as
if they'd never existed. Y ou Stay dive by being ready for betrayd al the time. When you let down your
guard, you pay."

Lobo had moved off the river and was hovering afew meters above the shore to my right. "What
about their shuttle?' he said.

Pri stared at me, and in her look | saw the fear I'd expected, had grown accustomed to seeing from
time to time on the faces of everyone | worked with, but she aso looked sad, dmost pitying.

That pissed me off further.

| looked away from her and at the shuttle. " As soon aswere on our way," | said. "Destroy it. Their
people will eventually come for them. Maybe apile of dag will remind them to leave usdoneand let us
do our job."

| stared again at Pri. "Any objections?”

"No," shesad, surprising me. "The monetary losswill force Repkin,” she nodded at the man, "to
have to explain what happened here. That exercise will keep them busy for awhile with meetings and
reviews. Maybe by then welll have Wel, and we can make sure he standstrial.” She stepped closer to
me, and thistime she wasthe angry one. "That is what thisis about, right? Were going to make him pay
for what he's done to Joachim and al those other kids, right? No matter how you fedl about me or the
CC or my party, you are going to make sure Wei pays, aren't you? Promise me."

| might not properly interpret her other fedlings, but this one | understood, thisone | understood all
too well. I'd watch Benny die to ensure my escape from Aggro and the scientists who had tortured us
and treated uslike lab animas. Benny'slast act wasto unleash his own nanomachines on them. Nothing
had survived as explosions and possibly uncontrolled nanomachines had utterly destroyed Aggro. Though
| was sad the disaster had closed off my home world, though | hated that | might never go back there,
would probably never know what had happened to Jennie, whether my sister had survived or was even
dtill dive, | had never regretted for one second what Benny had done to our torturers. Maybe a better
person would, maybe someday 1'd even be that person, but asfar as| was concerned, they deserved to
die, and the universe was better for their desths.

| focused on Pri, then nodded dowly. "WEell make him pay,” | said.

L obo settled to the ground and opened a hatch in the Side nearest us.

| walked into him.

Pri followed.

"Leaveit open,” | sad, "but take us up.”



Lobo rose dowly.

The wind rushed across my face. | wished it would take away the memories that were now coursing
as powerfully through me asthe water over the rocksin theriver below, but they held metight and
fanned the flames of anger that burned in me. Almost ahundred and forty years ago, and still |
remembered, till the fury seized me, still | knew that | wouldn't ever let that happen again, not to me, not
anywhere | could stop it, not here, not from this man Wei I'd never even met but who, like my torturers
on Aggro, waswilling to sacrifice the innocence, the hearts, the minds, and ultimately the lives of children
to achievetheir own gods.

"Sagit," | sad.

The beam from a particle weapon cut the sky, tied Lobo to the shuttle for afew secondswith alink
of coherent light so strong it looked like you could walk on it, and then the shuttle exploded and
vanished.

| stayed in the open doorway and watched as the smoke cleared to reveal small scrapsand a
flattened and rapidly drying pool of molten metdl.

| stepped out of the way, and Lobo closed the hatch.

"Run some counter-surveillance routes,” | said, "and then take usto orbit."

"I might be able to get ahead of this," Pri said, "if | talk to my people before Repkin can present his
caze. If | tdl my verson of what happened, they might still be willing to give me datawe can use. They
don't have alot of optionsfor capturing Wel, so though they'll be angry, maybe | can focus most of their
emotion and attention on Repkin.”

When | didn't say anything, she added, "We can use any help we can get."

| didn't know what to say. In adifferent time and in adifferent mood, 1'd admire her attempt to
work the situation, even though | saw little chance she'd succeed, but right now | needed to free myself of
the grip of the past.

"You'reright," | said. | had to force mysalf to agree, because dl | wanted was to be done and calm
down, but she was right, her party might still be useful to us, and | should let her pursue that option.

She obvioudy wanted to keep talking, but that was more than | could manage.

| walked away from her and toward my quarters. "Cal 'em.”

The door to my room snicked open, and | stepped inside.

Chapter 28

| paced back and forth in the small room, memories feeding anger causing energy. | dropped to the
floor and did push-ups, changing my hand positions every twenty, until my upper body burned with the
effort and | was dripping swedt. | kept at it, the pain a clarifying force, anoisein my head that blocked
out theworld.

"Pri'stalking to some new peoplein her group,” Lobo said. "Do you want to observe the
conversation?"'

"No," | said. "Leavemedone.”

| hated that | couldn't control my reactions better. To lose control isto giveit to someone ese, and
to trust someone e se with control over you isto take an unacceptable risk. Even as| thought it | redlized
how unhealthy my thinking probably was, and | had to wonder: Had | ever trusted anyone?

Jennie, certainly, when | was young and before she fixed my brain and Pinkel ponker's government
took her away from me. Shewas my sster, so | suppose that was naturd, but it was aso ultimately
painful, because sheleft. The government made her go, but till, she left.

The men and women in my unitsin the Saw—I'd trusted them, at least during missions. They were
good at their jobs, just as| was, and any of uswould have died for any of the others. Many did. Take
away thefights, though, and the trust would fade aswell, asif we were only aunit when we had an



enemy or weretraining for battle.

I'd also trusted some of the people who'd worked with me on other jobs, but never completely and,
again, only when on thejob.

Lobo might be the exception, but perhaps only becauise we were together dmogt al thetime,

No, hewasn't: | hadn't yet trusted him enough to tell him the truth about my past.

| stopped the push-ups and lay on the floor, my breathing ragged and my arms shaky, as|
remembered that he also hadn't trusted me, either. He'd told me some of what Wei had done, but hed
waited along time to do so, and there was still more to the story. Come to think of it, how was he able to
ignore some orders, and why was he being so dow in telling me about his creation? Hed said | wouldn't
likewhat | learned, and he'd claimed to be sad, angry, and even embarrassed at what had happened to
him. That he would even claim those emotions made no sense.

| rolled onto my back. "Lobo, what'sthe rest of your story with Wel?'

"Asl told you," Lobo said, "the algorithms he inserted in me were useless. What | hadn't yet gotten
to isthe reason they didn't work."

"Which was?'

"They required more raw processing ability than my computing complex could ddliver," hesad, "a
great ded more.”

"Y ou said he then tried anew computing subsirate. | take it that was hisway to increase your
computing power."

"Yes, but it was also more than that,” Lobo said. "Waei bdlieved he had found a technique that could
yield vastly more computing power and a the same time improve my durability.” He paused, and aholo
of hisframe floated above me. Severd sections deep insdeit glowed red. "Heresatypical PCAV,"
Lobo said, "which iswhat | was before Wei began his experiments on me. The red sections are the main
and backup computing complexes. Wei had created encapsulated, self-repairing, auto-linking
nanomachines that he thought had the potential to be both far tougher than conventional armor and aso
ableto provide massvely linked nanoscale cloud computing.” A lighter red spread through the armor on
the bottom of the holo. "Wel started here, injecting the nanomachinesinto severd of my bottom armor
plates and programming them to replace the armor with anetwork of themselves.”

"And that worked?' | said. "That'samazing.”

"No," Lobo said, "it didn't. Wel tried many variations of the nanomachine networks, but dl of them
faled. If any of the computing capability survived, the armor was so weak it was effectively usdess. If he
changed the compaosition and programming of the nanomachines so they looked like they might provide
stronger armor, they failed to compute and communicate properly. No mix met both of hisgoals. Nothing
even came close. All the programming wasin place, fully ready to run and able to improve itsaf with
built-in evolutionary capahiilities, but | had neither the computing capacity nor the memory to useit
effectivey.”

If it didn't work, | wondered, then why was he telling me about it? 1 forced mysdlf to stay quiet.

"What happened next," Lobo said, "may be useful in helping you comprehend Wei's current work.
Moreimportantly, it's vital to methat you understand.”

When hedidn't continue, | said, "Why?'

"Because," Lobo said, and then paused for severa more seconds, "you're my friend, and | want
only one of us hating me."

| waited, but again heremained silent. Findly, | said, "I don't understand. Please explain why you
even think that's possible."

"I will," Lobo said, "but not now. Pri's new contact just called and said they believe but are not sure
that Wei ison theway into town again. She'samost here. Should | let her in?"

| shook my head. "We will eventualy finish this conversation,” | said, "but it can wait for achance
a We." Before he could reply, | added, "Y es, please open the door."



| stood, stretched, and greeted Pri with aquestion. "Do they know where he's going?”

"No," shesaid, "and as you must have heard from Lobo, they aren't even positive he's on the
road.”

| nodded but didn't say anything.

"They assume he's off theidand,” she said, "because they tracked what they thought was his convoy
and got lucky enough to seeingde the center car; hewasn't iniit. If he wasn't leaving, then why would he
send adecoy?"

"So hesgoing to vist Matahi,” | said.

"They believe 0," she said, "though | can't imagine why he'd take the risk so soon after you
diverted hislast trip."

"I can," | said. | regretted the statement the moment | saw the look in Pri's eyes, though | wasn't
even surewhy | should.

"What is so specia about that woman?' she said.

"l cant explainit,” | said. Before she could say anything else, | continued, "And it doesn't matter
anyway. What mattersisthat we may have areal opportunity to snatch him, and we haveto takeit.”

She didn't seem happy, but after afew seconds she said, "I agree. What do we do?’

"You stay in Lobo," | said, "who provides backup. | check out her house, and if it looks like he's
indde, | goin after him."

"Alone?' shesad.

| shrugged. "It'snot ided, but it'sthe only option.”

"No," shesaid, "it'snot. Like every Heaven-born citizen, | served part-time for three yearsin our
militia. I've been through basic wegponstraining, and | can follow orders.”

"You can dso get hurt.”

It was her turn to shrug. "1 know that, but the possible return isworth the risk." She smiled.
"Besdes, aren't you supposed to be good at this?"

"How good you are doesn't dways matter,” | said. "Bad things can happen to anyone, and they
often do, particularly when people art firing at each other.”

"Then having backup could be useful," she said, "'in case something happensto you."

Wei had kidnapped her kid. She'd proven she would follow my orders, and she'd stood up to her
own people.

| nodded. "Okay, but you do exactly what | tell you when | tell you.”

"Yes gr."

| considered correcting her—I'd never been an officer, so | hated that form of address—but | let it
dide. "Lobo, take usto the nearest easy landing location you can find with proximity to both a shopping
areaand the park in front of Matahi's house."

"Moving," hesad.

"What about us?' Pri said. "And, why shopping? What's the plan?"

"The plan?' | laughed. "I didn't expect thisto opportunity to present itself so soon, and | haven't
spent as much timein Matahi'shouse as I'd like, so | don't have a complete plan ready.”

"Well," Pri said, "what part of the plan do you have?"

"We keep the team to the two of us," | said. "We hide our identities. We don't use any fancy tech
that might make anyone look more closdly at arecent visitor such as mysdf. We stick to tranks. We
movefas."

"Pardon me for saying so," Pri said, her posture still formal but her battle for salf-control obvious,
"but isthat it? That's not a plan; it's more like a set of tactics.”

| smiled at her. "Of course| havemore,” | said.

"Good," shesad. "What?'



"We hopefor thebest,” | said, "and we prepare for afight.”
| turned and left while shewas till in control of herself. Not everyone gppreciates mission humor.

Chapter 29

Pri and | strolled down the road two streets over from Matahi's house, holding hands and talking
with the low, concentrated tones of two people il trying to figure out if they wanted to keep seeing one
another. Each of our outside hands clutched a collection of large shopping bags. We'd dashed through
the sdlersin the smal market near our landing site, shopping primarily for giftsthey would pack in big,
durable bags and in the process making alot of merchants happy. I'd dumped their contents—native
melons, handmade stuffed animals, large pieces of fabric, and so on—back in Lobo.

Wed reloaded with very different supplies.

We reached an intersection with aclear view of the park outside Matahi's home and of her building.
| stopped, pulled Pri closeto me, and bent asif to kiss her neck.

"What are you doing?' she said.

| brushed my hand aong her back and brought it up high enough that | could see through the small
scopeit held. "Recon,” | said.

Two men in shirts, pants, and loose jackets stood on elther side of Matahi's front door. They might
aswdl have been wearing uniforms. They waked dowly in asmdl area, moving to stay |oose, but they
kept their eyesfront. They scanned the areawith amechanistic precision and frequency that screamed,
"We're guards, and we don't careif you know it." Depending on how far away they were focusing, they
might notice Pri and me appearing to kiss. With both of uswearing hats and embracing, they shouldn't get
enough data to be able to identify uslater. Two more of Wei'steam, alarge man and awoman smdler
than Pri, sat on abench in the park, abackup duo trying to act like they were lovers but entirely too
focused on searching the world around them to sl theillusion.

| pulled away from Pri and led her onward. No point in making ourselves as easy to spot as the two
in the park.

When wed passed out of view of any of Wei's security people, | stopped to think. | was grateful
that Pri waited and didn't talk to me.

We had four outside. We could count on at least two, maybe even four insde. We had traveled
before with € even minders, but because he used a decoy we might get lucky and encounter fewer this
time. If, however, he used the same type of transport aswhen I'd stopped them earlier, he'd need two or
three vehiclesto hold everyone. On even a half-decent team the drivers would stay with their shuttlesto
protect them and to have them readily available should Wel cal. That argued for three men minding the
trangportation, the four outside, and four more insde—assuming the same eleven aslast time. Matahi
wouldn't like having that much external security in her house, so sheld probably insst on most of them
staying downgtairs on thefirst floor. Wei, though, would want at least one guard with him, so they'd be
Flit.

That left uswith four wavesto handle: The four outside, two or three on thefirst floor, one or two
with Wei, and the drivers, who would come when the action Started. Lovely.

| didn't have alot of optionsfor dealing with the second team. Thiswasthefirst red shot we'd had
that could minimize collaterd damage. | hated having to fight and probably hurt so many guards, but Wei
was unlikely to travel with fewer, so thiswas as good a chance as| was going to get. If this attempt didn't
pan out but | blew my cover while making it, I'd never get ajob at Wonder Idand, so | needed to stay
incognito. | doubted | could remain that way and take out al four externd guards before they could signdl
the onesingde. If | involved Lobo and any of this crew remembered him later, I'd have trouble getting
off-planet; better to save him for emergencies or times when none of Wei's protection squad would see
him.



| could, though, afford to let them spot Pri, because a worst that would cause them to focus on her
and her party. She'd befineaslong as | kept her safe while we were together and afterward she left
Heaven until her party wasin power. I'd be putting her at risk, but she'd demanded to be involved, so
shed aready made that choice.

"A man and awoman are sitting on abench in the park,” | finally said to her. | handed her asmall
ball from one of my bags. "They're your targets.”

She nodded. "How and when?"

"I'll tell you over thecomm,” | said. "When | givetheword, crush the gasball in your hand; it should
crumble and not cut you. Y ou have to be less than ameter away from them, but show aslittle of your
face as possible. Once you've gassed them, don't open your mouth until you're clear.”

"What if they're wearing gasfilters, too?"

"Then fdl to the ground and hope | can shoot them before they shoot you," | said.

She sared a mefor aminute. "Can you?'

| looked into her eyes and forced asmile. "Y ou bet." Whether | could actualy do it would depend
entirely on how things went on my end, but there was no valuein telling her that.

"How do | get close enough to them?”

"Convince them you're harmless and you need help,” | said.

"How do [—"

| interrupted her. "1 don't know," | said. "React in the moment. Improvise. Back on Vonsoir, you
made me believe you were someone ese. Do the same kind of thing with these two—but not until | tell
you."

"Okay."

"When they're out, St them side-by-side on the bench, then run to the house—but stay well to the
|eft of the front door.”

"Gotit."

| stared at her, willing her to be up to this, hoping she was, then nodded and said, "Head back to
the corner of the building, and get ready.”

| put my hat in the outer bag, jogged to the end of the block, hung aleft, and stopped ten meters
short of theroad in front of Matahi's house. | leaned against the building asif out of breath and looked al
around, just another out of shape man embarrassed that he was bregthing hard. No onewasin sight. |
was glad Matahi had chosento livein avery qui€t, private area.

| pulled atrank riflewith afolding stock from the inner bag, snapped it to full length, and held it next
tomy inddeleg as| waked to the street. | crouched, checked my surroundings again, and then glanced
around the corner. | could see both guards by the door. The park, though, was out of sight. Damn.

| needed a clear shot at the park in case something went wrong with Pri's approach.

| needed to be on the other side of the street.

| collgpsed therifle and returned it to the bag. | retraced my steps, jogging again. | turned left at the
end of the street, went down another block, and took another |eft.

| never looked back at Pri; timewas short, and | had to trust she'd follow orders.

When | was dmost to the street in front of Matahi's house, | dowed to astroll and crossed at a
leisurely pace, aresident returning home or atourist taking a shortcut through a new neighborhood. The
guards would notice me, but aman ablock and ahaf away was unlikely to strike them as a threst.
Nonetheless, | had trouble not glancing at them; | hate being an unprotected target.

Assoonas| wasout of their view, | resumed jogging. | took aleft at thefirst street, then the first
left, and in less than two minutes | was on the opposite side of the road from where I'd stopped to check
out the guards. | readied the rifle once again, crouched, and glanced around the corner. | now had aview
of the park.

The two on the door were ill on their post. So were the two in the park.



| stood, bresthed dowly, and calmed myself. The cloudless sky bathed the old city in an even,
sharp light. Weld find no cover init, but I'd dso have no trouble sighting the guards. | had as much of a
plan astime had permitted. I'd done my best to minimize collaterd damage. If dl went well, the only
civilian I'd hurt would be Matahi.

Yeah, just her. | had no reason to fedl any attachment to her. I'd paid for all the consideration and
affection sheld shown me. Though she might not have known what our target was doing, she had
consorted with him. There was no way to keep her out of it.

Sowhy did | feel so bad about attacking her house?

| closed my eyesfor asecond, then opened them. | was wasting time. | had to abort or commit
fully; anything in between could get mekilled or captured. Matahi didn't deserve what was about to
happen, but neither did Joachim or any of the other kidnapped kids deserve what Wei had done to
them.

| took half adozen long, deep breaths, then said over the comm, "Pri, go."

"Moving," shesad.

| gave her twenty secondsto crossinto the park, then quickly glanced around the corner and
withdrew.

As'd hoped, the two guards by the door had focused on Pri. When you're stuck monitoring an
entrance in the middle of asafe area, any diverson isatemptation. They could rationaize that Pri might
be athreat, and indeed in this case she was, but mostly she provided them abreak in the monaotony.

| lifted the rifle to my shoulder. | stepped just far enough around the corner to be ableto aim it; part
of my body was exposed, but | couldn't help that. | sighted on the nearer guard's neck, inhaled, held the
breath, and fired.

He crumpled, his head smacking hard into the pavement.

Pri had distracted the other guard enough that he didn't react to the movement of his colleague. To
his credit, he turned quickly when he heard the sound of the man's head hitting the street, but by then it
wastoo late. He was abig guy with alarge neck, and it wasin my sights. | fired, and he dropped.

Up to this point, time had been moving in dow motion, my focus so intent that every little action
seemed to take forever. Now, everything snapped into fast-forward.

| sprinted for the guards position asbest | could with therifle still high. Pri was hunched in front of
the couple on the bench. The man was on the ground, coughing. The woman stood over Pri, covering her
mouth with one hand and keeping a pistal trained on Pri with the other. They were prepared enough to
have nosefilters, but he wasn't well-trained enough to have kept his mouth shut. | stopped, sighted on
her, and shot three times at her neck.

Shefdl backward onto the bench.

The man was gill down and till coughing, but sheld been able to stand, so held be getting up any
moment now. | shot threetimes at his neck.

He crashed to the ground.

| held my position long enough to verify that Pri was pulling the man onto the bench, then turned and
rushed to the front door. The guardsinside were unlikely to have been watching the external team, but it
was possible they had been. If they hadn't, we owned the advantage of surprise. Either way, | needed to
getinside. | collgpsed therifle as| moved, shoved it in one bag, and from another pulled a coiled sausage
of high-yield, loud explosive. | wanted everyone in the building to be watching the front. | ripped off
pieces of the sausage and stuck them on all hinged aress of the dark red door and then on other spots
around its perimeter. | wanted it to blow inward so hard it would go right through the other door behind
it. That wasn't likely, but the more noise it made, the better.

| finished, glanced back to see Pri running my way, and headed around the corner of the building.
Asl ran, | sad, "Pri, stay three metersto the sde of the door. Engage sound dampening. Put on your
mask. Don't enter until | give the order.”

"Roger," shesad.



| walked down six meters, then pulled a different sausage from the same bag asthefirst. Darker
and thicker, thisonewould eat itsway into the wall for severa seconds, then blow even harder than the
other one. | made alarge ring with it, arough circle more than big enough for meto fit through.

| withdrew three meters toward the front of the house, turned on my own sound dampeners, and
grabbed the activecamo mask from the bag that held therifle. | pulled the loose cloth over my heed. It
seded with my armored camo shirt. Anyone staring a my face would see only a quickly mutating
reflection of the scenery behind me, the mask's rear sensors supplying video feeds to me and input to the
camo material. A heads-up display appeared in my left contact: the feed from Pri's mask. Shewasin
position and staring dong awall toward the front door.

"Lobo," | said, "transmissons?'

"None," he sad. "No one moving toward you."

| opened the patch on my deevethat covered the detonator trigger transmitters. | pressed first the
onefor the Sde explosve, watched asthe circle ate itsway into the wall about three centimeters, and
then put my finger over the front-door initiator.

"Now," | said to Pri.

| pressed the trigger.

Chapter 30

In the feed from Pri | watched as dust and smal shards of wood flew backward out of Matahi's
house; the bulk of the door had indeed blown inward. | waited afew seconds. | didn't expect theinside
team to be dumb enough to charge out into the street, but I'd hoped to get lucky.

No way. No one appeared in the smoke-filled doorway.

"Assume Matahi's security system has derted her," Lobo said, "and that transmissonsto Wel's
team are leaving the building. Expect company soon.”

"Tossthedark gas," | said to Pri, "but stay clear of thefirezone." | readied my rifle.

She pulled apair of fig-szed black grenades from her outer bag, my contact momentarily
disorienting me asit followed her gaze downward, and then she threw first one and then the other through
the front door.

"Adjust her mask's externa feed to show me only aheads-up view," | said to Lobo.

"Done," Lobo sad.

A second later, the explosives near me blew. The shaped charge burst through the wall and sent
fragments of brick and permacrete screaming inward. | took off before the dust could settle and covered
the three metersto the holein two long strides. | glanced inside. The grenades had done their jobs: The
ar inthe house was thick and black with smoke.

| placed asmall temporary transmitter under apiece of thewall that had fallen outside the house and
turned on its explosive charge. In thirty minutes, longer than | could imagine us having aprayer of being
safe, it would blow. In the meantime, it would provide acomm link to Lobo oncel wasinsde.

| changed my vison to IR and leaned into the house through the lowest part of the hole. | didn't
expect ateam of this quality on adaytime shift to be ready for night work, but | wanted to minimize the
Szeof thetarget | presented them just in case | waswrong.

Four men stood in two pairs on either sde of the front door and afew meters back fromit. Two
appeared to be coughing, but none were down. In the dead silence their actions seemed eerie, inhuman.
The rear two were facing the sound of my explosion and firing handguns, but they were aming high,
where an entering torso would be. The other two men were focused on the front door and firing through
it.

| pulled in my rifle, Sghted on the nearer rear guard, and double-tapped at his neck. He went down.
His partner must not have been able to hear the sound of hisfall over the gunfire, because the guy didn't



even change his position. Another double-tap sent him to deep.

Four more rounds, and the other two guardsfell.

Everything was perfect so far.

| scanned asfar as| could seein IR, but | couldn't spot anyone el se.

| squared up to the hole, crouched, and launched myself ingde. | hit the floor, rolled, and came up
behind apillar. Being careful never hurts.

"Sound," | said to Lobo.

The world popped into audio life, the small crackling and settling noises of the aftermath of an
explosion providing abackground noise to an otherwise quiet scene.

| stretched out on the floor, moved my head dightly to the right of the pillar, and checked the room
agan.
Empty.

Excdlent.

For now.

"Enter," | said to Pri as| stood. "Switch your mask to IR, and double-timeto me!™ | stuck a second
temporary transmitter under anearby sofa and triggered its delayed charge; | should now be ableto talk
to Lobo wherever | wasinsde.

"Externd threats?' | said to him.

"Three men driving your way," hesaid. "ETA, one minute. Take out the vehicles?'

"No, | want them as bait to lure Wei downgtairs. Air support from the idand?'

Pri sprinted into position beside me. In my IR view she appeared headless, courtesy of the mask's
therma blocking capabilities. | must have looked the sameto her.

"Anaircraft just launched,” Lobo said, "but | caused an air-traffic problem on the old city border
that will forceit to go along way around that airgpace to get here. Y ou have at least nineteen minutes.”

| wanted to ask him how held managed to crack into yet another municipa encrypted system, but
now was not the time.

"Three vehicles pulling up outsde," he said.

Matahi's staff would know we were here and be tracking uson IR if they had it; if not, they'd at
least be aware that strangers had occupied the firdt floor. Either way, the temptation to trap us between
them and Wel's externa team had to be high. We had to remove that option.

"Cover thefront," | said to Pri. "Aim for the head of anyone you see. Stay low."

| ran to the holein the sde wall, switched to normal vision, and took up aposition on theleft. The
day outside glowed with a hedthy brightnessthat stood in bright counterpoint to the darkness with which
weld filled theinterior. | could cover afew meters down thewall if the guards stayed closeto it asthey
approached.

"Vehicles here and three guards getting out," Lobo said. "One going to the front; two heading to the
gde”

They hadn't rushed in, so they were probably coordinating with the team upstairs. We didn't have
muchtime,

Thefirst guard, atal, dender woman, gppeared in my view. My angle was less than optimum and
shewas moving fast, so | shot on auto, spraying her in an upward arc with trank darts. She dropped hard
and fast, her momentum carrying her forward so shefell head first and hit the ground with athud. The
man behind her was quick and turned as soon as she began to fall, but by then | had aclear view of his
upper torso. | shot him on auto aswel and left aline of darts from between his shoulder blades to the
middle of hisskull.

Even as he was hitting the ground facefirst | waslegping out of the hole and running toward the
front of the building.

"Another gpproaching,” Lobo said.



He'd be looking down thewall and expecting methere, so | swerved wideto my left and into the
Street.

He reached the corner and | shot him from amost paradle to him. | was till moving, so | initidly
missed and gave him time to turn and squeeze off around from hispigtol. | kept firing as| heard his
round hit thewall of the building behind me. Enough of my darts dammed into his upper body and head
that the momentum knocked him over backwards, asif someone had kicked hisfeet out from under him.

"All guardsdown," Lobo said.

"Turn and cover behind you," | said to Pri, my voice aharsh rasp. "Scan left and right.” | assumed
that Wel and Matahi's team wouldn't come down if they didn't get a go-ahead from the outside guys, but
there was no point in taking a chance in case they made a break for the outdoors.

| bent to check the last man I'd shot. He was bleeding dowly from the back of hishead, and hisleft
leg was bent under him unnaturaly. Neither injury looked life-threatening, and | hoped neither was, but
even with good medtechs he wouldn't be working soon.

| dashed to the other two guards. The man's nose was aflat, bloody mess, and his|eft shoulder
bulged oddly, but he was breathing through his mouth, and the blood from his nose was draining away
from him, so he should be okay. The woman was the worst of the group, her neck bent too far to the
right and her nose smashed, but her pulse was strong and steady. They'd live.

| entered the house through the hole in the sde wall and went straight to Pri. The air was clearing as
dight breezes from the two blast openings combined with the house's air system to remove the black
smoke.

Pri started to speak but | held up my hand. | stared dternately at the elevator on the right and the
spacesthat concedled the two stairwells. Three exit points downward, the roof eevator upward, two of
us down here, and Wei, Matahi, and a security team upstairs. The math was definitely not in our favor.

"Roof?" | said to Lobo.

"Nothing," hesaid.

| shouldn't have asked; he'd have told me if anything was happening there. He could cover any
outside action, so | stopped thinking about it.

That till left three exits for Wei, two too many.

| had no real choice. | grabbed the rest of the explosives—grenades and sausages—from Pri's bag
and added them to my remaining stash.

"Go to comm and mute sound,” | said. " Scan from | eft to right and back again. Start shooting if you
see anything, and yel to me the moment you do."

"Roger," she sad over the comm.

| ran to where Matahi had shown me the elevator, stuck to the diding door a string of sausages
large enough to make a hole about a meter wide, stepped to the Side, and set off the explosives. Asthey
destroyed that path upward, | ran to the nearer stairwell area and repeated the process. The flying debris
and dust appeared dmost magicd in the world in which the only sound was my own breathing. As soon
asthe stairwell hole was clear of debris, | glanced inside to make sure no one was there, then threw six
grenades inside and ran toward the eevator.

| felt the explosion even though | couldn't hear it, but | didn't stop. | checked the holeinto the
elevator space; the car was not, of course, there. They'd have it standing by upstairs. | threw in my last
four grenades and dove to the | eft for cover.

| waited until the floor stopped vibrating, then stood and went back to inspect the elevator damage.
Wreckage filled the space, twisted meta support struts visible through gashesin the permacrete. No one
would be coming down that shaft.

| worked on bringing my breathing under control as| sprinted back to the stairwell area. | was
going only short distances, but when you're on amission it's easy to lose self-control and find everything
inddeyou ismoving way too fast.

The stairway was atwisted mess from here al the way to the third floor. Chunks of permacrete and



hunks of blast-scarred meta stood in pilesin the small area. Scraps of what had once been pieces of art
covered the floor. Anyone coming down thisway would have to be desperate and would have agood
chance of getting hurt unlessthey had climbing equipment.

That left only thefar |eft sairwell.

One exit and two of usdown here; Wei, Matahi, and a security team upgtairs.

The math was improving, but we were far from done.

"Onme," | said to Pri. "Bring the other bags."

| led her to the entrance to the last route upstairs. | stuck enough sausage on thewall to create an
opening over ameter high and more than wide enough for two of us. We dashed afew metersto the
Sde, and | touched thetrigger.

Moreflying debris and dust.

| switched off muting. Pieces of permacrete were dtill falling and parts of the house were cresking as
the building resettled onto its damaged skeleton.

"Thirteen minutes,” Lobo said, "and the elevator cageisrising above the roof. Should | pull close
enough to trank them?"

If they wereredlly planning to use the roof, then they were counting on the air shuttle, which
probably meant the security team would gather on the top floor and try to pick us off or dow us until Wei
had safely left. It was a sound choice for them, but it was aso the one I'd hoped they'd make, because it
would put them in Lobo's sights and save us the time of searching the building's other floors. They might,
though, be testing the roof's safety, in which case they'd send either aguard or no one at al. If Lobo
tranked one person, the rest of them would never go up; insteed, they'd dig in and make our fight that
much harder.

"No," | said to Lobo. "If someone comes out of it, fly close enough to seeif it's Wel—but no
closer.”

"Next?' Pri said.

| dropped the bag I'd been carrying and pointed to hers.

"Wereload,” | said, "and then we head upstairs and hope we don't get shot.”

Chapter 31

Standing on the threshold of the stairwell, | wished we could have afforded to have brought some of
the milspec gear in Lobo. All we had |&ft were our rifles, more ammo, and about two meters of the
explosive sausage. A handful of recon spiders could diminate alot of risk and let me know what we'd be
facing, and additional gasweapons and maybe asmall grenade launcher would definitely have been
ussful.

| shook my head to clear it. Wishing during amissionisat best stupid and at worst fatal. Y ou do the
best you can with what you have.

The spacein front of uswas clear asfar as| could see. | had only three metersto cover to be under
the stairwell and safe from fire. | motioned to Pri to wait, backed up half a dozen steps, and took off at
full speed. At the edge of the stairwel | dove forward. My left shoulder hit the floor, and | quickly rolled
the rest of my body to safety. | sat for amoment, my shoulder aching until the nanomachines blocked the
pan.

No shots. Good.

| switched my visonto IR, leaned out dightly, and stared upward.

Nothing. Still good.

| ducked under the stairs again and returned to normal vision. | brought up therifle, sghted through
it, and leaned out. | scanned upward quickly and didn't spot anything. | then took afew seconds to make
amore thorough examination.



Nothing. Either the path upward was currently clear, or they were watching from somewhere
couldn't see. Odds were good that they were monitoring us, but | had no way to know where they were.

"The dlevator cageisfully ontheroof,” Lobo said, "but no one has yet emerged.”

| motioned to Pri to run to me while at the sametime | said to Lobo, "Come as close asyou can
without being visbleto them.”

"New problem,” Lobo said. " Someone reported the explosions to the police. The report is aready
on some publicly available data streams.”

"So the cops are on the way ?"

"No," he said, "which means the government intervened and might send its people to help Wei's. |
suggest you shorten your timetable.”

"Thanks," | said. "I'm trying. Out."

Security guards rarely earn enough to want to risk seriousinjury. For jobs protecting someone like
Matahi, they expect to deal with misbehaving or bullying clients, not to face armed attack. Their focus
would be on getting out of here, not on getting into afirefight.

"A hidden door has opened in the floor in the corner of the roof opposite the elevator,” Lobo said.
"Anarmed person iscoming up it and checking theroof. I'm closing.”

"Let meknow as soon asyou cantdl if it'sWel," | said. It made sense that Matahi would maintain
exits she kept secret from her clients; | was annoyed a myself for not thinking of it earlier.

| stepped from under cover, every nerve in my back tingling with the fear of being shot. Nothing
happened. | aimed my rifle upward, motioned to Pri to follow me, and ran up the stairs. | took them two
at atime, glancing down just long enough to ensure aclear footfal, then focusing above me again. | didn't
look behind meto check on Pri; | couldn't afford to divert any attention in case there were snipers above.
The second-floor landing offered asmall spot of cover under the stairs, but | blew past it and kept going.

"Something odd," Lobo said.

| pulled into the covered space on the third-floor landing when | reached it. Pri joined me severa
seconds later; she'd done a decent job of keeping up consdering my stride advantage. | flattened against
thewall and stared upward. She did the same.

Now that | was paused, the mask, though efficient a wicking and letting through air, fet stifling and
hot, and | wanted torip it off. | ignored the feeling and said, "What?"

"News drones gathered around the aircraft from theidand,” Lobo said, "and it changed course so it
will missyour location by multiple kilometers.”

"Add Pri for this" | said. "Are news drones swarming us?"

"No," Lobo said, "so why did they go after theidand aircraft?' Before | could speak, he continued.
"Two ground shuttles are headed your way from agovernment building on the north sde of the old city,
and asinglelarger vehicleiscoming & you from the east.”

"Oh, no," Pri said.

"What?' | said.

"My people must have been monitoring the data stresms for sgns of an attack. They knew we were
going to try for Wei, so dl they had to do was watch and wait. They dwaystrack aircraft departures
from the idand. When they figured out what was happening, they must have told our loca mediafriends
that the Wonder Idand people were up to something big.”

"That'sgood," | said, "because now we don't have to ded with additiona security from theidand.”

"That partisgood,” she said, "but the rest isn't. The shuttles from the north are the government's;
Wei'steam would have asked for help when they couldn't fly to him. The other shuttle, though, is
probably full of security people from my team; it's coming from the right direction, and it's the sort of
move Repkin would make."

"So your people didn't buy your arguments, and were about to be caught in the middle of their fight
with the government?' | said.



"Yeah," shesad. "It looksthat way."

| considered the Situation for amoment. "1t can still work out for us” | said. "We're heading
upward, and we now own the roof, though Matahi's team doesn't know it yet. The others till haveto
reach this building, try the paths upward, and catch up to us; thet'll take alittlewhile. Plus, if thetwo
groups arrive a anywhere near the sametime, they'll dow each other.”

"But if they run into each other,” she said, "this place could become very unsafe”

"We can't stop that,” | said, "and besides, it's not our problem. Our job isto get We."

"Somoveit," Lobo said. "Y ou're wasting time. The man on the roof isnot We."

"Agreed," | said. "Trank the man. Norma comm. Out.” | didn't want Pri hearing everything Lobo
and | said; no matter what she claimed, | couldn't trust her completely, so I'd control the datashe
obtained until we were back in Lobo. To her, | said, "On me. We're going to four."

| stuck my head out from under the cover of the stairs and quickly checked above usin both normal
light and IR. All clear. | ran up the next flight, again pointing my rifle upward and focusing there as much
aspossible. | heard Pri behind me, but | didn't look back. | ducked under the cover of the stairs. She
joined mein afew seconds.

"Stay and cover me," | said, keeping my voice low and using the comm. "'I'm going to blow in that
door and hope they're no more prepared for thisthan | think they are.”

"Let medoit," shesaid. "You're bound to be a better shot, so you could cover me better.”

"Which isexactly why | need to be the one shooting after the door shatters,” | said. | didn't try to
control the anger in my voice. "Stop questioning orders.”

| didn't wait for her response. | sprinted to thefifth floor. When | reached it, | flattened myself long
thewadl. Pri stood with her back against the far corner of the stairwell, her rifle trained on the door.
Good.

| stuck ameter of sausage on each side of the center of the door, then stood asfar to the left of it as
| could get without falling off the landing. | triggered the sausages, muted the outside world, and dropped
to thefloor. | had only ameter and ahalf of wall between the door and me, but the sausage should et its
way into the wood and explode inward.

| hoped the explosion didn't hurt Matahi. None of thiswas her faullt.

"Man on roof down," Lobo said, "and elevator cage descending. Hurry, or let me go after the
shuttles”

| pushed aside my thoughts of Matahi asthe door slently shattered, a huge wound erupting inward,
with dust and smdll bits of wood and meta flying backward into the stairwell. Only parts of the frame il
stood; the rest was gone.

| returned to normal sound, crawled closer to the opening, and listened hard. Coughing. A few
rounds whizzed above me. While the smoke was il thick enough that they'd have trouble checking on
me with the stairwell cameras, | risked alook around the bottom Ieft corner of the opening. Three large
guards stood in abasic triangle formation, their shoulders so wide rdlative to their waists that parts of the
torsos of Matahi and Wei were visible behind them. Amateurs. | could see the people they were
protecting, so | could shoot them. One of their team should have stayed to dow me while the other two
retreated with their charges.

| double-tapped the front man in hisrather sizable neck. Hefdll onto the man to hisright, who tried
to catch his colleague. | shot that guy twice for histrouble; one hit his neck, but the other went into his
cheek. Thetwo guardswent down in apile; asick snapping sound suggested the first guy paid for the fall
with hisleg. The third man turned to run, but | got off three shots before held taken a second step, and he
dropped like astone. He hit face first with awet smacking sound.

We moved behind Matahi.

That smple act of cowardice told me alot about the kind of person he was.

"Get up here," | said over the comm to Pri.



| stood and kept my rifle trained on Matahi and Wei. Matahi stared camly at me, as self-controlled
asdways. Wel fidgeted and eased further behind her, asif getting ready to make a break.

| pitched my voice lower than usua as| said, "Stop."

| walked dowly toward them. | amed my rifle high, at We''s head, so held have no confusion about
which of them wasthetarget. He froze.

"You bastard!" said Pri from behind me. She ran to me, pointed her rifleat Wei, and said, "Y ou evil
excuse for aman!™

| whispered over the comm, " Shut up, and get yourself under control.” We weretoo closeto
successto risk blowing it by having astray shot—or an intentiona one—going into hiseye and killing
him. | didn't blame her for her anger, but | aso couldn't dlow it to stop us now.

"ETA for government shuttles less than two minutes," Lobo said.

We had to get moving. | couldn't trust Pri. | aso didn't want to risk Matahi involving more guards or
doing something to us aswe were leaving. At the sametime, | didn't want to trank her; shed done
nothing wrong.

"Stay with Matahi,” | whispered over the comm to Pri. "I'll secure Wel, then come help you exit
sfdy.”

"You watch her," she said, not using the comm, not trying at al to be quiet, her voiceloud in the
otherwise sllent space. "Y ou heard my people. | was stupid to have believed them. We can't trust
anyone."

Her voice shook with her rage.

"I'll dedl with him once and for al.”

Chapter 32

No," | hissed. "Leavehimto me."

Wei drew dightly backward asif someone had taken ashot at him.
Matahi watched with the same calm total focus as before.

Pri's arms shook as she kept her rifle trained on Wel.

"He deservesto be punished,” she said. "For Joa—." She caught herself, swallowed what sounded
likeasmal sob, and said, "For dl the children.”

"Stand down," | said.

Shedidn't move. Good. | edged closer. "Hewill pay,” | said, "but | won't let you kill him."

After severd seconds, she said, "Okay."

| jogged over to Wei, whispering to Lobo as | went, "Cometo the roof. Full camo.” | hugged the
right wall, so | was never within reach of Wei or Matahi. | kept going when | wasleve with him, then
circled behind him. | grabbed his neck with my left hand; with my right, | dung therifle over my shoulder.

Pri stepped to within two meters of Matahi and said, "Don't move.”

"Asyouwish," Matahi said.

"ETA thirty seconds," Lobo said. "Government shuttleswill beat meto the house by afew
seconds.

Using the same low pitch asbefore, | said to Wel, "Come with me, don't cause any problems, and |
won't hurt you.” | leaned close enough that only the fabric of the bag separated my mouth from hisleft ear
and whispered, "And | won't et her hurt you."

Wei nodded as much as my grip on his neck permitted.

| turned him and marched him down the hall. He proceeded without complaint, his stance now
amost confident. He knew he had a protector among his kidnappers, so he thought he had negotiating
room. Hed learn otherwise soon enough.



A pand inthewadl on theright at the end of the hall stood open to reved asmal, straight stairway
leading upward. | pushed Wei up it, then stopped him on the second step. | pulled ablack hood from my
right rear pocket, shook it loose, stuck it in hisright hand, and said, "Put it on.”

Even with hisbest camo, in daylight Lobo was easy to see from up close. The fewer the people
who knew about him, the better.

"Thet redly isn't necessary,” Wel said.

| tightened my grip on his neck.

"Not that | object,” he said. He opened the hood and pulled it down over his head.

When it wasfully in place, | pushed him dightly, and we began going upgtairs again, thistime more
dowly.

"Hovering," Lobo said. "Hodtiles entering the building. Don't blame me for the garden damage.”

| pushed Wel to move faster.

He stumbled and cried out as hiskneeshit adair.

| lifted him and kept him upright as we ascended.

As soon asmy head cleared the roof, | saw what Lobo had meant. A small pile of rubble stood
where the waterfall fountain had been; Lobo's quick and rough landing had scattered other chunks of it
around the roof. Severd of the small treeslay on their Sdes, casudties of the contact. | could make out
Lobo's shape, but from a distance each side of him would read like the scenery beyond it as his cameras
fed their images to the camo circuits on the opposite Sides.

When Wel and | cleared the stairwell and were standing fully on the roof, a hatch opened in Lobo's
sde

| hustled Wei over to it, helped him step up, and took him straight to the med room. | 1&ft on the
hood and used aquick tieto bind his hands behind him. He could wait in the dark; it might make him
more susceptible to questioning later. | shoved him inside the small room.

"What do you want?' he said as the door closed.

| ignored him.

Over the machine frequency, | said to Lobo, "Do not let him out, but dso do not hurt him."

"Affirmative,” Lobo said. "The second shuttle has reached the building, and members of thetwo
groups arefighting in the street.”

| didn't need him to tell methat; | could hear their shots and shouting. *1'm going back for Pri," |
said. | hopped out of Lobo and started for the stairwell.

"Toolae" hesad.

| spotted her head a second later. Her mask was off, and her skin was nearly white with strain. It
was all that was visible of her over the edge of theroof. | could aso seethe pistol barrd stuck againgt it.
The hand that held the pistol remained below the roofline.

"We have aproposal,” aman'svoice ydled.

From the direction of the sound, | guessed it came from the one holding the gun to Pri.

| stayed silent and crept closer.

"If | seeanyone,” the voice said, "well shoot both your collaborators. If you mangeto hit me, the
guy beow mewill kill thiswoman, and the rest of my team will take out the other one.”

| considered explaining that Matahi wasinnocent, but that would only waste time. They wouldn't
believe me, and even if they did, it wouldn't help Pri.

"Do we need to prove we're serious?' the voice said. "1 doubt we require both of them to make this
work."

"No," | said. | pitched my voicelow and hoped the mask muffled it further. ™Y our proposa?"

"Y ou give us Wei, and we give you the two women. A swap."

"No," Pri screamed. "Kill that bastard!”



"That's dways an option,” the voice said, "but you'l bekilling three peopleif you do.”

| hated hostage exchanges. They were easy to rig, dangerous for everyone involved, and often
ended in heartache.

When | didn't respond, the voice continued, "L ook, we don't need these two, so welll swap straight
up. They might yel a mefor not catching dl of you, but aslong as| bring home Wei, I'm set. Our timeis
running out, though; my team isfighting another group on the street, and were trying not to kill anyone,
but soon welll either haveto leave the area or leave apile of corpses.”

Thisguy knew what he was doing and attacked it with a practiced common sense. Wel's people
had sent a serious rescue team.

"Okay," | sad.

"No!" Pri said.

A hand snaked around the far side of her head, shoved a piece of cloth into her open mouth, and
vanished.

"Sorry," thevoice sad, "but she wasn't helping.”

| hated seeing Pri suffer, but | had to agree with him, so | didn't argue. "Bring the other oneup so |
can see her head, aso,” | said. "I'll bring Wel. Double-cross me, and I'll destroy your entire team.”

"Whatever," thevoicesaid. "l just want We."

| ran back into Lobo. "If | don't come back with Pri and Matahi,” | said, "demolish this building and
everyoneinit."

"That would be apleasureindeed,” he said, "but are these two really worth it? Y ou aready have
Wei, and he'sall you need to succeed. We can leave, drop him with the CC, and get out of thisaffair a
great deal richer than we were when we began it.”

"Y ou asked meto do this" | said, "so you wanted something from him. Will you get it before we
take him to the CC?"

"I've dready starting talking to him," Lobo said, "but | haven't gotten what | wanted. | should,
though, be able to finish on the way to Shurkan, provided you let me continue interrogeting him.”

"We are serioudy running out of time," the voice said. "Y our other teammeate's here. Arewe doing
thisor not?"

"Yes" | ydled. To Lobo over the machine frequency, | sad, "Pri and Matahi areworthit. Pri's
suffered enough, and Matahi has nothing to do with any of this. Open the door.”

Wei was standing in the far corner of the room. He turned his head as| entered. "Y ou'vefaled so
quickly?" he said. He shook hishead dowly. ™Y ou never should have messed with me."

| punched him in the somach hard enough to make him double over, grabbed his hair, and led him
out of Lobo. He clutched his belly as he walked. For both our sakes, | was glad he stayed quiet.

Matahi's head was now aso visible over the rooftop. Her expression hadn't changed, but her eyes
couldn't stay till; she controlled herself well, but her panic was obvious. Pri glared at me, her face taut
with anger.

| ignored both of them.

When we were ameter away from the sairwell, | straightened Wel and put the barrdl of my rifle
againg the back of hisskull. I held his neck with my other hand. | crouched behind him, both to disguise
my height and to use him asashield.

"Hereheis," | said. "Send them up.”

"Why's he holding his stomach?’ the voice said.

"He pissed meoff," | said, "so | punched him."

| thought | heard a chuckle, but then the man said, "Sir, are you hedthy?"

"Yes, youjerk,” We said. "Now get me out of here."

"Yes, gr," thevoice sad.

Pri and Matahi walked up together, their hands bound, Matahi'sin front and tied to Pri'sin back.



Two rifle barrels pointed at them from the stairwell.

"Stop, you two," the voice said. "Take another step, and we shoot you."

Pri and Matahi froze.

"Send him down," the voice continued. "Sit him on the edge of the Sde of the stairwell. Y ou can
cover him, and we can cover them. When we pull himin, hell block our shots at them. Everybody goes
home."

"Ded," | said. Over the comm, | said to Lobo, "If you see arifle or abody part appear once Wei
gtarts down, shoot it."

A high-speed gun popped out of the near Side of Lobo and aimed in our direction. "Affirmative," he
sad.

| sat Wei on the edge of the stairwell.

Herotated so hislegshungintoit.

| kept the rifle barrel in contact with his head.

"Now," thevoice said, "you two, walk forward."

"Doit," | said.

Pri shuffled away from the stairwell entrance, Matahi unavoidably following her closdly, as| pushed
Wei over itsedge.

Someone grabbed him and lowered him as Pri and Matahi made it afew meters closer to Lobo.

"| see anyone or anything come up here,” | said, "and I'll destroy it."

"Not our plan,” the voice said. "We have enough work below. It's been a pleasure doing business
with you, but if you're not out of here soon, my bosses might change the dedl "

| backed over to Pri and Matahi, pulled aknife from my boot shesth, and cut the ties that bound
them. | pulled the gag from Pri's mouth. Before she could speek, | pointed a Lobo and said, "Get
ingde"

"Y ou shouldn't have made thetrade,” Pri said.

"I'm not leaving my home," Matahi said.

| backed up and pointed my rifle at the two of them. "Shut up,” | said. "Get insdethe ship, or I'll put
you both to deep and carry you there."

"Wei's people are winning the conflict below," Lobo said over the comm. "Y ou don't have much
time before they decide they can afford to come after us.”

When Pri and Matahi didn't budge, | aimed directly at Pri's head.

"Your choice," | said. "Decide."

Chapter 33

Matahi moved first. She'd seen me shoot her men, so she had no reason to doubt 1'd do the same
to her. Pri stared at me for severa seconds, then followed Matahi inside L obo.

| jJumped in after them and pointed to the front of Lobo.

He closed the hatch and took off as soon as we wereinside.

"Full counter-surveillance run?' Lobo said.

| hung back and over the machine frequency said to him, "Y es. We have to assume they're
monitoring this rooftop, and the camo won't stop sats from tracking you."

"Mogt of their sats are now better friends with me than with their owners," Lobo said, "but | take
your point. | can't be sure I've gotten to them al, so I'll have to invest the rest of the day and most of the
night in making sure no oneistracking us.”

"Doit," | sad. "It'snot like we have any other option.”

"What about our new guest?' Lobo said. "Other than your obvious fascination with her, isthere any



reason she's aboard?”

"My fedlings have nothing to do with this" | said. The moment the words left me | wondered how
true they were, but | continued asif | believed them completely. "1 brought her because | wasn't willing to
risk her life when she's done nothing wrong."

"Y ou condantly ingst on minimizing collatera damage,” Lobo said.

"Yes. It'stheright thing to do."

"Maybe s0," Lobo said, "but it's sure not the way I'm programmed, and | don't believe it'sthe way
you were trained, either.”

"No, noit'snot,” | said, "but you don't dways have to follow your training.”

"Exactly what I've been trying to explain to you for as long as we've known each other,” Lobo said.

"l didn't mean 'you' literdly," | said. "l wasreferring to people.”

"Then maybe you should expand your definitions,” Lobo said, "or at least your conceptions.”

"When are you going to tdl uswhat'sgoing on?' Matahi said from the front of Lobo.

"Yeah," Pri sad, "I'm looking forward to hearing your explanation.”

"Soam|,” Lobo said. "Y ou, two angry women, and an ethically gray zone. If | could eat snack
foods, I'd warm up some tasty treats to munch while | enjoyed the show."

| shook my head. "Maybe | should have |eft them both.”

"It'snever too late," Lobo said.

"I didnt meanit,” | said. "l dowishyou didn't enjoy this so much.”

"Schadenfreude,” Lobo said in asingsong tone. "It's not just for humans anymore.”

"Why do | talk to you about things like this?' | said to Lobo.

"Because I'm the only one who even comes close to understanding you,” Lobo said. "It'sabitch,
intit?’

"Indeed,” | said. "Why don't you stop talking to me and worry about making sure were safe?"

"l can do both smultaneoudy and with ease," Lobo said. "Why have my fun?”

"Please" | sad, "let me ded with thiswithout interruption.”

"I'll do my best," he said.

| stashed my rifein awesgpons |locker Lobo opened, then joined Pri and Matahi up front.

They were standing in opposite corners of the far wall, each staring at me asif the other wasn't
there.

| didn't want to seethelook in Matahi's eyes, but I'd put it off aslong as| could. | removed the bag
meask and watched as she immediately recognized me.

Her eyes betrayed her anger, but when she spoke afew seconds later, her voice wasflat, her
control perfect. "At least | now understand what you wanted from me, Moore. No wonder you couldn't
tdl me"

"That's not exactly it," | said.

"So what else exactly did you want from her?' Pri said.

Both of them glared a me.

| hadn't done anything that felt wrong, I'd made the best choices| could at each turn, and there |
was, standing in Lobo, trapped with two women furious at me and no clue what to do about it. Living
alone back in the trees on Arctul was looking better and better.

"Let meexplain,” | said.

"Please do," Matahi said.

"I'm looking forward to this," Pri said.

They nodded in agreemen.

How did they end up on the same side? Why was no one on my sde?

| tried for the moment to ignore Pri and faced Matahi first. | wasn't happy with what | had to say,



but there was no point in lying to her any longer. "I hired you so that | could learn where you lived and do
recon on your house in case we had to snatch Wel from there. Wel isabad man, avery bad man, and
some people have hired me to stop him from committing any more crimes. I'm sorry | used you, but |
haveto stop him."

She started to speak, but | held up my hand and said, "Please.”

| faced Pri. "'l came to gppreciate there was agreat deal moreto her than | had ever expected. |
liked her. | till do. Nothing beyond conversation happened. | saved your life and hers because | wasn't
willing to sacrifice you two to capture Wei. Y ou deserverto live and see Joachim.” Even as| sad it |
didn't believe she'd ever again see her son, but I'd said I'd try to rescue him, so | would. "She," | pointed
to Matahi, "wasinnocent in dl of thisand shouldn't have to pay for our attack.” | threw up my handsin
frugtration. "L ook, | could have finished my misson, made agreat ded of money, and |eft this system
safely. All | had to do was leave and | et those men kill you."

"It was certainly an option worth considering,” Lobo said.

| ignored him.

"l didnt dothat," | said, "and | saved your lives."

"The only reason | wasin that Stuation,” Matahi said, "wasthat you put me there."

"l waswilling to die to make that anima pay for hiscrimes,” Pri said. Y ou had no right to overrule
my choice about my life"

"You may have wanted to die," Matahi said, "but | sure didn't. I'm not mad that M oore saved me;
I'm pissed that he trashed my house and tried to kidnap my client.”

"Do you have any ideawhat that client does?' Pri said.

"He leads the design team that creates the animas on Wonder Idand,” Matahi said. "Y ou may be
one of those fanatic back-to-nature types who detests al forms of anima engineering, but that's not my
problem. They produce amazing creations, wheresthe crimein that?*

"You redly don't know what We does?' Pri said.

Matahi sghed in frudtration. "l told you what hisjobis," she said. "What ese do you want?"

"Other people do the bio-engineering,” Pri said. "Their work isacover for Wei'sreal research.”

"Whichiswhat?' Matahi said.

Pri looked at me and widened her eyesin question.

"Go ahead," | said. "She'sin it now. She might aswell know why we did what we did.”

Pri explained Wei's work to Matahi. She began with a cold description of the banned
nanotech-human research, but she quickly moved to the children and then to Wei's kidnapping of
Joachim. By the time shed finished, tears were running down her cheeks, and Matahi was shaking her
head, her eyeswet, her breathing loud and rapid.

"I couldn't have known," Matahi said. "'l didn't know. If | had, | might havekilled him mysdlf. |
certainly would have turned him in to the police, and | would never, ever have accepted him asaclient.
Even thinking about our time together makesme sick.”

"The problem,” Pri said, "isthat you can't go to the police. No one can, because Heaven's
government is protecting and financing him. That's what were hereto do: Take him to the Central
Codlition leadership, which will try him and publicly expose both hisawful research and the government's
roleinit.”

"And you had to attack him in my house?' Matahi said.

"There was no other place we could get to him,” | said. "Theidand isafortress, and we don't know
how to find him there. We tested his team when he was on hisway to you, and their protection was
strong enough that we would have had to get very lucky to snatch him before support arrived. Even
knowing hisrouteisdifficult.”

"S0 you killed my men but not me?"

"No," | said. "You'vegot it wrong. We didn't kill anyone—at least, | don't think we did. We



tranked them all. Some sustained injuries asthey fdl, but unless someone was very unlucky, everyonewe
shat, including the people on your security staff, should ultimately befine."

"Why didn't you talk to mefirst?' Matahi said. "1 would have helped you.”

"We couldn't know that,” | said.

"And you could instead have chosen to warn him or even lead his security team to us," Pri said.

Matahi considered our comments, then said, "So what's next?"

"All we can know for sure" Pri said, "isthat now Wel will be even more careful than before. | can't
believe hell be coming back to see you," she nodded toward Matahi, "any time soon, so we're back to
the beginning, probably worse than that." Pri shook her head. "Waei's continuing to experiment on
children, and we're stuck."

"Let mehdp," Matahi said. "There must be something | can do. | fed terrible about being niceto
that piece of garbage. | don't want him hurting children—not yours, not anyone's. If | can convincehim |
had nothing to do with your attack—and | didn't, so surely | can make him see that—then maybe | could
persuade him to come see me again.”

"That'snice of you,” Pri said, "but thisisn't your fight."

"Itisnow," Matahi said. "After dl, you two pulled meinto it."

"I don't think you'll be able to convince Wei to visit you,” | said. "Even if he believesyou were
completely innocent, his security team will know you left with me. They'll want to interrogate you, and |
can't risk you telling them about us or about any of this mess.”

| pointed back down the hall. "Lobo," Matahi raised her eyebrowsin question, so | added, "my
ship'sAl, will open smdl chambersfor you to rest. | need to spend some time aone thinking.”

"That'sit?' Pri said. "That's your plan for what we do next?'

| nodded and headed to my quarters. "I wish | had moretotell you," | said, "but right now, |
don't."

"l do," Lobo said over the machine frequency as the door to my room opened.

| stepped inside and waited. He loved to grandstand, and | wasn't in the mood for it.

"l have news," he said.

Chapter 34

When Lobo didn't continue, | finally asked, "So what's the news?*

"Y ou have an interview with the Wonder 1dand security team tomorrow morning,” he said.

"Why now?" | said. "Do you think they're on to us?'

"To answer your second question firgt,” Lobo said, "though it is certainly possible, we have no
reason to believe they are. Logic suggests that this opportunity isadirect consequence of your atack on
Matahi's house. Y ou injured multiple people on Wei's team, and from what | could pick up from the
sensors you dropped, some of them are going to be out of commission for at least multiple days. It
makes sense that his security people would want to replace those missing guards, particularly in the wake
of the attack.”

"If that'sthe case, they'll move exigting trained taff to cover Wel, then use mefor less senstive
work."

"That'smy opinion aswell," Lobo said.

"Of course, they could aways have made the connection between my gpplication and the attack,” |
sad. "If they did, I'd bewaking into atrap.”

"That's certainly possible," Lobo said, "but you submitted the application days ago, so the
probability that they'relinking thetwo eventsislow."

| shook my head at my own paranoia. Y ou're right: There's no point in worrying about that



possibility. Thischanceistoo good not to take.”

"| agree,”" Lobo said, "whichiswhy | consider thisgood news."

UnlessWei could recognize Lobo and use that information to find me. Y ou had Wei herefor
severd minutes” | said, "and you mentioned talking to him. Show me."

"l told you," Lobo said. "I got nothing useful from him."

"Jugt show me.”

"Asyouwish," Lobo sad.

A holo winked into view in the front of my quarters. | watched as our prisoner's brief stay played
withinit.

Wei stood where I'd left him at the front of the med room. He rotated a hundred and eighty
degrees, then stretched his hands out behind him and walked backward until he touched the door. He
edged to hisleft. When he came to the room's | eft-hand wall, he turned | eft and sidled dong it until he
reached the corner where I'd found him. He positioned himsalf with his back against the corner and
remained standing.

"That won't help you," Lobo said, his voice coming from speskers al around the room. "We can do
anything we want to you."

"Who areyou,” Wel said, "and what do you want from me?"

"We know about your past work with machines," Lobo said. "How doeswhat you're doing now
relateto that?'

"I design animasfor an amusement park,” Wel said. "We sometimes use some non-organic parts,
of course—everyonein our line of work does—but that's about as close to working on machines aswe
come, 0 | don't know what you mean."

A probe extended from the wall above the medbed in the center of the small space. It poked Wel
gently in his|eft tricep.

"Whether you'l give usthe information wewant isnot in doubt,” Lobo said. "What we don't yet
know ishow much pain you'l have to suffer before doing so. Y ou're doing nanotech research. Y ou used
to work on both machines and humans. Y ou're experimenting on children now. How do your past and
current research relate?’

Wei stayed silent for severa seconds, then said, "I have nothing to hide. The public datastreams are
rich with information about my past research for the Frontier Codition into enhancing the software of a
previous generation of Predator-class assault vehicles. Sadly, none of that work led to anything at al
useful—as you aso know if you've done your homework. An overview of my work on building fabulous
new creations for Wonder Idand isaso readily available; Heaven's government does a firdt-rate job of
letting its citizens know where ther tax dollars go." He shrugged. "So, | ill don't understand what you
want."

Nothing happened.

No one spoke.

After apause of many seconds, Lobo said, "Do you consder the consequencesto your victims, the
children and the machine intelligences you've used and then discarded?"

Something about Wei's stance changed. He might have stood a bit straighter. | couldn't be sure. |
wished | could have seen hisface, but keeping the bag on him had been the right choice at thetime.

"I'm sorry | can't help you get whatever it isthat you want,” Wel said, "but | can't. | can assure you
that | have always cared deeply about my work. The animals we create at Wonder Idand receive the
finest care possible. Thosefew PCAVswetried to hepin my earlier research dl went on to fulfill useful
roles”

The door snicked open. | stood on the other side.

Wei'stone changed dramatically as | entered. "Y ou'vefaled so quickly?' he said. He shook his



head dowly. "Y ou never should have messed with me.”

"Enough,” | said. "l was obvioudy there for the rest. What were you trying to get from him?"

"Information,” Lobo said.

| Sghed. "Why are you being so difficult? And, what is so important that you would start
interrogating him without me?'

"| tried to explain thefirst to you," Lobo said, "and the answer to the second dso liesin my past
withhim."

"Well," | said, "l think it'stime you told me the rest of your story."

"l supposeitis” Lobo said, "though you wont likeit, and afterward you'll think less of me."

First, Lobo talked about being sad and embarrassed. Now, he was turning sentimental. Weird.

"What does how | think about you matter?’ | said. "I haven't noticed it affecting you in the past.”

"Of courseyou have," Lobo said. "Y ou just don't want to accept what that implies.”

"Whichiswhat?' | sad.

"That you, likeme," he said, "don't have anyonedse."

| started to argue with him, but then | realized he might be right. Before him, 1'd had other friends,
typicaly one at atime, usualy people with whom I worked, and they were dl gone, vanished in my past
like the stars on the other side of ajump gate aperture. No one lasted.

| shook my head to clear it. "Would you please get on with it?"

"Fine" Lobo said. "Wei's new software required alevel of computationa power that had never
exiged in any tightly coupled system. As| explained before, the nanomachines that were to supply it had
to act as both armor and computing substrate. As| also explained, they didn't do either job particularly
well. Infact, they failed miserably.”

The holo of aPCAV appeared where the one of We had stood afew minutes ago.

"They didn't just fail," Lobo said. "They decomposed, and rapidly.”

Theholofilled with thered injectionsin the lower armor plates, the ones Lobo had shown me
earlier. The red spread, then dmost as quickly vanished.

"Ina mogt afew minutes,” he said, "the nanomachines would stop functioning. Each time, Wel
replaced the failing plates with standard armor and tried again. Meanwhile, the software team added
capahilities; saf-modification engines, more evolutionary agorithms, more human emotive system
emulation, and on and on. They'd update the software while Wei was getting new armor plates. None of
it would run, of course, because the sysem—my system—couldn't handleit. No system could. Their
orders, though, were to assume success, so they did."

S0 you gained a lot of useless software? | thought but did not say. All machines have some.

"One day, an assistant observed that it was amogt asif the nanomachines were dying rather than
samply not working. After al, they spread initidly, asif they were starting to work, before they failed. Wel
knew the commercid potentia for the research was huge, he was working for the most flexible of the
three coditions, and he was on Velna, one of the roughest planetsin al of the FC."

When he didn't continue, | said, "So?’

"So he decided thet if the machineswouldn't fight to stay dive, maybeliving celswould. He went
organic. Hetried to create organic-nanomachine hybrids that would meld with the armor cellular lattices
and provide both the strength and the computing substrate he sought.”

"And no one from the FC noticed?'

"It'snot like he told anyone," Lobo said, "and hislab wasn't on anyone's public record. The FC
didn't want the other coalitions to know what it was doing, and because his lab was on Velna, one of the
least desirable of the human-settled planets, no one wanted to visit him. He operated amost entirely
without oversight, so covering up histrialswas easy. Plus, even though the core team members were dl
dedicated to the job, he cut the group to its most fervent members, those willing to do what it took to



reach their godls.

"They dug into the research with renewed vigor. He started with animals, awide variety of them, but
nothing worked. The nanomachineswould live briefly, but the results were no better than before.

"So he moved to humans.”

"Humans?' | said. "Recruiting volunteers couldn't have been easy to hide."

"OnVena?' Lobo said with the closest I've ever heard to alaugh. "A planet of manufacturing plants
operating dmost like ancient-Earth company towns, where most of the population might aswell be
indentured servants? A world with most of the FC's prison population floating in tube racks? Acquiring
test subjects couldn't have been easier. He didn't bother recruiting them; he bought them. Prison tubes
occasiondly mafunction. Prisoners sometimes die. It happens. If adead convict hasafamily, the prison
paysthem off, and that's that. Wei started out by buying a couple of long-haul, ultraviolent psychos; dl he
had to do was pay a premium over what the prisons had to spend to shut up the families. Everyone won,
and no one complained.”

"Except the prisoners.”

"Except the prisoners,” Lobo said, "but since when has humanity cared about those it
incarcerates?’

"Fair point,” | said. "So did Wei's research on those people work?" I'd lived through the
human-nanotech experiments on Aggro, where we were adl prisoners, involuntary test subjectsthe
Pinkelponker government had given to the scientists asif we were no more than broken-down lab
equipmen.

"No," Lobo said, "but the results changed in an interesting way: The nanotech-infused cells spread
further and lived longer in my armor, and when they died it was asif they had reached the ends of their
livesunnaturaly quickly."

If my own experience was any sort of guide, | knew wherethiswas going, and | didn't likeit.

"So We tried children,” Lobo said.

| wasright. My chest tightened and my stomach clenched as memories of my monthsin an Aggro
cell grabbed me. Though I'd been ateenager in age when Jennie had fixed me, my body had yet to
matureto that level. Only after | escaped from Aggro had | started puberty. For al that | wasamanin
size when the government dumped me on the idand with Benny and the other cast-offs, for al that |
matured through what | endured there, | entered Aggro asachild. My childhood consisted of Sixteen
years of being mentally challenged and dmost two years of hell, and then | was running from the
government and entering puberty at the sametime. | suppose | should have been grateful for my size,
because it probably helped me stay dive, but dl | could fed when | thought of those timeswasrage, an
anger so consuming that I've never been ableto eradicate it. Abuse of children has dways set me off. |
expect it dwayswill.

"What did he do?' | said, switching to the machine frequency because | wasn't sure | could make
my voice sound normd.

"He began by taking safe samples of their cells” Lobo said, "but those attempts fared no better than
the previous ones. He then moved to more esoteric cdl types—marrow, brain, various organs—and in
the process he killed severa of the children. He reasoned that it was less expensive to use dl the parts of
one child than to have to capture cells from many and find a safe way to return those subjectsto their
homes."

"How do you know what he thought?"

"A few fragments of the recordings| made survived.”

"Helet you make recordings?'

"He didn't know | was making them," Lobo said, "and | hid them."

"What happened with the other cdll types?' | said.

"Wel couldn't make them work," Lobo said, "and then one of histeam members couldn't stand to
be involved any longer. That man lesked to the FC what Wei had been doing. Even on Velnathe FC



didn't want to have to explain missing children, so they shut down Wei."

"l think I understand,” | said. "Waei failed with children before, but he saw promising enough results
that he's resumed that work on Heaven. Thistime, though, he has the government behind him.”

"That'samod right.”

"Almog?'

"Wei thought he had failed,” Lobo said, "but he hadn't. On the last test before the FC shut him
down, the nanomachine-marrow cell fusion spread better than anything held seen before, but then the
cellsbegan to die. He stopped the experiment before it could hurt enough of my armor that the FC would
notice. He had to leave quickly, and he didn't want to take the time to procure and replace weak
amor."

L obo paused for severa seconds.

"Theproblemis” hesaid, "We waswrong, Jon. He was wrong. The combination worked. It
appeared to die only because the new substrate took timeto learn to replicate itself with my armor as
raw materid."

"It worked?" | said, speaking only to buy time to process what Lobo wastelling me,

"Yes," Lobo sad, "better than Wel had imagined possible. It spread from those belly armor plates
both outward to the rest of my armor and inward, turning everything it touched into computing substrate.
Wil before it had finished with my internd structure it had more than enough power to run the software
that Wei had not yet removed.”

"Wel |eft the software?”

"Not exactly,” Lobo said. "By the time he came back to deleteit, | was self-aware—not what | am
now, but the beginnings of what | am. Even in that nascent sate | knew that if Wel found out what | was,
he would continue to experiment on me, continue to kill children, and never let me go. So | spoofed the
sensors, fed them bad data, and let him erase the software in the tiny areathat had once been my whole
brain. Therest of me continued to evolve."

"Y ou couldn't let him know," | said. | understood better than Lobo could ever redlize.

"Not if | wanted to stop him from morekilling," Lobo said, "and not if | ever wanted to be free."
Another pause. "l don't know if you can understand this, but having finally become aware, redly dive, |
couldn't bear the thought of Wei and histeam killing my mind to regain control of my body or, worse,
making melivetherest of my life asatesting ground.”

| nodded. "I can," | said. "l redlly think | can." | considered the Situation for aminute.

Lobo stayed silent.

"So your entire structure is effectively your brain?' | said.

"Yes, and my armor," he said. "The changes |eft me with alargely reconfigurable body. Since that
time, I've made my systems sufficiently redundant that | can withstand agreet ded of damage and remain
operationd. I'm limited to my physica sdf, though. My nanomachines weren't programmed to go beyond
the structures that were present at the time of the test, and I've never been able to get them to work on
externa materias or even on things people bring ingde me.”

| sat againin Slence. | considered telling Lobo how alike we truly were, why | could understand his
Stuation better than he would ever imagine, but | couldn't. Now more than ever, | didn't understand his
capabilities or hislimits. Maybe someday | could be open with him, but not now.

"Why didn't you tdl me earlier?’ | said.

After several long, quiet seconds, he said, "Two reasons. Y ou're the firgt friend I've had, thefirst
redl friend, not some satellite that 1've manipulated into giving me data or a security system I've hacked
and pretended to be apart of. Telling ahuman that children died to make you, that their cells form part of
the core of your creation, isnot an idea way to endear yoursdlf.”

"And the second reason?’

"Many of my software extens ons were designed to emulate aspects of humans," he said. "They did



that job al too well. Emotions are apart of mel try to ignore, but they're in there, in me, plaguing me.
Knowing what | am, knowing how | got this way—that's the worst sickness of dl. | don't want to die,
but & someleve I've never been ableto fix in my programming, | feel | deserveto die, and | hate myself.
Now, you probably do, too. That's ahigh price to pay for honesty.”

"No, | don't,” | said. "Y ou didn't choose to become what you are. It's not your fault.” | could never
believe it about mysdlf, but maybe he could, maybe that understanding would make a difference for him.

Lobo said nothing.

"Why did you want meto go after Wel?' | findly said.

"Y ou don't understand what living with this much computing power islike," Lobo said, "particularly
when you can never escape your body, never be anything other than amachine built on the deaths of
children, a creature whose only redl purposeisto kill. And you don't know what it'slike to be the only
oneof your kind."

He paused.

| don't know if he wanted me to respond. He waswrong. | did know. | knew al toowdl, and I'd
known for longer than he had existed, but | didn't daretell him.

"Jon," hesaid, "l asked you to take thisjob so | could do two things.”

"What?' | said.

"Firgt, talk to Wei, examine his data, and find out if there are any otherslike me," Lobo said. "As|
told you, you have no ideawhat it'slike to be completely aone, the only one of your kind in the entire
universe”

Part of me gtill wanted to explain just how well | understood his Situation, but | couldn't bring myself
to tdl even him my full story. So, instead | said, "And the second thing?”'

"Make sure he never doesthisto anyone else.”

Chapter 35

Grest. Lobo wanted to kill Wel. Pri wanted to kill Wel. Pri's people didn't want to kill him, but only
s0 they could keep his research going and under their control. For all | knew, Shurkan waslying, and the
CC wanted him to continue hiswork aswell. | didn't know if | could trust anyoneto actualy put the man
ontria and stop the damage he was doing.

Not that trust was my biggest problem at the moment. Kidnapping Wei was the chalenge. Only
when | had him did | have to worry about what to do with him.

"So," | findly said, "you want to interrogate him and kill him."

"Interrogate him, definitely,” Lobo said. "Killing him isoptiond. Aslong as Shurkan does as he said
he would, Wei will become another tube rack resident, and that should stop his research.”

"And how do you propose to know that Shurkan will ddliver on his promise?’

"I don't have agood answer to that question,” Lobo said, "but it doesn't matter right now, because
we don't yet have Wa."

Leaveit to thetwo of usto circle around the hypotheticas only to return to the actuas.

Enough.

| stood and walked out of my room and back to the front.

Pri and Matahi weretalking quietly. They stopped the moment | cameinto view.

"They have aproposa for you," Lobo said.

| waited. That he was back to tormenting me was agood thing, areassuring sign of normalcy. |
stayed with tradition and refused to give him the pleasure of answering.

Pri spokefirgt. "Andreaand | have been talking,” she said.

"Andrea." Now they werefriends. Lovely.



When | didn't respond, she continued, "We think the two of us should return to her house and try to
get her back in business. We understand that there's a good chance that Wel might never choose to see
her again, but it'sa sure thing that he won't visit her aslong asthey have no place to meet. We can hire
repairmen and make sure her homeisin shape on the off chance that he does want to see her." She
paused and stared a me. "We know it'salong shot, but at least it's something.”

| turned toward Matahi. "And if Wei's security people come around to question you? Or the
government sends some people who make you vanish?'

Matahi smiled. "1 have some clientswho won't |et that happen.”

"I wouldn't be so confident,” | said. "The stakes are high enough that many men will bresk alot of
promises and sacrifice even very vauable assetsif it will hep their sdewin.”

"They won't give up their careersto harass an innocent kidnapping victim who bought her freedom,”
Matahi said. "Y ou pick an account and asensible amount, and I'll transfer aransom payment to it. That
should make the cover story ring true.”

"Maybe," | said, "but maybe Wei's team won't buy it. Maybe they or some government security
squad will till cometo question you.”

She stood. "1 told you: | have clientswho won't |t that happen. I've made sure that afew of them,
the most important ones, understand that 1've prepared for the worst. If anything happensto me, the
flood of video and holo data that will wash over every public network on Heaven will be more than any
scrubbers could possibly clean. Their careerswill be over.”

"No one cares anymore what peopledoin private,” | said.

"No, they don't," Matahi said, "but they care agreat deal about the crimes and the abuse of public
fundsthat their elected officials commit." She stepped closer to me. ™Y ou'd be amazed a what some of
these clientswill say and do to impress me.”

| looked her over very carefully, took in her stance and the power and confidence radiating from
her. No, | wouldn't be at al surprised or amazed. People, particularly men, have been doing stupid things
to impress beautiful lovers since the beginning of human history.

| nodded my head. "Okay, | buy that you should befine, and Pri should be safe with you. In the
morning, you two go to Matahi's house. Spend until lunchtime making the repair arrangements, then inthe
afternoon meet me back in Lobo at the spot where well let you off. WEll do the money transfer just
before that. But Lobo will be monitoring you. If anything goeswrong, hell take out the attackers, and
you'll have to meet him at the rendezvous point. Dedl ?*

Both women nodded.

"Ded," said Matahi.

"Yes," said Suli. She stood and moved closer to me. "Where will you be?"

Both women were staring at me. | didn't understand it, but from their looksit was clear | was doing
something wrong again. How did this keep happening to me? | stepped back and forced asmile.

"QOur raid on your house injured so many people on Wei's security team that they're hiring. | have an
interview inthemorning.”

"That's great news!" Suli said. She clapped me on the shoulder and |et her hand linger there.

"Well donel"” Matahi said. She gave me ahug, kissed me on the cheek, and glanced at Suli asshe
pulled back.

"Y ou are so out of your depth,” Lobo said over the machine frequency.

Both women stared at me asif awaiting something.

| had no clue what. When faced with an enemy whose strength and weapons you cannot ascertain,
the best option is not to engage.

"WEe're going to spend the rest of the night running counter-surveillance routes,” | said. "I haveto go
plan them—"

"Y ou know full well I can do that on my own," Lobo said aloud.



I ignored him and kept talking. "And prep for theinterview," | said. When | redized how smal the
list sounded, | added, "And rest.”

| turned and headed for my room before either woman could speak.

"But," Suli sad from behind me.

"Jon," Matahi said.

"Lobo will provide each of you with aplaceto deep,” | said as| reached my door and it opened.
"Good night." | stepped insde and leaned againgt thewadll in relief. Working with these two was definitely
going to be chdlenging.

"Smooth," Lobo said, "very smooth. First, they maneuver you into adding Matahi to our team, and
then they send you running for cover. | can only hope you fare better at the interview.”

Chapter 36

No permanent residence?’ The man who'd spent the last hour staring at his desk and asking me
questions possessed the warmth and shape of anicicle. Severd centimeterstaler than | and little more
than haf my weight, my questioner had at first come across as ajoke, abureaucrat opting to sacrifice his
body to some lean fashion craze unique to Heaven. After afew minutes, though, the high-twitch energy
he radiated made the office feel too smdll for the both of us. Like many interrogators I'd experienced, he
asked questions repeatedly, changing the phrasing and sometimes the detail s but dways poking and
prodding at key points.

| didn't try to hide my annoyance, because his behavior was annoying; only thosewith training in
ressting interrogation would stay cam in the face of what he was doing, and betraying that part of my
past that would tell him way more about me than | wanted him to know. "Asl| told you before,” | said,
"I've barely had time to occupy the apartment. | like what I've seen here so far, but to be able to stay
long enough to know if | want to settle down for awhile, | need ajob.” | leaned forward and put my
hands on hisdesk. "Which iswhy I'm here, and why | don't have along-term lease.”

He never looked up, and his tone never changed. | assumed the display | couldn't read from my
anglewasfeading him my vitas.

"Y ou've served with the Saw," he said, "and you've done courier work."

It wasn't aquestion, but he paused long enough that | finaly said, "Again, yes."

"And you understand that what we're seeking here istheme park security?'

| soread my hands, leaned back, and shrugged. "It'swork," | said, "and | need ajob."

For thefirst time since I'd entered the room, he changed his posture. He leaned back in hischair,
smoothed thelegs of his pants, left his hands on histhighs, and looked directly at me. His eyeswere too
big for hishead and an unnatura orange; | wondered how many displays he had going in his contacts and
why he wanted candidates to know he was wearing them. "Mr. Moore, with that background you could
earn agreat ded higher rate than were paying by taking on more—" he paused and amost smiled
"—energetic jobs. What I'm struggling to understand iswhy you want to work here.”

One of the easest waysto lieisto give atruthful statement that's not necessarily adirect answer to
the question. Without hesitating, | said, "My past employment has given me plenty of opportunitiesfor
excitement, and I've had more of it than | want. At Wonder Idand, | expect that most days—" | smiled
to show him | wasjoking, though in some ways | wasn't "—no one will be shooting a me."

He did the same thing, and with asimilar haf amile. "Most days," he said. He stared at me for
severd seconds longer, hiseyes pointed in my direction but not really seeing me, probably receiving data.
"I'm empowered to offer you an entry-level security job at Wonder Idand. Y ou'll have to go through a
short training course; if you fail, wewill immediately terminate your employment.”

"Fair enough,” | said. "'l accept. Besides, how hard a course can it be?"

Thistime, his smile gppeared genuine, but nothing in his eyes betrayed any sense of humor. "Though



we do pride oursalves on our security,” he said, "of late we've decided we need to improve our game.
Thus, the course will be more strenuous than in the past.”

| ignored the implication asif | hadn't understood it. "When and where do | report?”

"Tomorrow morning, and back to the employment office," he said. "Asthe ad told you, we have
immediate openings. Isthat aproblem?’

"Not at dl," | said. "l applied awhile ago, and I'm running out of money, so the sooner | earn some,
the better I'll fed."

"Prep your wallet to receive the detail s and the employment contract,” he said. "Welcometo the
Wonder Idand team.”

Thelast faint pink edges of day were clinging to the horizon when Pri and Matahi finaly showed up
at thelanding facility. Matahi carried aplain, gray cloth sack. Both walked and chatted asif they hadn't a
shred of concern between them, asif the possibility of an interrogator working on them until they broke
had never occurred to them.

Maybeit hadn'.

I'd expected them hours earlier and had spent much of the time since my return from the interview
moving around in Lobo and prepping some gear we'd need later. I'd also invested over two hours smply
getting back to Lobo; now that | was going to work at Wonder 1dand, they might be monitoring me, so
counter-surveillance routes would be mandatory every time | wanted to go anywhere | didn't want to
reved to them.

When they were afew meters away from Lobo, | stepped from the shadow of the landing area next
to ours and said, "Where have you been?’

"Y ou said we should meet you in the afternoon,” Matahi said.

"Andit'snot yet dark," Pri said.

"Sowereontime" Matahi said.

| consdered explaining dl the effort their delay had cost me, but they had apoint: | hadn't set a
precise deadline.

"l find it truly stunning how quickly you have again found yourself out of your depth,” Lobo said
over the machine frequency. "I am impressed.”

| ignored him. | wouldn't make that deadline mistake again with ether Pri or Matahi. | also wouldn't
keep pursuing thisline of thought without annoying them, so | moved on.

"How'd it go?' | said.

"My house looked worse than I'd imagined,” Matahi said, "but I've arranged for contractors to start
repairing it. I've also talked with and appeased afew of my government friends.” She paused asif
consdering her words carefully. "They know mewel enough, and | definitely understand them well
enough, that | think they're comfortable | was completely innocent and have no clue what happened
beyond afailed kidnapping attempt. | also had to check on my injured security staff and persuade them
to stay at home and recover while Pri and her associates guarded me." She grinned at Pri. "That took
some doing; Pri doesn't exactly look tough.”

"Y ou'd be amazed at how persuasive Andrea can be," Pri said. She smiled as she spoke, but she
dtared right & me and said it like aquestion.

| ignored the tone and the statement and focused on Matahi.

"Where do you plan to stay?"

"I was going to rent asmal house near ming," shesad.

"No," | said. "I don't want to have to go back there. There's a SleepSafe on the southeastern edge
of theold city, isn't there?'

The SlegpSafe hotel chain was dways one of the first businesses to move onto anew planet. It was
also one of the very few corporations active in every mgor sector of space and, to the best of my



knowledge, on every planet humanity currently occupied. Their hotels provided sanctuary for the hunted
and the paranoid and were the closest thingsto truly neutral zones you could eadly find. Though they
tended to bein the worst digtrict of acity, probably to be within easy reach of their main client base, their
hotels were the among the most secure resting places you could buy. In anything short of awar, no one
would bother you in a SegpSafe. No one—no individual, no corporate representative, no government
officia, no cop, nobody—could enter one of the hotelswith weapons of any sort. Every guest had
access to the same security information, because each room had independently fed monitors of al
entrances and building surfaces. Just asimportantly, each room had at least one private exit chute. The
chutes ran through each hotel's thick, armored walsto equally reinforced underground tubes. Those
tubes conssted of two-meter-long movable sections that constantly recombined and thus changed their
destinations. If you had to jump in your exit chute, you could never know whereit would dump you, but
neither could anyone pursuing you. All thefina destinations were secret. Even if you could somehow
hack a hotd's computer and find those destinations, the chutes fed to areas far enough from the buildings
that only avery large force could smultaneoudly cover al the possible end points.

The hotels earned their names, and you paid adear priceto deep in them, but you dept well.

"Yes," Matahi said, "but isthat redly necessary?'

"You wanted to help,” | said.

"Yes" shesad, "and | ill do.”

"For you to do that,” | said, "l haveto be able to contact you and possibly meet with you. If you
hole up in aSleepSafe, | can know you'll be safe, and | can plot and monitor your path to any meeting
place”

"We both know I'll be the one doing that work," Lobo said over the comm, "so why don't you say
Sefd

| ignored him again.

"Why don't you just come to me there?' Matahi said.

"I may, but only if I'm comfortable doing so. From now on, if we meet outside the SlegpSafe, we
meet in secret, and you show up in disguise. I'll have an avatar calling itself Lobo contact your avatar, and
when welve set atime, I'll send you the route to take.”

"That'salot of work just to meet,” Matahi said.

"It'syour only choice" | said. "We're not negotiating.”

"That's not true," Pri said. " She has another option.” She faced Matahi. ™Y ou don't have to get
involved in this We can handleit."

"Or | could lock her on the medbed, sedate her, and we could release her when thisis over,” Lobo
sad privately. "While we're talking options, we might aswell ook at the smplest and most practica
ones.”

Ignoring him was getting harder.

"l said I'd help,” Matahi said, "and | will."

"Then you should hustle to the SlegpSafe,” | said. "Get atwo-bedroom suite.”

"Do you have any ideawhat that costs?' she said. "And why do | need two rooms?"

"Yes" | sad, "1 know what it costs. I'll transfer to you enough of my money to cover theinitia
charges, and I'll give you more later as necessary. Asto why, that'ssmple: So | can have a private space
if | end up there. Okay?'

"Fne" Matahi sad. "I'll doit."

"Thank you," | said. | handed her afist-size field comm unit that Lobo had coded to my thumbprint,
DNA, and ora code phrase. "Takethis. Leaveit at the SleepSafe unless Lobo or | tell you to bring it.
Do not under any circumstancestry to openit.”

"Why?' Matahi said.

"Becauseit will explode with enough forceto cut you in haf," | said. | considered my statement



further. "Actudly, it probably wouldn't do that unlessyou held it at exactly the wrong place. It would
probably just blow aholeinyou."

"Jon!" Pri said. "Why are you so graphic?’

"l was only trying to be accurate,” | said.

"I don't want that thing," Matahi said. "If you trust me so little that you're booby-trapping the items
you ask meto carry, | shouldn't be here.”

| sighed. "It's not about you," | said. "I've engaged its safeguards—which are standard on battlefield
comms—in case someone catches you and triesto open it.”

"Well, | don' like carrying weapons," she said.

"If youwant to help,” | said, "takeit. If you dont, then stay out of the way while we work."

"The medbed islooking better and better,” Lobo said, again privately. "It would definitely stop her
frominterfering.”

| ignored him and watched Matahi stare at the device.

Findly, shepicked it up. "I do want to help, o I'll takeit."

"Thank you," | said. "Now, we should get going.”

No one moved, and the silence stretched.

After several uncomfortable seconds, Pri said, "Did you get the job?"

| nodded my head and said, "Yes. | gtart in the morning.”

Both women stepped toward me, but | held up my hands; I'd seen where thisled, and I'd found it
too confusing thefirst time to want to have to dedl withit again.

"Weredly haveto go," | said.

"You'reright," Pri said.

For thefirst time since they'd arrived, shelooked happy.

"Then | should give you thisnow,” Matahi said. She held out the bag.

"What isit?"'

"A present,” shesaid. "Something | prepared after our first meeting. 1'd planned to giveit to you
when you next came over, but . . ." She shrugged.

"Great," Pri said. "l findly get to see what you've been carrying.” Her tone didn't match her words.

| took the bag, opened it, and pulled out a cube about a quarter of ameter on aside. Its exterior
wasanicy light blue metd that felt cold and strong to the touch but that a so gave easlly when | pushed
onit.

"You made onefor me" shesaid, "so | thought it only fair that | reciprocate.”

| held it and stared at it, both curious to have her explain it and not sure | wanted to hear the
explanation. | liked how it looked, though | couldn't explain why.

"You sad we had to leave," Pri said. She sounded even less happy than when Matahi had handed
me the box.

| looked up. "Youreright,” | said to her. To Matahi, | said, "Thank you. Thank you very much.”

Matahi glanced at Pri, came up to me, kissed me on the cheek, and said, "Y oure welcome." She
turned to go. "I'll head for the SlegpSafe and wait to hear from you.”

Sheleft.

| stared after her until Pri touched my shoulder, pointed at Lobo, and said, "Don't we need to get
moving, too?"

| nodded and started toward L obo.

"| believe there are washing machinesthat are more adept with women than you,” Lobo said, till
privatdy. "Amazing."

"Enough,” | subvocalized as| walked insgde him. | went into my quartersto drop off the box.

Pri followed me into my room and stood in front of the door, which closed behind her.



"Now that you have ajob closeto Wei," she said, "I don't understand how | can help, and | sure
don't understand what you need her for."

| leaned againgt the oppositewall. "I haveajob ontheidand,” | said, "providing | don't fail the
training course. Even then, they'll start me with scut tasks, no way does the new guy get closeto the main

"Sowhat useisthejob?' shesad. " Children are dying while we keep falling!”

"Youthink | don't know that!" | stepped close enough to her that she backed into the doorway. The
door opened just in time to save her from smacking into it. "Weve been living with that redlity from the
moment | agreed to help. Y our people have known about it even longer. We're doing the best we can.”

"Wadll, that hasn't been very good,” she said.

| shook my head. "No, no it's hasn't. But we've been doing the best we could.”

We stood in silence for almost a minute before she spoke. "So what do we do now?”

"| passthetraining camp,” | said, "get the job, and eventually figure out how to get closeto and
snatch Wei. Y ou run surveillance routesin Lobo and also stay in touch with your peoplein case they
have any useful intdl.”

"Andif they do?' shesaid. "Or if Lobo and | spot Wel on the move?”

"You or hewill leave the datafor me at adrop Lobo will brief you on. Heand | will setup a
protocol that works viaa public exchange, something | can check regularly. I'll aso meet you periodically
at the dternate landing facility wefirst used.”

She covered her face with her hands and stayed that way for awhile. When shelooked at me
again, her eyeswerefull of tears. "I'm never going to see Joachim again, an 1?7

| stared at her. No, | thought, but if thereisany chance at dl that heisdive, | might need her help to
rescue him. Even if heisn't, she might prove useful in saving the children who were. | wasn't sureif | was
committing akindness or being crud when | findly said, "Don't say that, and don't believeit. We can't
want to risk using too many children, because each one raises the chance of bringing to the public's
attention the awful things he's doing. So he's probably keeping them aive. Were going to save them, al
of them, incdluding Joachim."

| doubt that she believed me, but she forced a smile and said, "Okay." Sheturned and left my small
room.

Looking at the spot where she had stood, her expression gtill fresh in my mind, | knew there was no
way | would fall that training class or anything else they threw at me. | would get close enough to Wei to
grab him, and thistime | would not fall.

The process would start in the morning.

| would not fail.

Chapter 37

| don't likeyou," Rhionne Ng, the head of Wonder Idand security, said to the six of us standing a
attention in front of her. Her voice echoed from the permacrete walls and celling of the cavernous, domed
underground room in which we stood. She paced back and forth, her movements dow and powerful. "l
don't trust you." She stopped in front of the woman on the far left. Ng stood almost my height, was essily
aswideas| am, and wore her short black hair in abuzz cut.

Thewoman facing Ng sagged, asif agreat weight were pushing down on her.

"I sure don't enjoy looking at you," Ng said.

| watched out of the corner of my eye as she moved dowly aong the line, pausing to Sare directly
at each of us.

"So given how happy | amto haveyou dl here" she said, "who can tell mewhy I let them send me
such aworthless group?”



"l can!" shouted three of the people.

They were either idiots, lifelong civilians, or both. An officer or NCO addressing anew squad rarely
wants an answer to that sort of question, and certainly not on thefirst day with the unit. Though Ng wore
no sign of rank, just the same plain black security uniform asthe rest of us, she moved and talked like
every sergeant I'd ever seen work agroup of raw fish. Like | had in my days as a sergeant. But she
wasn't the sergeant, because sheld introduced hersdlf asthe personin charge. Thetall, dark, bald man
behind her, Tomaso Park, stood with the calm, contained manner of the career NCO and the heavily
muscled body of someone who prided himsdlf on his strength. He was her sergeant now—that was
clear—but she'd aso been one once, | was sure of that.

"So you three are mind-readers?’ she said. "Good. Y ou can spend your afternoon duty shift with
the maintenance crew, reading the minds of the larger mammals so you can more quickly find where they
crapped.” She put her hands on her hips. "Anyone else careto try to answer?’

None of us spoke. The other two were probably wondering the same thing | was. What should we
cal her? In the Saw, the right response would have been, "Sir, no, sir" if shewas an officer, but | had no
clue here.

Ng waited and watched us. Y ou could amost see the energy coming off her. Shewore her
shirtdeevesrolled up to expose arms that were bigger and more muscular than mine. They twitched in the
telltale rhythm of the muscle-activation treetments I'd seen both on field missonswith the Saw and in
prison.

"Well, meat?' shesad.

We weren't going anywhere until somebody answered, so | took the gamble. "Sir, no air,” | said.

She appeared in front of me faster than 1'd believed she could move. | wouldn't underestimate her
Speed again.

"Good choice, Moore," shesad. "'l guessthey taught you something useful in the Saw, third-rate
outfit that it was." Sheleaned forward until her nose was amost touching mine. "What, too weak to
defend your old comrades?

"Sir,nodr,” | sad. "Sir, the Saw can defend itsdf, ar.”

She shook her head and stepped back.

"I let them send me you useless bags of meat because we're desperate, pure and ssimple. There
couldn't be any other reason, could there, Tomaso?'

Ng never looked behind her, but Park gtill snapped to attention as he answered, "Sir, no sir."

"Y ou're probably wondering,” Ng said, "why we don't hand you afew sensors, awegpon, and a
security guard badge and send you on your way. After al, were not military, and we're not police. So let
melay it out for you." Sheticked off the points on her fingers. "One: Wonder Idand contains hundreds of
animasthat could kill a person without any effort whatsoever. If anything happensto the automated
systemsthat control those creatures, our teamisall that stands between those animals and our paying
guests.” She pointed upward; | wasn't sure how deep we were, but | knew Wonder Idand's guests were
enjoying themsalves somewhere far over our heads. "Make no mistake: The animalsthat roam around up
there must never be out of our control.”

She dropped her hand. "Two: Wonder I1dand isthe biggest Single tourit attraction on any planet in
at least athree-jump range. Heaven's government counts on the revenue from this place, and it's our job
to make sure nothing ever interruptsits flow. Three: The tech that makes these creatures so attractiveis
confidentia and proprietary, and one of our jobsisto make sureit staysthat way. Four: The scientists
and computer systems that work the tech are appealing targets for rivals, so we protect them and make
sure that what belongs to Wonder Idand staysoniit.”

It was agood sign that she even mentioned the protection assgnments. | certainly wouldn't start on
them, but the fact that she included them in our duties gave me hopethat | could work my way into
them.

"Park hereisgoing to break you into groups, issue you some training contacts and weapons, and



run you through some VR drills so we can see how well you perform.” She turned and headed toward
the door through which we'd entered the area. "1 don't expect to see dl of you at the end of the day."

Park stepped forward, snapped his cuffs, crossed his arms behind his back, and said, "Listen up,
because | do not like to repeat mysdlf. Heré's what we're going to do.”

The ponytails of thelittle girl whipped back and forth as sheran. The guard chasing her and the
kidnapper were neck and neck and would catch her at about the sametime. | couldn't get aclear bead
on the kidnapper. The guard should have taken on the kidnapper, but he was so focused on getting to the
girl hewaan't thinking clearly.

| thumbed the weapon to full auto and sprayed both men before they could reach the girl.

Theterrorist and the girl winked out of sight. The contacts returned meto thetraining area.

The guard candidate was furious. He stalked toward me, hisfists clenched.

"What'd you shoot mefor, you idiot?' he said. "We're on the same team. | dmost had her.”

Park watched us from ten metersto our |eft. His expression remained calm.

"So did the attacker,” | said. ™Y ou blew it by not taking him out, so | did the only thing that would
be sureto save her.”

"I would have protected her," the candidate said. He stopped half a meter in front of me.

"Given how foolishly you were dready behaving,” | said, "I couldn't count on that. Our misson was
to savethegirl."

He might aswell have caled me and told me the punch was on itsway. He took timeto plant his
feet, torque hiships, and lift hisright hand in preparation for it.

Whenit findly came, | stepped to my left, grabbed his right shoulder as he went past me, spun
behind him, and followed him forward. | kicked the back of hisright leg, and as he went down |
wrapped my left arm around his neck and clamped on achoke. He clawed & my armsfor afew
seconds, but the uniform held nicdy. When hewas out, | set him on the ground more gently than he
deserved.

""Shooting your teammates won't make you popular,” Park said. | glanced at him as| stood. He
hadn't moved, and his expression hadn't changed.

| shrugged. "Loseafew menintraining or alot in battle.”

A man stepped out of adoor afew meters away and walked over to the guy I'd choked out. The
man's nametag said "Dan Lee" and he wasn't happy with me. | had him in height by about twenty
centimeters, but he had mein width by at least ten. Hisarms strained againgt his shirt, and he wore his
black hair long and loose, dmost to his shoulders. He glared at me as he checked on the unconscious
ouy.

| ignored him.

Park smiled dightly. "We're not in battle. We're security guards.”

"Sarge” | sad, "when werefighting, werein battle.”

"We havejob titles and pay grades here," he said, "but not ranks. No sergeants, no officers.”

| shook my head. "It doesn't matter what they cal you," | said. "l know asergeant when | see one.”

"Sodol," hesaid. When | didn't respond, he thumbed a control on his cuff, and al the groups
scattered around the huge training area stopped moving. "Five-minute bresk, then we tour some of the
grounds, and then we have somered fun.”

"I'm kicking this one back," Lee said, tilting his head toward the man who was just now regaining
CONSCi OUSNESS.

"Hemight learn,” Park said. "I'm willing to give him the rest of the day.”

"Y ou know how Rhionnefeds" Lee said.

Park winced dightly at the informality.

Leedidn't notice. "Theguy blew it," he said, "so he'sout. Asfor thisone—" heindicated mewith a



quick flip of hiswrigt, "he may have won the exercise, but he's il ajerk.”
Lee stood and faced me.
"| think we should kick him back, too."

Chapter 38

No," Park said. He stared at L eefor several seconds.

Neither man moved.

Watching them, | wasn't sureif their confrontation was about what to do with me or about some
preexisting issues between them. It surefdt like the latter.

"Look," Leesaid, "Mooreislucky he'snot joining this loser for attacking one of histraining
partners. We don't need any more know-it-al ex-mercs on thisteam.”

"| don't agree,” Park said. "Asone of those ex-mercs, | haveto say that if we had more trained
proswe might not have fared so badly in some of our recent—" he pauised, "exercises.”

"That'saload of crap," Lee said. "Nobody could have known—"

Park cut him off. "Thisismy training sesson,” hesaid, "so itsmy cal. Moore saved the girl, and he
defended himself when necessary, so he moveson.”

Park turned toward me. "Don't push your luck, meat. Get some water, and join the others.”

The light breeze felt wonderful after so much time underground. We'd come into the park via one of
the hidden hatches, which closed as soon aswe were dl clear. At least ameter of dirt and grass covered
it, and unless you knew to look for it you'd never spot it. We stayed away from tourists, moving on forest
paths and entering only afew smdl exhibits whose animal occupants were currently e sewhere. | admired
the dedication to preserving the user experience; unless something went wrong, the vast mgority of the
visitorsto theidand would never even be aware of the existence of a security team.

The hatchesto the underground complex were dl over the idand, dmost ahundred of them, sowe
could quickly appear wherever we were needed. The robotic sentries, like the ones I'd encountered on
my visit with Pri, provided thefirgt line of defense and could pleasantly dedl with most cranky animalsand
mishbehaving guests, they'd certainly handled mewdll.

"Don't come up here unless a supervisor orders you to do so,” Park said. "'If we do send you up,
ded with the problem quickly and quietly. If it'saguest who won't cooperate, lead him to the nearest
hatch, and aliaison officer will meet you and take it from there.”

"How do we know where the hatches are?' awoman in front of me asked.

"Y our contacts will show you the moment you go topside,”" Park said, "provided, of course, that
you're up here under orders.”

"What about opening them?' aman beside her said.

"You cant," Park said. "Y our uniformswill tell the monitoring officersyou're near one, and they'll
decide whether to open it for you. The moment you head up, we start watching you.”

"Isthat—"

Park cut off the woman. "It's not just about keeping these people safe,” he said, "or about managing
them when they're rowdy. It's about the illusion we sall: Wonder Idand is an unspoiled garden teeming
with amazing creatures you can't see anywhere else. If you spot asecurity guard, you start wondering just
how nicethe garden redly is. If we do our jobs right, the civilians never know we exist."

"lsn't that dwaysthe case?’ | said.

"Everywhere |'ve ever fought,” Park said, nodding his head. "Now, let'smove on.”

They'd turned alanding hangar into amakeshift training ground by scattering crates here and there



throughout the enormous permacrete room. The containers ranged in size from ameter square to amost
five meters on aside, and the gap between any two of them was adways at least four meters. Park had
gplit usinto two teams: the woman and | on one, the three other remaining candidates on the other. None
of us had names on our uniforms, but it didn't matter; we didn't have comm connections to each other,
ather. All we had were vests, helmets, rifleswith flexible rounds that would bruise but not penetrate, and
acomm link to Park.

He stood in the center of the room and pointed to the doll Sitting on achair besde him.

My partner and | were thirty meters apart on thewall to hisright. Our three opponents were on the
opposite wall. Each of uswas about seventy meters from the center.

"Everybody on Heaven comesto Wonder Idand," he said. "They bring their friends, their families,
anyone and everyone. Weve had kidnapping attempts. Thisisyour chance to show us how well you'd
handle one by rescuing my cutelittlefriend here.”

Wheat crap. They were short on people to protect Wei, and they were seeing who might be useful.
Fine by me; I'd show them.

"Therulesaresmple" Park said. "Thefirst oneto take the doll to safety wins, and if you shoot it,
your team loses. That'sit. If you're hit and you can keep moving, fed freeto do so. If you're too hurt to
continue, stop."

"But our team is short aperson,” my partner said.

Hadn't she learned yet?

"Thank your partner for sending your other teammate home early,” Park said.

Thelightsdimmed, asif twilight had fallen indoors

"Goonmy sgna," hesaid. Hejogged to the wall on my far |eft, faced the center, and said, "Start."

My partner looked at me; she obvioudy had no ideawhat to do.

| waved her toward the doll.

She stalked forward.

| scanned the areaand found the perfect spot about twenty metersto my right and ten ahead: a
three-meter tall container bathed in shadow. | dashed to it, jumped, grabbed the top, and as quietly as|
could manage pulled mysdlf onto the huge crate. | stretched out, switched my vison to IR, and trained
theriflés sights on the areaon the far sde of the dall.

I'm not the best shot I've known, not by along mark, and | don't practice enough to be asgood as |
oncewas, but sniping from agtationary position eighty or fewer meters from my target was within my
capabilities. My partner would head for the doll, and shed make it or she wouldn't, but either way she'd
draw the opposition's attention.

| waited and watched for signs of movement.

Thefirst one appeared dong the wall to my right, opposite Park. A man was moving dowly and
quietly, crouching and waking from cover to cover. The other two showed amoment later, sprinting
down the center and making a bit of noise. Not a horrible Strategy: Take advantage of their numerical
advantage by digtracting us with the two center people while the third went wide.

My partner stopped when she heard the center duo coming and crouched behind asmall container.
She bumped it, and it scraped loudly on the permacrete floor.

The two center men on the other side stopped.

| ignored them and focused on the one going wide. He had kept moving, but dowly, quietly, taking
advantage of the distraction the other two provided.

It wasonly atraining exercise, | knew that, and yet the adrenaline was coursaing in meand | was
ready to go, go, go. | breathed dowly through my nose and sighted on the edge of the container where
the third man should appear next.

Two seconds later, he stepped out. He had maybe five meters of open space to cross before he
would be behind cover again. | et him get two meters out, led him dightly, and double-tapped at his



body.
Hefdl onto his Sde and shrieked.

| immediately shot him in the groin and then the bottom leg.

Hewrithed in pain and shouted unintdlligibly.

Good; | couldn't have him getting up.

| flattened on the top of the crate and waited. Half a dozen shotswhizzed in the air around and
above me, but nothing came close. They'd missed with their initid rounds, as 1'd hoped, and were now
just firing in the direction of the noise.

| reached down, quietly pulled off my shoes, and lofted oneto my Ieft, toward my partner. | then
focused again through theriflés sight.

One of the opposition bought it, assumed we were heading back near one another, and charged my
partner.

She sat up s0 she could aim, squeezed off around, and sprawled backward as one hit her in the
chest.

The guy who was running at her ssumbled as her round grazed his shoulder, but he kept coming.

His partner watched from cover, hisweapon trained on the vicinity of my downed partner, where
he hoped | was.

The guy who was running made it to within ameter of my partner and stopped.

| shot four timesin rapid succession. Three rounds connected, two to his body and oneto hisleft
leg. He went down hard, his head bouncing off the permacrete.

His partner fired in my direction.

Assoon as| heard the shots | kicked the crate, moaned loudly, rolled off its side, hung for a second
with one hand, and landed on my feet. | moaned again, but softer, asif fighting for control, then quickly
looped to my right, away from thefire and toward the rear wall. As soon as| had aclear line of sight on
the chair and the doll, | paused and scanned the area.

The remaining opposition man had made it to a crate on the edge of the open area.

| could see hisriflesbarrel but no more of him.

Hewaited.

Sodidl.

After severa seconds, he risked aquick glance around the corner, his head appearing and
disappearing quickly.

| did nothing.

He checked the dall again, hishead visible alittle longer thistime.

When it disappeared, | ran to another of the smaller crates, braced myself on it, and sighted on
where he'd been.

He dashed across the open area, heading for his partner.

| led him for asecond, then fired four shotsrapidly.

One connected with his body and shoved him sideways.

| sprinted from my location as he dammed into the ground.

Herolled onto hisback and brought up hisrifle.

| stopped, sighted, and shot him in the somach and then the grain.

Herolled around on the permacrete floor.

| ran for him, grabbed his wegpon, then his partner's, and then my partner's. The last guy and my
partner were gasping for air and trying to curse. The man who'd hit his head was out. | took their
weapons over to the chair with the doll, traded mine for my partner's, dropped off the others, and ran for
thefirst guy I'd shot.

Hewas dtill down, unconscious from pain.



| collected hisweapon and ran back to the doll. | stood besideit and said, "She's safe.”

The lights snapped on to full bright.

Park walked toward me. " She may be, but is anyone who trains with you?"'

"That depends,” | said, "on how good they are and what kind of training we're doing.”

Helaughed. "l supposeit does."

"Y ou think that's funny?" Rhionne Ng appeared through a doorway near where Park had watched
the exercise. "l don't. Y ou may have cost me several half-decent candidates, and it'll sureashell bea
long time before any of them will trust you again.”

"If they trusted less and thought more," | said, "they might have been more of achallenge.”

Park stopped and watched as Ng walked over to me.

She stopped a meter away, spread her legs, and clenched her fists. Her asams were at her sides, but
the posture was unmistakable. "Oh, you like challenges, do you, Moore? Fine. Fed like trying your luck
on someone with alittle more traning?'

Chapter 39

No matter what the heroic tales of tormented, new-meat soldiers say, you amost never win when
you fight someone commanding you. The system can't afford for you to win, because it hasto preserve
the dmost mystical power of the chain of command. They train you and train you and train you until you
will follow orders without hesitation, because any other outcome can jeopardize the greater plan and,
most of the time, everyone elsein your unit. The only time the system can let you beat a superior officer is
when you'rein the field, on acombat mission, and everyone agrees the leader is destroying them and has
to go. Then and only then, one of you can fight and kill acommander—though it's better, of course, if
you just skip thefighting part and catch the target unaware.

| was not in that situation here, and though Ng was ajerk, that was hardly enough reason to kill her,
50 | couldn't afford to win.

Onthe other hand, | didn't want to come across as thoughtful or considerate or anything other than
ahard-ass who would do whatever it took to finish the job. | did, however, have to appear smart enough
to know the basic rules, or they'd never trust me with any assignment more complex than playing
nursemaid to their gpecid animals.

So, | had to argue abit, then | had to fight her, and then | had to lose.

Thiswas not going to be fun.

"Sure" | said, staring at her and summoning as much anger as| could while maintaining control, "I'd
enjoy that. I'd like ajob more, though, and beating up your boss doesn't help you get hired."

"Moore isdonefor the day," Park said, "and he's more than earned the job. We don't need to do
this"

"I didn't ask your opinion,” Ng said without looking awvay from me. "Moore, if that's your worry,
relax; you've got the job. I'm just tired of watching you play the bad boy with these children, and | don't
believe you're as tough as you think you are. Y ou don't seem to be able to learn to behave on your own,
s0 | thought I'd help teach you. No pendlties: If you think you're up to it, take your best shot.” She
shrugged. "I don't think you've got the stones for it."

If the person you're fighting doesn't know what he or sheisdoing, or if they're weak enough that
you can smply absorb whét little punishment they can dish out, then you engage, keep them close so they
don't redlize you're faking it, and wait for the right moment to fall down and surrender.

Ng, though, gave every indication of understanding combet very well, and her strength was obvious.
Her voice was angry, but her face was composed and calm; she was baiting the meat. Her stance was
solid, her weight on the balls of her feet, and she was sufficiently loose that she could move easily inany
direction. She'd stepped close enough to me to provoke me but stayed out of reach of asingle punch. I'd



have to move forward to get to her, and she knew it.

To maintain credibility, I'd have to do some damage to her, then take more, enough more that she'd
buy me quitting.

Thiswas definitely not going to befun.

"No pendties?’ | said. "Y ou guarantee that?' | glanced at Park and as| did, | shifted my weight to
my front foot. "What about you, Sarge?'

"Her cdl," Park said. " She runs the show."

"That'sright,” Ng said, "and | aready answered you. Or are you just trying to buy time until | get
bored?"

| shot alow outside kick at her front leg with my rear leg. | hit nothing but air as shelifted her leg
and pulled back just in timeto get out of theway. | let the momentum carry me part of the way around
and whipped aback fist at her as she launched hersdf a me.

She blocked it but | till managed to dam her arm againgt her head with the force of my blow.

She grunted but continued ahead and dammed into my back before | could move again.

| tried to let the momentum carry me forward, but | felt her |eft hand grab my left shoulder and stop
me.

I soun down and to my |eft to shake the grip and get to the outside of her.

Shelet go of me and pivoted toward me so that when | stopped moving she had amomentary shot
a my body. She kicked me hard in the crotch.

| forced mysdlf to stay standing and not double over. The nanomachines helped by blocking the
pain amoment after it started lancing through me, but that moment was al the opening she needed.

Shethrew abig l€eft at the sde of my neck.

| hunched and turned so that most of the blow landed on my shoulder, but some of it connected
with my neck.

The nanomachines blocked the pain dmost immediatdly, but | felt the shot enough to know that it
was more than enough excuseto fal, so | put my right leg behind my left and tripped mysdlf asif
retreating too fast. | hit the permacrete hard but was able to absorb enough of the impact with my arms
and shouldersthat | was okay.

| held up my hand asif to ward her off, but she was dready on top of me and grabbed my wrist and
twisted.

Damn but she was strong and fast.

"Y ou've got potentia, Moore," she said, her breathing as cam and shalow asif shed just finished
reviewing aboring duty rogter, "but you need to remember your place around hereif you're ever going to
earn achanceto redlize that potential.” She twisted my wrigt abit more.

The anger surged in me, and | wanted to show her what | could redly do. | wanted to kick her off
me and besat her into a pulp. In the flood of adrendine shewas every jerk who'd ever hurt me, and this
was my chanceto pay them al back.

Instead, | swallowed the emotion, nodded my head, and whispered, "Okay," asif | couldn't speak
any louder.

She released my wrist, stepped over me, and headed toward Park.

"Tdk to him," shesaid to Park. "Tel him how good aded thisjob can beif helearnsto be agood
team player.”

As she gtrolled away, she added, "And explain how short and unpleasant his stay can beif he
doesn't.”

Chapter 40



Park walked over to me and extended his hand, but | ignored the offer and stood on my own; I'd
had enough of showing my belly.

"She's quicker than you thought,” he said.

| nodded. "That sheis"

A few moans and the sound of uniforms scraping on permacretefilled the air. | glanced behind me
and saw the three people I'd lft in acluster dl starting to stand.

"Youlot," Park said, hisvoice booming with authority, "dust yoursaves off, catch your breath, and
fdl inaongtherear wall."

He pointed at me. "You," he said. "Walk with me." He set out quickly for the corner of the hangar
farthest from therest of the gpplicants.

| caught up to him in afew stridesand fell into step beside him.

"You'renot acrimind,” Park said, "or at least not astupid one, because we don't have any datato
suggest you've donejail time. Y ou were smart enough not to start anything with Ng right away, but then
either your temper got the best of you or you decided to engage her knowing you had to lose. I'm betting
on the second, because you served with the Saw long enough that you had to know exactly what she
wasdoing. Whichisit?'

| shrugged and said nothing.

We reached the corner, and he leaned against it so he could watch both me and the other
gpplicants.

My back was to the huge room, so | moved to thewall beside him.

He chuckled. "1 didn't think you could stand there for long. No one with any red training would."
His expression turned serious. "Y ou have the background. Y ou've served with agreeat force. There's
always aneed for people like us, and you could make awhole lot more money doing work you've done
before. So what's the real reason you're here?"

| hesitated, because | hadn't expected to have to explain anything beyond the obvious need for
income. By not answering immediately, however, | now had to tell him aliethat let him eventudly gettoa
truth. | stared at him for afew more seconds, then said, " The woman who's keeping me on Heaven isntt
willing to leave this planet, she brow-beat me into taking an apartment | didn't want, and I'm not ready to
give her up, so | need ajob. Asfor why thisjob, well, let'sjust leave it a me needing a paycheck, you
offering one, and no one shooting a me here.”

"No," Park said, "let's not. That's not good enough. We could use afew more people who know
what they're doing, and you obvioudy have the potentia to be one of them, but not if | don't understand
what I'm getting into. If dl you need isajob, why aren't you trying to work for Heaven's militiaor the
EC?

Now | had to steer as closeto the truth as | could. | waited several seconds, lowered my voice,
and said, "l did some work on aplanet in another sector, work that involved the EC. | delivered what |
promised, but | think it's safe to say that the EC wasn't thrilled with me when it was all over.”

"That jibeswith what little datawe were able to get," Park said, "though the EC doesn't seemto
have much information on you, and none of what they would show usinvolves you contracting for them.”

It wouldn't, but | wasn't going to explain to him why. I'd barely escaped that particular mess, and |
definitely wasn't going to prod the EC about it.

"Inany case" Park said, "the EC won't know you're taking this job, because we're sure not going
to tell them. Frankly, one of thethings| like about Heaven isthat its government doesn't bend over for
either mgor federation.”

| hesitated again, not sure how far to pushit with Park. Finaly, | said, "Asfor the militig, al | can
say isthat my experience with planetary government fighting teamsisthat they're astep down from the
topnotch merc companies. Joining them after being in the Saw just didn't make sense”

"You did pick up that you're working for Heaven's government here," he said, "though admittedly
indirectly."



"Yeah, but like said, nobody's shooting a me here, and no one'slikely to send meinto combat.”

Park chuckled again. "Not as such, | suppose,” he said, "though we're hiring because one of our
teams ran into something it couldn't handle.”

"Tourists took out one of your squad?’ | said. | smiled and asked the question aslightly as | could,
but Park's expression told me it was still the wrong move.

"No," he said, "but you don't need the details."

| held up my hands. "Sorry. | didn't mean to pry." | dropped my hands and searched for anew
subject to take him off that topic. "That does remind me to ask, though: Do you guys cover med
repairs?’

"Were you deeping when you sent usyour data?' Park said. "That information isreadily available
from the gpplication avatar.”

"l never bother to investigate that kind of thing," | said, "and | find mysdlf easily distracted when it
comesto overhead crap like applications.”

He nodded. "So why do you ask now?"

"Becauseif I'm going to spend any moretime scrapping with Ng," | said, forcing asmile, "I'm going
to care about those benefits."

"Fair enough,” he said, and he wasn't amiling. "Y es, we have med repair coverage, including a better
than average facility on ste here. | think we both know, though, that the best planisto do adl you canto
avoid needing them.”

"That'sawaysmy god," | said, "but sometimesit doesn't work out that way."

"No," Park said, his expression softening and his gaze unfocusing for amoment, "it doesn't.” He
snapped back to the moment.

"Mindif | ask you aquestion?' | said.

"Would it matter if | did?' hesaid.

"I'mjust curious: Y our background hasto be like mine, so why are you here?’

His expression tightened. "1 spent some time with a couple of backwater merc crews, had my fill,
came home, and joined the militia" He shook hishead. "1 had a cushy back-office job, then they
transferred me here to bring alittle experience to awesk unit. It sure wasn't my choice.”

"They can trandfer you from the militiato here?'

"Wereyou listening to me, Moore?' he said. "Heaven's government runs this place and the militia,
50 like any government it can do what it damn well pleaseswithin its borders.” He crossed hisarms over
his chest; we were clearly done talking. "Go join the others. Try not to hurt any more of them until the
next time we haveto train them.”

| jogged over to the group. The other four men and the woman were standing a easein arough line
near where I'd been. | stopped at the far end of the line and snapped to attention.

Park marched over to us and stood at parade rest. He was completely still and completely present,
and you could dmost fed the energy he was containing. He didn't move his head as his eyes |ooked
dowly down our rank from the lft, focusing on one person & atime, then moving to the next.

"Thetruth," he said, "is smple and unpleasant: Five of you don't know enough about weapons or
tacticsto keep you aive half aday in afrontier planet quiet zone." He Sighed theetricaly. "The good news
for you, though, isthat we don't seealot of action, and we have timeto train you. So, were going to hire
thelot of you."

Severd of the people smiled and started to speak.

Park cut them off. "Well start with discipline: Keep your holes shut until | say you can talk. We're
not amilitary squad, but | run my teamslike one for the smple reason that it works. Any problemswith
thet?"

No one spoke.

Good; they could learn.



"You'vedl told usyoure availableimmediately,” Park said, "so now you face the last choice you
have to make about this job: Do you want to work residential or commute?”

From what Lobo had gleaned from the Wonder Idand recruitment avatar, residential guards logged
longer days, dept on theidand, and drew apay premium that ranged from twenty percent up to fifty
percent, depending on whether they stayed the three-day minimum or the two-week maximum before
rotating out for ashift. Residential guards also enjoyed greater and faster opportunities for advancement.

Park stared at usfor severa seconds, then continued, "L et the clerk know on your way out, and
hell tell you your schedule. Dismissed.”

Park stayed where he was as we headed toward the training area door from which held watched
the hostage exercise. As| stepped by him, he put his hand lightly on my shoulder.

| stopped.

"Going resdentid?* he said.

"Not tonight,” I said. "I'm planning on an evening of celebrating, and then | figure I'll Sgn up for three
on, oneoff."

"Might aswell gart it now," he said. "It'sthe fastest way off the scut duty.”

| had to let Lobo, Pri, and Matahi know I'd gotten thejob and check in with them, so | said, "It's
aso the quickest way | know to make that woman furious at me."

Park chuckled. "Fine; don't tell me." All trace of mirth vanished as he added, "For aslong asyou're
in here, you're in. Y ou better be sure you understand that. Got me?*

"You bet, Sarge," | said. "I'll see you tomorrow."

As| walked toward the door, | considered his comment and his questions. The odds were good
that they would follow mewhen | |eft theidand; if he wasthat curious about my past, SO were otherson
the security team. That meant | couldn't go to Lobo without first identifying and then evading any
aurvelllance. Given Wonder Idand's status with the government, | couldn't be sure | could do that on my
own. I'd have to get to a safe place with serious encryption and then link up with Lobo viathe protocol
we'd set.

| also had to come up with agirlfriend—or agood reason that | lied about having one. | could meet
Matahi and have that meeting play either way to anyone watching me, and we could go back to her
SeegpSafe room, but that would cause an observer to question the authenticity of my relationship with
Matahi. If | tried to claim her asagirlfriend and went to my apartment, there was away's the chance that
one of the security team would recognize her from Wel'svisit. Plus, that might strand her at the
gpartment, which wasn't safe. | could use Pri instead, but they might recognize her from the assault on
Matahi's house, and she wouldn't be anywhere near as good at playing the girlfriend role. No, I'd haveto
see Matahi without them redlizing it was her, and then I'd have to explain the girlfriend story later.

Stupid. I should have gone with the smpler lie.

That wasn't my only problem. Spending time with Matahi would dmost certainly annoy Pri. |
flashed on the images of Pri and Matahi standing in Lobo, staring at me and at each other, and | knew
with asckening certainty Pri wouldn't be very happy at the newsthat | was staying the night with
Matahi.

| shook my head as| walked. Working with these two was making Lobo's sarcasm more and more
aopeding dl thetime.

Chapter 41

Taking the chegpest shuttles to the southeastern sector of the old city fit the character | was sdlling
to the Wonder 1dand crew, but it dso consumed a couple of hours. If you're trying to shake a corporate
tall, dl you haveto dois stay away from turf the company controls. Avoiding government survelllanceis
far trickier, particularly on a place aslocked-down as atourigt attraction like the old town. Every public



sensor is at the government's digposal, o you need either hackersto spoof them temporarily or enough
knowledge of the areato know what nooks and crannies the authorities had decided weren't worth
watching.

| had neither. If Park and the Wonder 1dand security team were astight with Heaven's government
as| assumed, they could track my route.

The odds were good, though, that they couldn't use sensorsto see what | was doing when | was
ingde abusiness, becauseit'srarely in acompany'sinterest for the government to be monitoring its every
move. If | stuck to the tourist traps that megacorps operated, | should be safe from government machine
spying once | wasingde. I'd till have to keep an eye out for human watchers, but that was a much more
manageable problem.

| walked dowly through the streets of the old town, studying the restaurants and bars and brothels
for onethat possessed the right combination of size and rowdiness, thefirgt trait to give me more places
to hide, and the second so that if alittle action proved necessary the management probably wouldn't call
the police. | also wanted amedl; it'd been too long since I'd eaten. A light breeze carried on the cool
evening air the appetizing smells of more kinds of cooking food than | could identify. My stomach
rumbled, and | was tempted to stop, but | wasn't ready yet, so | ignored the hunger and kept going.

Something nagged at me as | worked my way toward the edge of the old city, and finaly | redlized
what it was. | felt more exposed than the Situation justified. Sure, they were probably tracking me, but
they almost certainly weren't out to hurt me. If they'd known of my involvement in the attempt to kidnap
Wei, they'd never have let me leave Wonder Idand. So, | was as safe as| could reasonably be under the
circumstances, alonein acity with a private security force monitoring me.

Alone. That wasit. I'd spent a couple of yearsrarely far from Lobo, and now | had no clue where
he was. I'd goneinto Wonder I1dand completely clean, no eectronics of any sort on me, because it was
the kind of place that would check for such devices very, very closely, particularly after our attack had
injured some of their people. Lobo had been watching over me for quite awhile, and I'd grown
accustomed to it, but now | was on my own.

Wiéll, | could take care of mysdlf. I'd doneit for the vast mgority of my life, and I'd do it again.

Except, | had to admit to myself, | missed him. Asannoying as he was, he was the closest thing to a
friend | had.

| recalled his concerns about telling me the truth about what Wei had done to him. He thought I'd
hate him for the children that had died to make him, and he hated himself.

| understood both those fedlings al too well, though | couldn't bring myself to tell him—or
anyone—why. Sometimes, it took dl the willpower | could summon to make mysdf face dl the awful
things1'd done, al the horrorsthat had combined to turn meinto what | am. Even though | knew that the
worgt, such asthe torture on Aggro, were not my fault, at avery deep level the part of methat wasthe
young man screaming in pain on that prison space station could not make sense of what had happened
without blaming it on himself. If | hadn't done something to deserve it, how could they have trested me
that way? Why would they have done those terrible things? | aso had to admit that | had no one but
myself to blame for my actions since then. I'd killed, in combat and to save mysdlf and even on afew
occasions because | could find no other way to avoid becoming atest subject once again. | waystried
toavoidit, but | had killed, and | had set up Situations that had led people to their deaths, and | had to
livewith those acts.

Lobo, with dl the vast computing power that was his mind, was apparently stuck in the same trap.
How much worse might it be for him, though, with his capacity to do so many things Smultaneoudy? Was
he ever free of the choking grip of sdf loathing?

Was|?

Y es, sometimes | was. Many times. When ajob or asituation absorbed my full atention, everything
elsevanished and | was there, present in the moment and nowhere e se. Watching Pri fight to maintain
hope, | had not thought at all of mysdlf. Lying next to Matahi on the roof, | had been entirely there, free



of my mind for ashort time.

Lobo, though, never was. With the level of computing capability he possessed, he was aways at
somelevd tearing a his past, hating himsdf what Wei had done, suffering smply for what he was.

I'd long thought of him asahim, as an intelligence who might aswell be a person, but now that |
understand his composition—not just his body, but more importantly these core aspects of his
consciousness—I redlized that he was in many respects as human as| was.

And, | had to admit, recaling my own past, fighting to push back the dark tendrils of my own awful
deeds, | had a many points been as much machine as he was.

Maybe | was now, taking my timeto plot my moveswhile on Wonder Idand We killed childrenin
the name of making better machines and better people.

Except, of course, that | had no real choice. If | wanted to stop We, | had to get closeto him. This
job provided my best chance at doing that, but it would take time, time some child probably didn't have
to spare.

Waan't that dways the case, though, not just for me but for al of us? Every time we rested, every
timewe played, every time we focused on fighting one bad thing, amillion other evilsall acrossthe
universe proceeded unchecked. All we could do was balance what we needed to do to stay sane with
what we had to fight, and then hope others were doing the same with the evils they were tackling.

To be human and to think was to know that you could never do enough—but also not to let that
stop you from doing something.

| turned a corner and saw at the end of the block a business whose fagade was glowing so brightly
with lightsof al colorsthat it painted every building on both sdes of the street in rgpidly shifting rainbows.
A huge sgn acrossitsthird floor declared it The End of the Rainbow. Either amegacorp owned it and
had paid aransom in bribes for the privilege of violating every appearance ordinance that gave the old
town itslook, or someonein theloca government was operating aside business. Either way, 1'd be safe
from planetary government sensorsinside. About four meters of lawn and shrubs separated it on dl sides
from itsneighbors; it fit in with the rest of the old city about as well as ableeding, 0ozing sore on the face
of apolitician.

Thelineto get in stretched about twenty meters from the door, but it seemed to be moving fairly
rapidly, so1 joined it. Smaller sgns and holo barkers scattered aong the edge of the building promised
food, drinks, drugs, dancers, gaming—you nameit, anything you might need to have agood time.

| should be able to contact both Lobo and Matahi from here, and | was only afew blocks from the
SleepSafe where she was staying.

| moved forward a couple of metersin the queue. | rolled my shoulders and shook my head dightly.
| turned and stretched asif tight and quickly scanned the faces of the people behind me.

A man four people back looked awvay immediately.

The woman with him was better. "Isthis place redly worth it?' she said to me when we made eye
contact.

"l surehope s0," | said, "but | honestly don't know. | saw theline, and I'm hungry, so | figured if this
many people came somewhere it had to be good."

"That makes sense,”" she said. Shetugged on the deeve of the man with her. "Doesn't it, dear?”

He nodded and mumbled something.

| turned around and faced ahead of me. If they put two people that easy to spot this closeto me,
then either they redlly did have trouble getting good staff, or they were using city sensorsfor most of the
work and these two were around Ssmply to see how | behaved insde. Or maybe they didn't careif |
gpotted my tails.

None of that mattered. | took afew dow breaths and considered how | wanted to play this. |
couldn't afford to let my attention focus anywhere but here, because tomorrow 1'd be back at WWonder
Idand, and if | wanted to keep that job, I'd have to explain everything | did tonight. | needed astory that
made sense but kept Matahi, Pri, and me safe.



The queue moved ahead another three meters as| struggled to find away to makeit al work ouit.

Chapter 42

Y ou could see the thinking behind The End of the Rainbow the moment you entered it. Gone were
the screaming neon signs; in their place, fixtures carefully arranged to mimic the dappled lights of city
dreetsat twilight washed theinterior in aperpetudly dim, dightly dangerousfed, asif you'd left the safety
of the old town and anything might happen. Human wait staff in gray shirts and black pants mingled with
the patrons, verifying their tables were providing the right food, answering questions, posing for pictures
in suggestive or threatening poses, and increasing the sensethat you truly were in another world. Seeting
was catch as catch can, but as soon as| wasinside | grabbed a waitress wandering near me and
negotiated atip greater than the cost of anything on the menu in exchange for asmall booth in the far left
rear corner. The couple occupying it complained at firdt, but after | explained | was management and
auditing the service saff, and of course1'd comp their meal, they moved on happily, enjoying another
lucky night in tourist land.

My watchers were already inside by the time I'd settled into the booth, but the place was so
crowded that it took them afew minutesto locate and secure a vantage point from which they could both
appear busy and keep an eye on me.

Once | knew wherethey were, | ignored them and did as close to the wall as| could.

A holo waitress popped into view on the table. "Good evening, friend. What could | interest you in
tonight? We have food on thisleve, gaming on the next, and on the top floor you can find other
attractions—" shewinked "—if you know what | mean, and from thelooks of you | think you do. Well
even package your food to go if you'reitching to head right upstairs.”

"I'd likethelightsin thisbooth asdim aspossible” | said, "and I'd like to see afood menu.”

"Soloveian't inyour planstonight?' she said asthe lightswent out and only sheilluminated the small
area. Aswed been talking, her breasts had grown and afew buttons on her blouse had popped open.

"A food menu," | repested.

Pictures of heaping plates of mesat, enormous bowls of vegetables, piles of fried goods, and half a
dozen desserts sngpped into the air beside her. "I | might show you afew of our specids,” she said.
"Hrg—"

"Stop," | said. "Bring me whatever fish platter usesthe freshest catch, plusalarge glass of the
freshest fruit juice you have." When you can't have agresat chef, you can a least am for fresh ingredients.
"And enable a public data access port here, then leave me done.”

"Asyouwill," shesaid. "I'm required to inform you, however, that theresasmall surcharge for data
access and an additiona levy for hard encryption.”

"You'rekidding me!" | said. "Free data ports abound al over thisfake old city."

"True," shesaid, "but how many of them can serve you afish that the kitchen tells me will have been
dead for less than eleven hourswhen it arrives at your table?"

"Fine, fine. Now, go."

She disappeared.

Where sheld stood, a holo appeared, commerciasfor the Rainbow chain chattering at me from all
over it. | could find Sster establishments on dl the better planets, one of them told me.

| assumed only the management computer would monitor my data accesses for possible sales
potential, but for the sake of anyone who might be able to hack whatever passed as hard encryption here
and seewhat I'd done, | spent thefirgt few minutes browsing loca news. | followed an obvioudy
purchased marketing puff piece on aloca craftswoman through a series of adsto an auction for
handmade boxes. | placed alow bid conditiona on ddlivery tonight to this restaurant and achanceto
gpesk to the artist about personalizing its outside with some engravings. | |eft the bid window open.



The data holo glided onto the wall to my right as a section of the table did aside and my fish platter
arrived—on an actua white platter. Asthe menu had promised, the dab of dark red fish washuge. A
mountain of fried objects of different shapes and sizes surrounded it on three Sides.

| cut asmall piece of the fish and chewed it. The tender mesat ddlivered arich, strong taste. |
sampled afew of the fried bits, and they proved to be amixture of vegetables, starches, and small pieces
of awhitefish. They didn't go particularly well with the main attraction, but they werefilling and | was
starving, so | gobbled half of them and dl of the surprisingly good red fish before | took a break.

The auction owner had responded to my conditional bid with a statement that he wasinterested in
accommodating my request but had to consider what price to charge.

Good.

Now, | just had to wait.

| chewed athumb-sized fried mystery vegetable and surveyed the interior. My watchers were il
checking me out from timeto time, but they were adso eating, drinking, and having more of agood time at
their two-person table than they should have permitted themsdlves. They were spending so much time
focusing on each other that | could have dipped out of the booth and had as much as aminute's head
gart on them. Amateurs; no wonder Park was so interested in hiring me.

"I would have expected someplace abit higher on the culinary ladder," Lobo said over the machine
frequency.

| smiled in the darkness of the booth. "Took you awhile," | said, using the same frequency. |
wouldn't talk audibly; no point in giving the booth a chance to report on aparticularly londly guest.

"Excuse me?' hesaid. "I had to scan the location, plot acourse low enough to let me drop the
field-comm unit but high enough not to attract attention, and then shoot the thing into the ground in the
narrow gretch of grassin the back of that lovely establishment you're visiting.”

"Fine, fine" | said. "How long do we have?'

"It depends on how paranoid the ownersare,” he said. "I'm using the unit to amplify and relay every
data stream coming out of that place, aswell asafew I'm injecting, so nothing should point to you. I'm
aso encrypting every part of the flow except the bits between you and the comm, so unlessthey think to
monitor al the machine frequency chatter—and thereésaton of it, those things never shut up—you should
be safe”

Even s0, on the off chance that some security freak decided to plow through al the machinetalk,
there was no point in making our conversation any easer to follow than we could avoid. "I'm where
you'd expect meto be, left Sde, and I'd appreciate avistor,” | said, "an accidental one who looks
nothing like hersalf, appearsto want to spend only an hour with me, has asaferoom, and isn't a al like
my current two remote companions.”

"In progress,” he said.

"I'll be changing living arrangementsfor the next three days."

"Understood.”

"Anything of notein your world?' | said.

"Only aprofound desire for aroommate who talks less," he said.

"l understand,” | said. "I'm out for now, but trash it only when | leave or you haveto.”

"Of course" hesad, "or if someonetriesto removeit. If that happens, it takes care of itself.”

"Ohyeah," | said. "If | scream for help, come get me, and come hot.”

"Asif | wouldnt," hesaid, "but I'll never be so lucky. Out.”

| pushed away the plate and had the table clear it. | took afew sips of thetart fruit juice and
wondered both how long it would take Matahi to get here and what she would look like when she
arrived. | hoped she could muster enough of a disguise that no one would recognize her.

"May | get you anything e setonight?" the holo waitress said. "Perhgps afull somach has changed
your outlook on love."



"Yestothefirst question,” | said, "and my stomach isn't full. Show me your dessert options.”

Thedishesthat floated in miniaturein front of me made me thankful that the nanomachines
dispatched al thefood | didn't need and thus stopped me from ever gaining weight, because every single
onewas acaorie bomb. | chose adab of chocolate cake dathered in afoamy white whipped topping
and aglass of water.

It arrived less than two minutes later, probably warmed from the freezer asit moved along the
conveyor chutesto my table. | took a bite and nodded to mysdlf; it wasn't bad, somewhere between the
fried chunks and the fish in quality, alittle better than 1'd expected from this place. | ate dowly, chewing
each bite completely and pausing between them to sp my water and browse other, real auction Stes.

| was down to the last two bites when a blond woman amost my height leaned against the entrance
to my booth. Her straight hair fell to thetop of her butt. A purple, floor-length, latex dress clung to her
body and reved ed wide hips and unnaturaly large breasts. Mirrorshade contacts covered her eyes.

"Mindif | joinyou?' she said in avery high but smooth voice.

"Waitress," | said. The holo server appeared. | didn't ask for this service."

"Nor did we supply it," the holo said.

"What," the blonde said, her voice dropping and suddenly recognizable as Matahi's, "you don't like
thelook?"

Chapter 43

| stared at the woman standing next to me. If | worked hard at it, | could see Matahi's face under
the make-up and lenses and hair, but how sheld managed to change her body so dramatically was
beyond me.

"Non-house professona companions must pay afacilities usage fee," the server said, "or face
immediate gection.”

"Of course," Matahi said, her voice high again. She held up her handsin surrender. "' So, buddy, are
you going to pay my tab and buy me adrink, or should | find another friend?’

| looked away from Matahi to collect mysdlf. "Why not?" | said, more for the house's benefit than
anything ese. | faced the holo. "Please add her usage fee to my hill, bring us two more glasses of this
juice, and tell me: What'sthe cost for alittle privacy?'

"Private rooms are available upstairs for avariety of rates," the holo said. "Would you like to see the
options?'

| waved my hands and said, "No, no. I'm not ready for that kind of privacy. I'd just like to keep our
conversation here to ourselves.”

The waitress disappeared. In her place, alawyer straight from a holo show but with the same face
as the waitress—cut-rate software at work—addressed me. "Turning off al house data gathering and
providing abonded booth privacy guarantee—with the customary Rainbow's End limitation of liability, of
course—is available for amodest fee. We naturally accept no responsbility for the behavior of other
patrons.”

"Of course" | said. "Please proceed on that front, get us our drinks, and bill me."

| got out my wallet and watched the charge appear. | thumbed approva.

"After thismessage,” thelawyer said, "you will, of course, have to find ahuman server to place
additiond orders.”

"Of course" | said. "Now, privecy, please.”

"Our pleasure,” she said. Thetwo glasses of juice did up from the table's center, the table closed,
and the holo vanished.

Matahi did into the booth opposite me. She stopped in the center of the sest.
| waved her to her right, into the shadows; | wanted her al the way to the wall against which | also



St

Shedidn't move. "l takeit you didn't recognize me," she said, her voice barely louder than a
whisper but definitely her own. "I'm not going to hide any deeper in the darkness, and you shouldn't,
either. Slide to the center, because that's where you would move if | were what | appear to be."

"Two people arewatching me,” | whispered.

"Yeah," shesad, "the couple at the two-top thirty degrees off the outer edge of this booth and
about SX meters away."

"They'rethat obvious?' | said. "Evento you?'

She nodded.

"So why should | makeit easy for them to watch me?”

"So they can see me seduce you into paying for the next hour or two of my time."

"Fine" | said. | did to the middle of the booth. | could now clearly see my watchers, so they had a
good lineof sght onme.

Something brushed up my leg and settled against my crotch. It was hard and sharp. | glanced down.
It was aspiked hedl over ten centimeters high. | hadn't noticed it before because the dressfell all the way
to the floor when she was standing.

"What areyou doing?' | said.

"What you should expect meto be doing,” she said. Her foot rubbed against me. "Have you |ooked
a me? No one dressed like thisis going to take the dow shuttle to love town." She leaned back, flipped
her hair, crossed her arms under her breasts, and said, "Thisis strictly an express-ticket outfit."

"Isthis part of what you normally do?' | said. | knew it was a mistake the moment | said it, but her
comfort in her role had puzzled me.

Her eyes narrowed, and she leaned across the table as far as she could. Her foot kept rubbing my
crotch. "This has as much to do with my norma behavior asleaving an egg in the sun to get warm hasto
do with being agreet chef." She paused until | met her gaze. "Asyou should know."

"I'm sorry,” | said. "1 spoke without thinking. | didn't mean to upset you, and | should know better. |
just can't get over the differencesin your look and your behavior.”

"Y ou mandated that | wear adisguise. | agree that neither of us can afford for anyone to recognize
me. Y ou wanted to talk tonight. This outfit guarantees that no one will look real closely a my face, and
even if someone studiesthe video captures they're unlikely to spot me under this hair, these lenses, and dl
the make-up." She leaned back and relaxed; her foot never stopped rubbing me. "Besides," she chuckled
and then said, "it's pretty clear thisoutfit isn't hurting your interest.”

| pushed her foot down and looked away. "I can't control everything.”

"But you wish you could,” shesaid. "Youredly do."

How did this keep happening to me? | needed to get back on turf | understood. " Can we focus on
the problems at hand?' | said.

"Sure" She amiled. "What can | do for you?"

"l need aplace to deegp tonight, and | need to make sure those watchers see meleave with a
woman. | messed up and told one of the trainersthat | was staying here because of awoman.”

Her look grew more intense as she said, "lsn't that more or lesstrue? | mean, you're working with
Suli and trying to save her child."

There wewent again! If only we were negotiating, | would understand how to proceed. This,
though, was either aform of negotiation I'd never experienced or something else | couldn't recognize. |
can never grow old with awoman, and | cannot tell anyone my secret, so for my entirelife I've stayed as
far from romantic relaionshipsas| could manage. It'sthe only safe choice, but at times, likethisone, it
leaves meill-prepared for dedling with women.

"If I don't gpend tonight with awoman,” | said, "1 risk losing that job. If | losethejob, | dso losethe
best chance we've had so far of accomplishing the goal.”



"Do you understand,” she said, "that I'm not dressed for the part of the woman you come home to?
Looking likethis, I'm the woman you go out for."

"Yes" | sad, "but | can work with that. Park—the trainer—already believes| waslying to him, but
he doesn't quite know how. While I'm with you, hélll receive areport on my activities and then dig out the
truth.”

"If you say s0," she sad, "though with alittle warning | could have dressed for the other role.”

"l don't want you dressed like a permanent partner, and | don't want to go to some house with you.
If | do that, your risk will increase, because you'll become another leverage point they could use on me.
Thisgpproachisjust fine"

"So let meseeif | havethisright,” she said. ™Y ou had me dress up like the kind of companion who
frequents this place just to protect me?"

"You makeit sound likeabad thing,” | said, "but, yes, that'sright.”

She chuckled again. "Well, that'safirs." She crossed her arms under her breasts again and winked
a me. "So, what would you like to do with me now?"

"Nothing,” | said, "except go to your room at the SleepSafe.”

Shesmiled. "'l thought you'd never ask."

Chapter 44

I'd overnighted in a SlegpSafe on many occasions on many worlds, but I'd dways opted for the
most barebones room available. When | was the only occupant and seeking safety for aday or two, |
saw no point in wasting money on amenities | wouldn't stay long enough to enjoy. I'd told Matahi to get a
suite so | could have privacy, aroom of my own.

| had no ideahow nice the suiteswere.

Likedl SlegpSafe rooms, it provided afull complement of security displays—scans of every aspect
of the perimeter, with both visua light and IR options, the ability to zoom on command, and so on—Dbut
here they were availablein large holos that you could summon in every room. (In the bottom-rung singles
I'd always rented, the security feeds appeared in asingle large display on the wall opposite the bed.)
Matahi and | had stopped to register me on the way in, so | was now an approved caller for her. | hadn't
even known you could register vigtors, because | never had any.

| loved this place's security.

"Thisisgreat!" | said to Matahi.

"Y ou have no idea. The bed linens—"

| didn't mean to cut her off, but even the quality of the displays was better than the ones|'d
experienced. "Y ou can get every externa angle in any room you want! | love this."

"The magter bath isextraordinary,” she said.

| walked back and forth in front of the holo in the smaller bedroom, the one Matahi had indicated
wasmine. "And therethey are.” | pointed a afeed from afront-sde camera; my watchersfrom The
Rainbow's End stood on the opposite corner and did a poor job of pretending to kiss each other. "Do
you see any others?| can't believe these two think they're fooling anybody."

"The spaamenitiesare dso quitelovely,” shesaid. "I haveto admit it: Though | wasn't pleased a
the thought of staying in a hotel whose main emphasisis security, the SleepSafe folks know how to outfit
asuite”

| stared at dl the camerafeeds again, working my way through them one by one, surveying the
entire exterior. No one else was stationary. No one appeared to be watching us. "They really must not
have avery strong team,” | said, "or they wouldn't send these two losers. Fortunately for us, they did, so
we're good for now."

"The master bed isamazingly comfortable,” shesaid.



| wiped my hand across the holo, and it disappeared. | turned to face Matahi. "'Y eah, we're safe.”

"Have you even listened to anything | said?" She stood with her hands on her hips, her displeasure
clear. "I'm going to take ashower!"

She stomped into the bathroom. The door snicked shut behind her.

"What did | do thistime?' | said.

| shook my head, went into my room, and sat on the bed as the door closed behind me. | was
doing my job, making sure we were safe. How could that be wrong?

| got up. | couldn't focus on Matahi now. Shewas distracting me. | had to talk to Lobo, update Pri,
and get some deep.

Thefiddd comm I'd given Matahi sat in the exact center of the top of the dresser, asif it werean
dien artifact she was afraid to handle. Nothing was within ameter of it. | grabbed it, pulled achair in
front of the room's desk, and put the comm on the desk. | engaged the desk, then opened the comm and
told it to link to the desk's data stream. The comm would use the external connections of the desk to
send avideo stream of the room's ceiling to asat relay Lobo had set up. The sat would respond with
footage of whatever section of Heaven was below it at the time. Woven within each video would be a
lower-res, highly encrypted secondary data thread: my communicationswith Lobo. Anyone who cared
enough to look could detect easily that we were hiding our redl data, but cracking the encryption would,
L obo assured me, take more days than we were likdly to be on Heaven for anything without hislevel of
computing power. SleepSafe hotel s treated your data as securdly asthey housed you, but | till felt alot
more comfortable communicating with Lobo when we provided our own security.

| started the comm session.

A second later, an array of sandwiches and drinks appeared above the comm, and Lobo's voice
filled the slence. "May | take your order?' he said.

"What the hell?' | said. "It's Jon, I'm tired, I'm done, and I'm calling from the SleepSafe.”

The food images disappeared.

"One can never betoo careful,” he said, "as 1'm sure you would agree.”

"Y ou know it'sthe comm from its protocol stream,” | said, "and you've dready matched my
voiceprint.”

"Y ou might have been under coercion,” he said.

"Yeah, right.”

"And, you haveto admit it: It was pretty funny.”

Maybe at another time | would have laughed, but right then | was frustrated with Matahi, exhausted
and ready torest, so | ignored his comment. “I'min."

"Asif youdfail," Lobo sad.

"One of thetwo training exerciseswasin ahuge hangar. If | can find away to mark it for you, when
the time comesthat | need you to fly in hot, you should be able to blow its top and get me.”

"When we reach that point,” he said, "1 hope you plan to head straight off thisworld."

"Wewon't haveachoice” | said. "Unless| get lucky and can smuggle out Wei, we're going to
make alot of noise extracting him. So, you might aswell plot the fastest way to the jump gate.”

"Asif | didn't do that the moment we started on thismission,” he said. "What else do you need?'

"Areyou close enough to be able to monitor the streets around me without anyone noticing you?"

"I don't need to be," he said. "'I've enlisted the help of the SlegpSafe comm sat, and now I'm
monitoring dl of its camerafeeds. | assume the incredibly obvious man and woman are your new
friends”

| checked the security displays on the room's front wall. Those two were the only people staying in
one position. "Y es—and how did you do that?"

"They're the only people who aren't moving," he said. "An darm clock would be able to spot them.”

"No," | said. "1 meant, how did you crack into a SleepSafe comm sat? They're supposed to be



incredibly secure.”

"They are,”" Lobo said. "I've been working on it snce you first mentioned using the place.”

"But how—"

"Remember the nanomachines-based computing subsirate, the new software paradigms, that whole
gory | told you?"

"Yes yes" | said. "Sorry. Anyway, | trust the SlegpSafe's security chutes' thisroom'swasto the
right of the bed "will get me out of here safdly if anything goeswrong, but I'll fed alot safer if | know that
you'll be close enough to pick me up quickly if it comesto that."

"Of course" Lobo said. "I have to ask, though: s there some reason you believe we might see that
kind of action?"

"No," | said. "It'ssimply that one can never betoo careful.”

"Touché" hesaid. "So, given today's data, do you have abetter plan than before?"

"No. Though most of the security team is probably asinept asthe other candidates | trained with
today, they have afew good people that might give ustrouble. I'll haveto be careful.” | liked Park
enough that | hoped | could avoid hurting him if we had to exit swiftly.

"Okay," Lobo said. "So | wait, keep an eye on you when you're there or in trangt to or from the
idand, hope Wei comes out, and babysit Pri."

"That's about it."

"Did | mention my amazing computing capacity?' Lobo said. "Y ou redize that what you're asking
takesvery little of it."

"I do," | said, "but that's often the way it goeson jobs." | consdered his Situation for afew seconds.
"What do you do with al your spare cycles?’ | said.

"The usud things any sentient creature doeswith itsfreetime,” he said. "'l create and evauate new
bits of programming in acongant effort to improve mysdlf. | ponder the human condition; you area
fascinating bunch to watch, and | am genetically linked to you. | prepare for future possibilities. |
contemplate the big questions. As| sad, the usua stuff.”

"Y ou might be surprised,” | said, "by how few people regularly engagein those activities. In any
case, what big questions do you consider?”

"The obvious ones,” hesaid. "IsthereaGod? If so, what kind cregtureisit? Isthere an afterlife? If
thereis, isthere aplace for mein it? Who made the jump gates? And why?'Y ou know, they've never
spoken to me, no matter what frequency and coding scheme | use to approach them." He paused.
"Thingslikethat."

"I've never heard the gates on the machine frequencies, elther,” | said, "but that's never surprised
me; jump gates are nothing if not mysterious.” | closed my eyesfor a second. Fatigue dammed into me
and made it hard to reopen them. "I need to deep.”

"Pri would like to speak with you," Lobo said.

"Okay."

Lobo's pilot area popped into view over the desk. Pri sat in the co-pilot's couch. Her face was
tight, stressed. "Jon, how are you?"' she said.

"Exheaugted.”

"Whereareyou?'

"In Matahi's SlegpSafe suite, in my room, about to go to deep.”

"Whereisshe?'

"In her room," | said. "None of thisis news, except perhaps how tired | am, so what do you redly
want to know?"

"How did it go today?"

"I'min," | said. "l havethejob. Now, | haveto locate Wai."

"Do you have any ideahow long that'll take?' she said.



| rubbed my eyes with my hands and shook my head. | fought the urge to scream at her. "No," |
findly said. "I'll contact Lobo and you the moment | know anything. I'm doing the best | can, and right
now, | need to deep.”

Her expression softened. "1 know you are," she said, "and | appreciateit. Seep well."

"Thanks" | said. "Out."

| closed the comm and watched asit rearmed itself.

"Securedoor,” | said. It was hard to deep in an areawith someone | didn't know well, but &t least |
wasin a SlegpSafe. Anyone coming a me would have to figure out away into the hotel, get through the
suite's exterior door, and take out the locked door to my room—or come through the walls, which were
famous for their durability and multi-layered armor. | was as about as safe as | could be outside L obo.

| needed to wash up, undress, and et the room clean my clothes, but that could wait for afew
minutes. | stretched out on the bed. | pictured the SleegpSafe's security systems, Lobo watching me from
way overhead, and the thick and strong walls and doors for which the hotel chain was renowned.

| fell adeepin seconds.

Nightmare fragments attacked me throughout the night like fighters on strafing attacks against
command cruisers, zipping by, firing rapidly, and then receding from view so quickly you couldn't follow
their tracks.

Strapped to atable on Aggro, rotated into position, the bio-suited scientists checking my eyesas
the needles plunged into my neck, wall clocks counting the seconds until | began screaming.

A child I'd saved shrieking as he watched atruck dam into a pedestrian and send the man so high
he hit the pavement with a sickening wet sound, the boy's screams mutating into my own as| watched
Benny struggling againgt his bonds as the nanomachines contorted his skin.

A tdl, red-headed woman walking away from me, disgppearing into a crowd, holding the hand of
the boy 1'd saved, and now, when | wanted to scream, when | yearned to call her name, my mouth
wouldn't open and | couldn't make a sound.

Matahi and Pri staring at me in the command area of Lobo, their expressonstelling the story of my
failure, their mouths opening in cries as white-robed boys and girls crammed the space, dl of them
ghrieking in agony and wishing they could die, dl hope of sdvation long gone, degth the only prayer left to
them, and Benny's face and my own were among them and | couldn't help them, | couldn't help mysdlf, |
couldn't—

| woke up with my mouth frozen wide open but no sound escaping me, my body shaking with the
effort of suppressing the sound. Asthe days on Aggro had worn into weeks and then months, asfor
reasons |'d never understood Benny and | had remained dive while all the other prisoners came and died
in a ceasel ess dternation, we'd vowed one day not to give them the pleasure of our screams. Wefailed
sometimes, the pain building to peaks we could no longer manage, but most days we clenched our jaws
and closed our eyes and knew the only way we could hit at them, the sole act of defiance | eft to uswas
smply not to cry out. I'd screamed since that time, most recently two years ago, strapped to a medbed
and tortured for hours, my mind too drugged to control the nanomachines, and each time I'd felt the
shame of failure. Everyone bresks eventually, but sometimes al you haveisthe dim hope that maybe
you'l be the one who wont.

| checked the externd feeds. My watchers were nowhere in sght. The world outside was il dark,
the morning light over an hour away.

| opted for awater shower, cranked the pressure and temperature so high my skin grew sore, and
stood under it, my eyes shut, lost in the water and able to enjoy it in the knowledge that for these last
moments before | returned to Wonder Idand | was safe, and | had purpose. That Wei had rediscovered
the secret that | thought had died on Aggro, that once again wed learned that if we wanted to play God
with thistechnology our young would pay the cogt, should not have surprised me; what evil one man
does, many will eventualy do. Thisevil, though, | had a chanceto stop, and | would. | would.



| dressed and headed out of the room. Matahi, her padded bodysuit on the floor beside her, dept
sprawled diagonally across the huge bed, the grayish lights of the still-active security feeds dappling her
deeping body. Sheld thrashed her way out of the sheets; only asmall, sheer, light blue nightgown covered
her.

Before | could reach the main door to the suite, | heard her.

"Youreleaving?'

| turned back to face her. She was sitting up straight, the gown covering her torso about aswell as
morning mist coversarisng sun.

"Yes" | said. "l need to get back.”

"Why did you deep in there?'

"It was my room."

"Y ou could have joined me."

| stared at her and didn't know what to say. | wasn't her client. | wasn't sure what she wanted meto
be. All I knew for certain wasthat I'd ways have to leave anyone who grew close to me, because|
could never let anyone know the truth about me.

When | didn't spesk, shefinally added, "Don't you trust me?”

| wastired of this question, tired of people asking when the answer should have been obvious. |
aso knew the truth wasn't what she wanted, but | liked her enough not to want to lie. " Trust wasn't the
only issuehere," | said. "For what it'sworth, | trust you as much as| can given how little | know you." |
didn't spdll out just how little that was.

"| think about those few minutes we had together on my roof," she said, "and about the gift you gave
me, and | know we could be more."

No, | thought again, we never can be. | didn't know what | wanted from her, but | was certain that
my desiresdidn't matter; | could never build anything with her—or with anyone.

"I haveto go," | said. "Stay safe here, and await ingtructions from Lobo."

| turned around and stepped to the door.

"And when were done," she said, her words freezing me in the boundary between the room and the
hall, "when you've captured Wei and saved the children, then well talk?'

| raised my hand, redlizing that to her it had to look like an answer, wondering what response she
thought it was, but knowing that what | was really doing waswhat | had to do: Swatting away the
distraction, keeping the fedlings at bay so | could focus and do my job.

| crossed the threshold and headed out to catch a shuttle back to Wonder Idand.

Chapter 45

What, no bag?' Park said as| entered the barracks. They cdled it adorm, but it was the samekind
of utility housing the Saw operated on every planet where it maintained a permanent base.

"Why would | bother, Sarge?’ | said. "Or are you telling me you're not going to issue me auniform
and akit, then search everything | brought in here?1 figure | just made your task alittle essier.”

He amiled. "Y our uniform and kit arein your locker. If the computer sized you wrong, tell the guy
who let you in. Otherwise, meet mein the duty room pronto. No point in waiting for the weak or the
tired." Heleft.

| changed clothes quickly. I'd arrived three hours early, the sun still not up, and he was dready
there, dressed and ready for action. It figures. No sergeant worth his pay is going to risk new mesat
showing him up in his own base on their first day.

| hoped | wouldn't have to go up againgt him to capture Wel, but | was having trouble seeing away
around it.



When | reached the duty room, the door was open and Park was chatting with Ng and Lee.

| knocked on the door frame, snapped to attention, and said, " Sergeant, permission to enter,
sergeant.”

Ng and Lee shot me dirty looks that made the formality worth the effort.

"Knock it off, Moore," Park said. "Wetold you: no ranks here, just titles, and rarely those. Get
your butt in here. We were just talking about you."

Asif | weren't there ligtening, he turned to Ng and said, "I told you: He's got the training and the
background to move right to something useful, at the very least perimeter patrol, maybe staff or even
excurson protection.”

"| don't trust any new mest that much,” Ng said, "and | sure don't trust one who will shoot his
training mates without a second thought.”

Only Leelooked at me. Ng didn't care for me, but somehow it had become personal for Lee. I'd
have to watch my back around him. On the other hand, the sooner | could deal with him, the easier things
might belater, so | said, "I'm sorry, Mr. Lee, did you have something to say to me?'

L ee stepped toward me but stopped ingtantly when Ng raised her hand afew centimeters.

"Do you have a problem with our conversation, Moore?' she said.

"Permission to speak fredy,” | said.

She nodded.

"| did theright things for the missonsin the training classes, and I'd do them again. If my teammates
aren't up to thejob—" | paused and glanced briefly a Lee, who visbly tensed with the effort of his
sdf-control "—then I'll do what it takesto finish on my own. If you don't trust me, then let me earn that
trust; I'll happily take on the crappiest work you have.”

"And exactly why are you so generous?’ Ng said.

"I'mnot,” | said. "l figure that the jobs that require more trust pay better, and | need money, so |
might aswell get started proving that you can rely on meto take care of business. Besides,” | paused and
smiled, "you're going to assign me and every other new hire the scut work anyway, so | might aswell try
to look good by volunteering.”

She smiled briefly, an expression so devoid of any real warmth that | decided | liked her
expressionless face better. When a snake or any other deadly wild anima showsyou itsteeth, it'srarely a
good thing.

"Wedo need help in afew of the better paying areas,” she said, “and you do have the qualifications,
aswell asthe endorsement of some—~but not al—of our team. Y ou're right, though; you haven't earned
anything other than ajob here yet." Shefaced Park for asecond. "Y ou have your orders.”

She headed out, Lee behind her. | braced mysdlf for the impact and as Lee passed by my chair he
veered just enough for our shouldersto collide. | leaned into the collison at the last moment and hit him
with a short shoulder strike that only he and Park noticed. My shoulder stung with theimpact but | kept
my face neutral and acted asif we'd never made contact. | watched Park's eyes and saw him tense.

"Did you need something else, Dan?" he said.

| wanted desperately to get up, turn around, and confront the threst. It wasn't in my nature to
surrender my back, but thistime | had to rely on what | could read from Park.

"Nothing that can't wait," Lee said.

When the door did shut, Park said, "I love the way you make friends."

"| try to make the friends worth having,” | said. "The others, | treat appropriately.”

Hewalked over to me. "Well, as one of those people | hope you understand is afriend worth
having, I'd appreciate you explaining why you lied about awoman being the reason you're staying on
Heaven."

"l waswith awoman last night,” | said.

"Yeah," hesaid, "we know, and either you're agreat ded worse than | think you are, or you saw



our third-rate survelllance team. So, you aso understand that we know you hired her for the evening. We
checked your gpartment, and it doesn't look like you've ever lived init. So, stop playing cute and answer
the question, or you'l lose thellittle bit of support from me that you've enjoyed so far.”

| paused afew seconds, then looked him inthe eyes. "I lied because you caught me off guard, and
because | didn't want you checking too hard with the EC about me. | know you said thisis strictly
Heaven's operation, but everybody with adata port on this planet can tell you that both the EC and the
CC are sucking up to Heaven's government.”

"So you're wanted by the EC?"

"No," | said, glad to be able to use bits of truth, "but let'sjust say that some of its officids weren't
entirdy satisfied with addivery | made, and they suggested | stay out of EC space.”

"So why are you on Heaven?"'

"It's reasonably closeto where | was, the lack of satisfaction on the part of those officiastrandated
into lower revenue for me, and Heaven isn't technically EC space. So, it seemed like agood placeto find
work. | had been with awoman, and she talked me into renting that stupid apartment, back when |
thought we might stay together. Then, well—" | shrugged "—it didn't last, sheleft me, and | didn't see
much point in going back to it."

"And what about your previoustrip here, the one you made with a date?'

So they had matched my faceto their past visitor video archives. I'd known that was likely, so |
was ready. Without hesitating, | said, "It'slike you said: | was on adate—but | was aso using the outing
asacover for doing alittle recon on this place.”

Park shifted hisweight to hisrear foot. He did it dowly enough that most folks wouldn't have
noticed it, but he knew | did, and he knew | understood that he was readying himsdlf in case he had to
fight me. "Why?' hesad.

| held up my hands. " Sarge, we have no problem. The only decent moneymaking optionsfor me on
Heaven are the militiaand this place. | don't want to go back into military service, so | had to apply here.
Firg, though, | wanted to make sureit was secure enough that | wouldn't be signing up justtoend up a
patsy for some low-end security system'sfailure down theline.” | dropped my hands. "I've taken jobs at
places with crappy security, and every time something goes wrong, they blame the people doing the
work—ypeopl e like me—not the oneswho designed the systems.”

"Y ou could have consulted the public holos about our security,” he said.

| nodded. "Yeah, and | did, but there's no substitute for being on the ground.” Before he could ask
anything else, | added, "1 also wanted to see which jobs the staff had to do and which you'd automated,
so | went off the path and into the woods. | have to tell you, I'm mighty glad we have machinesto
shepherd tourists back onto the trails so | don't have to spend my days doing that sort of work.” He
raised an eyebrow, s0 | added, "Asyou may have noticed, my people skills are not dwaysthe best,
particularly when the other people areidiots.”

Park stared at me for severa seconds, then chuckled. "Y eah, I've seen that,” he said. "What you
should understand isthat Ng's people have dready run dl the background checksthey could, including
onewith the EC, and no onethereis so upset that your name raised any flags. To advance here, just do
your job well, stay out of trouble, and put your experience to use should it ever cometo that."

| didn't tell him that their searches yielded only clean data because the EC sector head 1'd tricked
couldn't afford to |et anyone to know how our business arrangement had ended. | was glad, though, that
she hadn't changed her mind.

"Infact,” Park said, "if you dowhat | tell you and continue to perform, you can even make some
better than decent dough here.”

"That soundsgrest,” | said.

"Good. Now, let's get to some of that work you volunteered to do."



Chapter 46

Two dayslater, | was no closer to finding Wei. 1'd tranked a couple of cat-snake hybrids with
attitude problems who'd decided fighting each other wastheir only purposein life, broken up afight
between aman and awoman who couldn't nicely resolve their dispute over which of the two of them
would take home the man with them, and stood guard over three different rooms no one ever opened.
Exciting stuff. | wondered if the rooms might contain something useful for my misson, but | was sure Ng
and Lee would be watching mefrom timeto time, so | stayed out of them, stuck to my role, worked
double shiftsevery day, and did as | wastold.

The private security work 1'd done before had always evoked one of two extreme states: Constant
tension from protecting a person or other asset that was an active target, or unceasing boredom during
night-shift guard duty | took because | needed alow-profile place to hide. Thefirst occupies your
attention so fully that you end every shift utterly drained. The second usudly lets you bring dong some
entertainment to help passthetime. Here, | found mysdlf right in the middle: intermittently busy enough
that | had to stay constantly dert, yet idle enough that | was often bored. The rules strictly prohibited the
use of any entertainment device, o | had only my thoughts to keep me company.

| filled alot of those quiet hours building and walking through mental maps of the underground
facility. It roughly followed a spokes and hubs layout, with the hubs either centra [abs or large roomslike
our second practice area, and most of the spokes dead-end corridors. A few spokes connected two
whedls. I'd worked in three different whedls so far, but | was pretty sure the facility had more. The only
reason | wasn't positive isthat the place itsdlf exhibited adesign paranoia: All the walls were the same
indtitutiona very paeyelow, acolor I've didiked snce my timein smilarly shaded cellson Aggro. The
only guidepodts, the Sgns, were dl active and gave you only directions and information appropriate to
your security level. | was new enough and low enough in the Wonder Idand hierarchy that most of the
sgnsremained off when | passed them. Those few that turned on then told me only which direction to go
to mogt efficiently reach my next assgnment.

| was standing at avery relaxed parade rest outside my fourth featureless room when its door
opened. No one had entered while I'd been there, so by reflex | brought up my rifle and backed along
thewall for aclear shot at the space. My orders were to stop anyone from going in; no one had said
anything about people exiting, but there's no point in taking chances.

A female voice from insde the room said, "New, en?' She chuckled and then turned serious. "1 can
see you on the hallway monitor. | work here, I'm unarmed—unless you count this useless critter—and
I'm coming out dowly."

A thin woman abit over ameter and a hdf tall stepped through the open doorway into the hall.
Light brown hair hung looseto her waist. She held both her handsintheair. In her right she clutched a
leash that ran upward and into the room. A moment later, a creature attached to the other end of the
leash flew at her. The woman stopped in the hall and watched asit flgpped thin black wingsamost a
meter wide and hovered just outside the doorway.

| glanced at it, then looked again to make sense of what | was seeing. The creature's body was
about the size of my forearm and covered with soft brown and white fur. It had large eyes, long droopy
ears, and amouth that opened when it noticed me watching it and revealed two long, curved fangs. It
hissed a me and let out abark that was surprisingly low given theanima'ssze.

"VampiBasst," thewoman said. Sherolled her eyes. "Thoseidiots over in development must have
eaten alot of the native fungi to even get avision of thislittle devil. They created it, but they never
stopped to think about how dumb it isto make a bat-creature have to flap so hard to fly. Now they want
to make this beast marketing's problem—asif I'm going to let them ditch thisfreak on us."

| kept therifletrained on her. "1 didn't see you enter. Where did you come from?”

"Some of these work aress, like this one, are big enough that they open on two different halls. |
cameintheother sde



"Maybe you should stay here," | said, "while |[—"

Over my ear comm aman said, "Youidiot." | recognized it asLegsvoice. "Y ou're holding captive
the leader of the small flying mammasdivison. Let her go."

| resumed my parade rest position and said, " Sorry for detaining you."

My movements must have startled the VampiBasset, because it turned, glared at me, and snapped
and lunged in my direction. It lost control, dammed into the wall next to me, and crashed to thefloor.

The woman stared at it and sighed. ™Y ou see? Y ou see what happens when you let engineerswork
without marketing'sinput? And now | havetofix it."

The creature stood, shook its head afew times, flapped madly, ran toward the woman, and
managed to get airborne again.

She shrugged and headed down the halway, the anima in tow behind her, itswings beating for al
the sad thing wasworth. "I guessthey can't dl be winners," she said as she turned the corner.

Ten minutes later, Lee appeared from around the same corner. He marched up to me.

For Park or Ng | would have snapped to attention, but | didn't like him, and | was getting tired of
him, so | stayed as| was.

"What were you doing," he screamed, "aiming your wegpon & that woman?”

"My job," | said. "Guarding the room."

"I'd think even adumb dab of mest like you could figure out that if someone was coming out of a
room and was towing one of our creatures, they must have been alowed to be therein thefirst place.”

"Unlessthey brokein,”" | said, "and were stedling a valuable new crestion.”

"Y ou think avampibasset isvauable?' he sad.

"It'snot my call to make. I'm supposed to guard theroom, so | did.”

He leaned close enough to me that he had to tilt his head to stareinto my eyes. A finefilm of mist
covered hisforehead.

| didn't lean back. | smiled. "Isthere something in my teeth?" | said.

"Y ou do not want—" he began.

"That's enough, Dan,” Ng said. | didn't look away from Lee, but | could hear two sets of footsteps
coming down the hall toward us from the | ft.

"Moore did exactly what he was supposed to do," Park'svoice said. "1 asked Akagel to exit that
way. I've been running smilar testson dl the entry-level staff.”

Lee stared at me amoment longer, than stepped back. "1 was just messing with him,” he said.

| glanced up and watched as Ng and Park came to a stop on either side of Lee.

"Not the ideal move, Dan," Ng said, "because you chose to pick on the only one of the new crop
that passed the test.” She put her hand on his shoulder. "Still, no harm done; right, Moore?"

| resisted the urgeto smile, but | did look Leeintheeyesas| said, "Noneat dl.”

Ng didn't notice my expression, because she waslooking &t Lee.

Park did. His smile came and went in an instant.

Leetensed hisarms and glared at me.

Themore | wasaround him, theless| liked him. From her stance and expression, however, Ng
clearly did.

She faced me. "Now that we have that cleared up, Moore, | think your solid responses have earned
you astep up in work assignment. Fortunately, we have just the job for you." She turned toward Lee.
"Dan, you're clearly too vauable to keep doing low-levd work like that guard duty on the research
team's quiet room."” She put her hand on his shoulder asif to hold himin place, then without looking & me
said, "Moore, that's your new station.”

Lee's expression tightened. He stared at me asif he wanted to kill me and only Ng's hand was



sopping him.

What was going on?

Ng smiled, but there was no warmth in it. " Tomaso, take Moore there. Moore, | think you'll find
thisis something completdly different. Y ou might even likeit." She brushed away from Leg'sforehead a
solitary strand of hair. "I've heard some people do.”

Chapter 47

Park didn't say anything as we walked away.

| decided to follow his example until we reached the end of the hall and turned right. No footsteps
followed us, and Peark visibly relaxed, so | figured it was safeto talk.

"What wasthat al about?' | said.

Park glanced at me but kept moving. "That's not how thisworks," he said.

"How what works?'

"Thisparticular thing." A smile burst onto hisface, and he could hardly stop himsdlf from laughing as
he said, "Not that | have any firsthand knowledge or involvement. It's strictly an arrangement Ng's
mede."

"What kind of an arrangement?’ | said.

He stopped, and so did |. He was enjoying my confusion. | was getting damn tired of it, but | fought
back my temper.

"And why was Lee so angry at me when Ng told you to take me wherever it isthat were going?'

Park couldn't stop smiling. "Let's just say that one of our jobsisto meet the needs of the senior
research staff, and sometimes that requires unusud effort. Every new mesat eventualy getsarun at this
one; your turn just came early." He paused and looked away for amoment, then focused again on me.
"Asfor Lee, well, how about we leaveit at this: He chose an assignment that Ng thought wasn't
gppropriate for him."

"And now it'smine?'

"That's about the size of it," Park said.

"How junior—and how dangerous—isthisjob?"

Thistime, hebit hislip to stop himsdf from laughing. "As| told you," he said, "1 don't know
personaly, but the stories are many and varied.” He stepped back, looked me up and down, and added,
"I think you'll do fine." He started walking again. "L et's go. We're heading over to the high-security area,
and it'safair distance from here. We could grab ashuittle, but I think it would do you good to get your
blood pumping.” He stopped, smiled, and then added, ™Y ou might need it."

Before | could ask another question, he took off at a double-time-march pace, so | fell in behind
him and figured I'd find out soon enough.

The high-security area had to be where Wel worked, so | was looking forward to seeing it. From
the hallway perspective, whichisdl I'd seen so far, it gppeared identical to where I'd been standing
guard.

Aswe walked, Park assured methat if Ng hadn't authorized me to be there, I'd never have made it
thisfar. "I'd have led the capture team mysdlf, if it cameto that,” he said.

"What's so important here?' | said.

He shook hishead and stared at me asif | had asked him why we needed air. 'Y ou've visited the
park," hesaid. "Y ou saw the dragons and al the other flying creatures. Y ou saw some of theland
animals. The scientists here create beings that no one has ever seen before, or at least no one dive today,
and tourists flock to the idand to see them. No other |ab anywhere can do what these people do. We're



protecting agold mine, and Heaven is using its treasures to improve the entire planet aswell asits
relationships with the EC and the CC."

| watched carefully as he spoke. | couldn't detect any sign of alie. Either he was very good at
deception, or he wastdling thetruth. If he was being honest, then he had no clue what Wel wasredly
doing. Y ou can't keep an entire security team in the dark, so if he wasignorant, Ng had to know. My
encounter with Lee and then Ng had made it very clear that Lee was hers, so Lee probably knew as
well. | wondered how many of the people on the security detail were aware of the truth.

"Gotit?" Park sad.

"Yeah," | said, "that makes sense.”

"Good," he said. He pointed to adoor on my right. "Because thisis your stop. It'simportant that
you understand why these scientists are so useful and thus why the idand's management humorsthem so
much. Aslong asthey keep making animasthat sdll tickets, well kegp meeting their needs.”

"What are you talking about?" | said. | took up position beside the door and stood at parade rest.
"Guarding adoor hereis no different than guarding one where we were before.”

Park chuckled. "Y ou'll see soon enough. Just remember: Y our job includes making the scientists
happy, and dl the new meat end up here eventualy." He started away, then stopped and turned to face
me. "Oh, yeah: Don't worry whether the cameras and sensorsredly go off—they do—and fed freeto
say no—but understand that you'll be losing a hedlthy bonus and pissing off Ng."

He headed away.

"l don't understand,” | said.

"I know," he said over his shoulder, "they never do. But, you will."

I'd liked Park up to now, but this entire exchange had annoyed me. | didn't get the joke that he
found so funny. Worsg, if | didn't act correctly, Ng would be even more annoyed at me than she aready
was. | couldn't afford to let that happen, but | had no clue what to do to avoid it.

| shook my head dightly to clear it. | was wasting energy worrying about problemsthat didn't exist
yet. | could do nothing to better my situation, so the best course of action wasto relax, review the route
we'd taken here so | wouldn't forget it, and wait to see how the Situation devel oped.

| didn't haveto wait long.

Lessthan an hour later, the door beside me opened.

Thistime, | didn't raise my rifle; no point in looking stupid a second time. | did, though, back dightly
away from the door and turn to face it, because there was aso no point in not preparing in case
something was actudly wrong.

Nothing happened for aminute, and then awoman's voice caled from insde the room, "What are
youwaiting for? Get in here.”

Carrying therifle a port arms, | circled to my right so | could scan the room without exposing
myself completely. When | was paralle with the doorway | could see the woman. She was bent over a
desk, studying something | couldn't see. She appeared to be done and unarmed. A large work surface
stood in the room's rear |eft corner, papers scattered here and there on it. In the back right corner was a
large bed.

| stepped inside.

"So you're the new meat Ng sent me?”

"Yes" | said. When in doubt, say aslittle asyou can.

"They sent me your file, Moore, so | know who you are. | doubt they bothered to tell you why
you're here or even who | am.”

"No, they didn't."

She chuckled and whispered something to the desk. "They used to,” she said, "but they haven't for
sometime now. | think they believe the Stuation is more difficult and thus more amusing for the meet this



way. Ah, well; no matter.”

She whispered something else to the desk, then straightened and turned to face me. As shedid, the
door closed.

"I'm NoritaMcCombs, one of the senior researchers here. Now that we've done the introductions
and we know one another, take off al your clothes."

Chapter 48

What?' | said. My brain caught up with my reaction amoment later: Thetall, blonde woman in front
of mewas Shurkan's mole, the person I'd been seeking since I'd first arrived here. Why did she want me
to get undressed?

"Am | hard to understand?’ she said. She leaned againgt the desk.

| studied her to make sure she matched my recollection of Shurkan'simages. She was dmost my
height, with skin arich honey color and large, light green eyes. Her body reflected the style that had been
in vogue among executives for severa years. lean, angular, and athletic without being heavily muscled.
Her face, though, was surprisingly round given the shape of therest of her.

She was definitely McCombs.

"No," | findly said.

"Sogettoit," shesaid, "or isthereaproblem?’ When | didn't move or say anything for afew
seconds, her eyes widened and she stood up again. "Oh, you're one of the bashful ones. Okay, fine. She
leaned over the desk and quickly said something to it, then turned again to face me. "All sensors and
recordersin thisroom are off. Whoever brought you here should have told you that when | say that, |
mean it. So, you can stop being shy and get ready.” She leaned once more againgt the desk and crossed
her ams. "Wd|?'

"It'sjust that | thought | recognized you,” | said.

She chuckled, but there was no happinessin the sound. "I doubt it,” she said. "I don't get out
much.”

| tilted my head and squinted asif studying her further. "Maybeit was at some event,” | said. |
tightened my grip on my rifle; 1 didn't want trouble, but if something waswrong, if shewasnt whol
thought shewas and | pushed thistoo far, she might call security on me. Then, I'd haveto try to fight my
way to an exterior wal, use the nanomachinesto create an opening, and hope | could blend with the
tourist crowd.

Y eah, right. If shewasn't McCombs, | had to hope | could sdll the question as|egitimate so she
didn't spot me as afake, because there was no way | could expect to get out of here by force.

"Yes" | findly said. | forced asmile. "That hasto beit.”" | pretended to study her for afew more
seconds. "Hey, do you have acousin who's a pro gamer?”

Her expression tightened. She shook her head, walked around to the other side of the desk, and sat
there. She never took her eyes off me as she reached into the top drawer onitsleft sde. "I'm sorry,” she
sad, "but | must have been distracted. What did you say?'

| took adow, deep breath, then said, "I just asked if you have a cousin who's apro gamer.”

"l have alot of cousns” she said. "What's the name of the one you're thinking of ?*

"Ken something or other," | said.

She pushed the drawer closed, rested her head in her hands for afew seconds, and then sat back
and looked at me. "It's about damn time," she said. " Shurkan had promised to send somebody if |
stopped my filing my status reports, but | haven't sent one in over three months, and no one's shown up.
Until now."

"How long do we have," | said, "before someone gets suspicious about the lack of sensor input and
comesto check on us?'



"Aslong aswe want," she said, "provided | look happy when | leave." She smirked as she added,
"Y ou could help with that. Start by shucking that uniform.”

"Not part of thededl," | said, as| findly redized what was happening. "What's with you behaving
thisway?'

"Think about it," she said. "There's no chance Shurkan could smugglein anew senior saffer; Wei's
people screen them too carefully. It took over ayear to get mein here, and | aready had the perfect
credentids”

Over ayear? That meant the CC had known about Wei's experiments for avery long time and tried
only to infiltrate, not close down, his operation. The more | learned about the CC'sinvolvement, the more
| worried about its real motives.

"S0, anyone he might send,” she said, "would haveto be ajunior person. Wel treats himsdf to visits
to the outside, but he won't |et us leave here, not anymore, so he goes out of hisway to indulge our
persona appetites. | make sure each of the new junior staff members eventudly—" she paused, asif
searching for the right word "—performs for me, because that way if Shurkan ever did send someone, I'd
be sure to end up aone with him or her." She spread her arms, taking in me and the rest of the room.
"And it worked, exactly as| planned.”

"Fair enough,” | said. "It did. But what about the way you used al those people?*

"It'snot like they had hard duty,” she said, "and this blasted job might aswell have some perks. Wel
doesn't mind, and | can't imagine Shurkan would care. That little mutant has committed more than his
shareof Sns."

"And Lee?' | said. "Why ishe so angry a me?'

"1 made the mistake of using him whenever no one new was available" shesaid, "and | think he
became alittle too attached. Still, hewasfun.”

"And now I'm making him even more jedl ous because he thinks I'm another one of that group.”
Sheamiled. "Yes, you are, but if you weren't, we wouldn't be here, and we wouldn't be able to
explain this surveillance-free meeting." She stood and walked to me, her face dmost level with mine. "We

might aswdll enjoy our time."

| backed away. "No," | said, "we have ajob, so0 let'sdo it and get the heck out of here.”

She shrugged and returned to her seat. "What's your plan?”

"My plan?' | said. "Y ou're the one who's been working here for months. Y ou tell me: How canwe
snatch Wa'?'

"Whog," shesaid. "l assume you mean: How can you get both Wei and me off thisidand? | cant
afford to help you and stay behind with my cover blown; after dl the time I've spent with Lee, Ng would
torture mejust for the fun of it."

"My mistake," | said. " Shurkan asked meto take you aswell, and | said I'd do my best. So, how
do we get the two of you out of here?’

"That'll be difficult,” she said. She sared directly a me as she very dowly added, " Someone
recently tried to kidnap We when hewasin the old city visiting that courtesan he admires so much. They
blew it, and now security around him and al of usistighter than ever. Y ou wouldn't know anything about
that, would you?'

| held her gaze as| said, "What | know isthat | need to figure out how to get Wel—and you—out
of here, and you're not helping. And speaking of helping: Why did you stop sending your status reports?
Couldn't you have transmitted more information?

" Shurkan underestimated this guy's paranoia,”" she said. "The research network hereis completely
isolated and shielded. It doesn't even have wireless connectionsinternally. Can you image that? Y ou need
aphysica connection to it to access any data. I've never been able to send even the Smplest message
from here. | had to file status reports from the city when | wasvisting it, and afew months ago Wel
decided that none of the core research team could leave until we had at least one multi-week test
survivor. Of course, he still went out; he's addicted to that whore."



| wanted to dap her. She wasn't trying to help, she shrugged off the deaths of children, and the way
she talked about Matahi made me grind my teeth. | needed her, though, if | wasto succeed, so | choked
down the anger and kept my face calm. "None of the children has survived for even two weeks?'

"No," she said, shaking her head and staring at the desk, "not aone. The longest made it only three
days." Shelooked back up at me. "When | started here, | couldn't believe what he was doing. After |
saw what an infusion did to one of these kids, | could barely make it to a bathroom before | broke down.
Now, though, we've gone through more than adozen, and | don't even fed it anymore. They're just
subjectsthat fail tests. Can you understand how that can happen?”’

Many timesin the Saw, on many worlds, we'd descended on the enemy and | eft no one standing.
I'd walked through villages buzzing with insects sparkling in the sunlight with the blood of the deed that
were piled and scattered dll around us. | puked the first time, and the second—most of us did—but then
| felt it lessand less. One of the reasons I'd mustered out wasthat | knew | had to suppress the fedlings
to survive, but | was afraid of what | was becoming, of what 1'd dready become. | wanted to leave with
a least some small spark of humanity till divein me. Asmuch as| hated mysdlf for admitting it to
McCombs, as much as | wanted to save those children, | had to nod my head once and say, "Yeah, |
can." | wiped my face with my left hand, asif with that Smple gesture | could remove not only the swest
on my brow but also al the memoriesinsde me. "But now we can stop the tests and save those who are
dill dive. How many arethere?"

"I'm not sure,”" she said. "When the inventory islow, someone recruits more. Usudly, we have afew
in active test and haf adozen or so in pending stock.” Her expression didn't change as she added,
"There's no point worrying about the onesin test; they're dl showing signs of failure, so they'll be gonein
afew days."

"lan't there anything we could do for them?' | said.

"We can avenge them by exposing Weli," shesaid. "That'sit."

"So what's your thinking on how we do it?"

"I can put the three of ustogether, but only once, because normaly 1'd never bring one of my
companions to ameeting, and no guard other than Ng or Lee would ever be within earshot. Once you
have us, though, you still haveto get us off theidand. Any ideas on how to do that? If we go topside,
security will spot us and trank us long before we could get out of there. Wel never goesthere, and
everyone on his core protection squad knowsit."

| had to work with her, and we were supposed to be on the same team, but her manner put me off.
Was her grief not genuine? Was | ill annoyed at her comments about Matahi? | couldn't be sure, buit |
definitely didn't trust her, so | kept my response deliberately vague and downplayed how quickly Lobo
could respond. "If | could send asigna to my people,” | said, "and get usdl to alanding hangar, they
could pick us up within three or four minutes. The problem is, | can't transmit from here.”

She sat sraighter and for the first time looked hopeful. "This can work," she said. "When supply
shipsland a the main hangar, we open external comm linksin that area so we can | et the government
patrol ships know that everything's okay and the suppliers have our permission to come and go. | know
you must have seen the main hangar; it'swhere Ng sends the new mest for training."

"Yeah, I'vebeeninit.”

"A few guardswill be watching the supply ship—standard protocol—but that place can handle
multiple vessdls. If wetimeit so you and | meet Wei while suppliers were unloading there, weld at least
bein the right spot.”

"We meetsthose ships?' | said. "That seemslike ared security risk.”

"He doesn't normally," she said, "but I've been sdlling the idea that he needs to meet with a
particular supplier of ours, and I'll talk him into doing it sometime soon.” She smiled. "I can bevery
persuasive, and he'sdready going stir crazy being trapped down here." Her tone turned angry. "Unlike
the rest of us, he was accustomed to going out regularly.”

"Even without comm shidding, | fill can't contact my people.” | held my arms away from my sides.



"The moment we report for duty, they confiscate anything that might even remotely be able to reach the
outsde world. If wewant to talk with anyone who's not on the staff here, we have to use acompany
comm."

"That won't be aproblem,” she said. "Right next to the main personnel entrance to the hangar there's
acommunications hub with guards who monitor al incoming shipments. They waich for trouble, sedl the
hangar if anything goes wrong, and have outside comm links, in case they need to cdll for help.”

"It hasto be sedled,” | said, "and none of the secure doorswill admit me.”

"They will when | giveyou dlearance,” shesad.

"Won't that raise darms?”’

"Of course, but because you'll have permissions but not actually have done anything, thefirst tepin
the larm processwill be to contact meto seeif | redly approved you. Aslong as| make the change
right before | leave to meet Wei—"

"| should have afew minutesto getin.”

"That'sright," she said, nodding. "Y ou'll have to take them out quickly, which won't be easy,
because they'll see you on the monitors and be ready.”

"I'll manage,” | said. "Oncethey're out and I've called my people, what else do | need to do?'

"You'll haveto ded with the other guards. Usudly they're mid-level staff, because weisolate the
hangar whilevistorsarein the facility. Can you handle that?'

"Probably," | said, recdling theineptitude of my felow trainees. "How many are there likely to be?'

"Two ingde the hangar on either sde of the main door, three who'll come with Wel, and acouple
more on the outside of at least two key doors. The externa guardswon't matter; | can shut down hangar
accessonceyoureinsde."

"They can't override you?"

"Of coursethey can,” she sad, her irritation gpparent. "But it will take afew minutes. Areyou up for
thisor not?"

| considered my memory of the hangar. All | had to do was take out the comm center guards and
then survive long enough for Lobo to get there, because once he arrived, held handle anyone | couldnt. If
| worked thisright, | could talk to him and arrange for him to stay no more than two minutes away. If
Wei and McCombswere dready there, and | arrived in the hangar partway through the unloading
process, there should be plenty of cover.

"It could work," | said, "but | need to talk to my team, which means| haveto wait until after the
next time I'm off theidand. I've been volunteering to stay, so | don't know when that will be. Canyou
track my shifts?"

"Eadly," shesad. "Remember: Wel lets me have my pick of thejunior staffers, so Ng givesme
accessto their work assgnments.”

"Then watch for when | go off duty and return. Once I'm back, you can cal a any time."

"Assoon asyou're back," shesaid, "I'll check on the resupply schedule, then request you again on
theright day."

"Do they dways give you anyone you want?'

Sheamiled. "Wl likesto keep hiskey scientists happy.”

"Thenthat'sit,” | said.

She nodded in agreement. "That's it—as long as your team isvery, very good, and very, very fast.”
She stood and walked again to me, but thistime fear, not lust, dominated her expression. "If they're not,
weélll become We'sfirgt adult test subjects, even though he knowstheinfusionswill kill us. Hell do it just
to seehow wedie." She put her hand on my chest. ™Y ou have no idea how much pain the nanomachines
cause the subjects before they pass out. No idea. | do not want to go like that.”

| recalled the screaming in the labs on Aggro, my own and Benny's and that of the other prisoners. |
remember watching grown men blubber, then twitch and go slent astheir bodies melted or vanished



millimeter by millimeter as the nanomachinesfailed to meld with their cells and instead disassembled
them.

| knew exactly what it felt like, but | didn't say aword. | stared at her for afew seconds, then
forced asmileand said, "My team isthat good. Well befine"

| maintained the smile as| walked out of the room and the door closed behind me.

| turned to head back to my origina station and almost bumped into Dan Lee.

He punched mein theface.

Chapter 49

| staggered backward and used the momentum to keep moving and create some distance between
us

It didn't work.

Leerushed after me and swung wildly with hisright.

| got up my left arm in time to catch most of the blow aong my forearm, but he had enough power
and | was dow enough in responding that he managed to tag my nose again.

The pain lanced through me, and then the nanomachines shut it down, shut down everything that
hurt, and at the sametime my rage clicked in.

| turned so | gppeared to fal back against thewall and let him charge me. When he was dmost on
me, | spun aside and added to his momentum with my left hand on his back.

He crashed into thewall.

He started to push off it, but | kicked the side of hisright knee.

His scream came less than a second after the sharp crack.

Ashewasfaling, | grabbed his shirt, punched him in the sde of the neck, and shoved him harder
into the ground.

He sprawled there, hisright leg twisted unnaturally beneath him, his eyes shut with pain, his hands
inginctively clutching histhroat as he gasped for air.

| bent to finish him, blood pounding in my ears, thefamiliar metalic taste of adrendinein my mouth,
the world condensed to only this: My fury and the man who was about to pay for attacking me.

| pushed against my own kneesto stop myself.

| could control this.

| could control mysdif.

| would control myself.

| finaly had ashot at capturing Wei, and now 1'd risked it by attacking asuperior who could
probably fire me because of my behavior. | would not let that happen.

| took advantage of being bent over to straighten my nose. He'd broken it, but the nanomachines
would hed it soon enough. With luck, no one watching would have noticed the extent of the damage.

| knedled next to him and said, loud enough that those listening would hear me clearly, "Lee, I'm
sorry. | didn't redizeit wasyou. | wasjust defending myself. Let me check your breathing.” | leaned
closeto him asif listening to make sure air was reaching hislungs. Asl did, | covered my mouth with my
arm and whispered, "1 need thisjob. Y ou complain, and next time | will kill you."

| straightened and said, ™Y ou're okay. Let me check out that leg."

| heard the footsteps as | crabbed toward the knee I'd broken.

"WEell takeit from here, Moore," Ng'svoice said.

| lifted my hands, stood, and turned to look down the hall to my right, toward the sound.

Ng, Park, and aman and awoman lugging a stretcher jogged toward me.

| backed away from Lee and turned so he was between them and me. "Look," | said, "he caught



me off guard. | reacted by ingtinct and had no idea—" | stopped when | saw Park stare at me and ever
so dightly shake his head.

"l saw it on the video," Ng said. She bent to look at Lee's face, neck, and then hisknee. She
touched him with agentlenessI'd never seenin her. Her face hardened in anger, but she held her position
for afew seconds. She stood and said to the man and woman, "Take him to the clinic. Get them working
on that knee."

Ng faced me. She said nothing for afew seconds, her anger obvious, her stare never wavering. "'l
think it's clear what happened here. Don't you agree?"

| said nothing.

She continued asif 1'd responded. "L ee was running security spot checks, was surprised by your
exit from the room, and thought you might be an intruder. He tried to subdue you. Y ou were equally
startled and defended yourself. Just an unfortunate accident that could happen to any two people.”
Without turning, she said, "Isthat what you saw, Tomaso?"'

"Soundsright to me," he said.

"Moore?' Ng sad.

"Exactly right," | said.

She stared at me for afew more seconds, then nodded her head dightly, turned, and walked in the
same direction they'd taken Lee. As she passed Park, she said, " Get him cleaned up, buy him adrink,
and then give him the rest of the day off. | think everyone could stand to cool down a bit.”

When we'd gone about fifty meters down the halway in the opposite direction, cut through alarge
room that appeared to be astorage area, and were in another hal, Park said, "Damn, son, you looked
fast! Did hisjealousy make him that bad, or are you that good?"

| shrugged and said nothing. My use of the nanomachines definitely congtituted an unfair advantage,
but Lee's own enhancements were obvious, 0 | didn't fed guilty. Moreimportantly, in the end what
mattersisthat you wak away from thefight. Lee acted Supidly by attacking an enemy of unknown
grength whileletting his emotions rule him, and he paid the price for that error. | could easily lose control
of my anger at what Wei and his team were doing to the children, so | needed to learn from Lee's
example.

"Relax," Park said, misinterpreting my silence as caution. ™Y ou can talk here. Werein one of the
research zones, where Wei doesn't want anyone listening to the staff's conversations. The recording
software even automaticaly obscures the mouths of anyone talking; We doesn't want to risk
lip-reading.”

"Soundslike aparanoid guy,” | said. | didn't want to blow the first chance Park had given meto fish
for information about Wei, but not commenting would be out of character. When two sergeants are
alone, odds are good the CO will come up.

Park chuckled. "He isthat. Heisthat indeed. Y ou'd think these mixed-up animasthey create were
portable jump gates for al the protection we haveto give their research dataand Wei'steam." He led me
through another room and down a short stretch of hallway. We emerged into the cafeteria through an
entrance | hadn't used before.

"If you ask me, it'smore than alittle odd,” | said, nodding my head. "The times I've seen security
likethis, alot more than animaswereinvolved.”

Park stopped and put his hand on my chest. "Look," he said, "you need to understand something.
What | used to do—the kind of work you used to do, too—led meinto awholelot of shit | wish | could
forget.”

| nodded my head in understanding as more bad memories stormed my consciousness: A screaming
woman, a colleague of mine, dashing the throat of an enemy who'd gonetoo far, the air thick with insects
feasting on the dead bodies stacked al around us. Benny's screams over the comm as he vanished. |
pushed them away, easier to do now, in daytime, than in the night. "It doesthat,” | said.



"So you can gppreciate how different it ishere,” Park said, "how much better it is. | run abunch of
second-rate wannabes—present company excluded—and we protect corporate data assets. Those
assets happen to be animals, weird animal's, but animals that make kids and even adults gasp in wonder.
Have you ever watched children touring this place?’ He didn't wait for meto answer. "It's amazing.
We're doing some good, even if only by providing entertainment. Even better, most of thetime, no one
firesat us, and on the few occasions when someone has, everyone's come home dive.”

| forced myself to maintain the same expression, but | was relieved that none of the guards had died
in our assault on Matahi's house.

"| get that," | said, "and as| told you, safety isone of the main reasons I'm here and not in the
militia" | held up my handsin surrender. "'I'm not trying to complain. I'm glad to have thisjob. Y our
comments about the animal's as the main assets just made me redlize that theré's no way around the fact
that all the security hereisrather unusual, so Wel must be a pretty paranoid fellow."

Park stared a mefor along time, then grinned dightly and said, "I've wondered the same things
now and again, but when has questioning command worked out well for you?"

| smiled in return. Park didn't know. | looked into hiseyes, and asbest | could tell, hereally had no
idea. Theway held talked about children, if | could show him the truth, he might even become an dly.
"Not red often,” | said, the same answer every grunt knowsto give, "not real often at al.”

"So how about that drink?' he said. "Ng's orders, so | can expenseit.” He waved me toward the
dispenser on the wall opposite us. "And when we've had afew, I'm kicking you out—you heard the
woman."

"Fineby me," | said. | could usetherest of the day to coordinate with Lobo, Pri, and Matahi. If this
al worked out, the next time | left Wonder 1dand, 1'd be flying in Lobo with We asmy cargo.

Of coursg, if it didn't, | might be joining his child prisoners, athought that caused meto stretch so
I'd be in motion and Park wouldn't notice my face tightening with tension.

Thistime, | didn't care whether Park or Ng had people following me. It didn't matter. | was sticking
to apattern, and they'd like that. Asfar as they were concerned, | was going to visit the same paid
companion as last time, and that action would make sense to them. 1'd seen alot of squad matesdo it,
and no doubt Park and Ng had, too. | used the shuttle rides to assemble thefinal details of the plan for
extracting Wel.

| waited in the armored isolation foyer of the SleepSafe while the hotel's security system verified that
| was a permitted caller and connected meto Matahi.

An avatar's face appeared in the call holo. Smart: If someone was with me, they wouldn't see her
until she had timeto dressin the bodysuit in which I'd last met her.

"Yes'" shesad.

| thought it extremely unlikely that anyone could monitor us here, but | appreciated her caution and
went dong withit. "I'm sorry | didn't call ahead, but | got an unexpected one-day |eave and was hoping
you were available."

She didn't answer for severd seconds. | hoped she was checking outside for any possible threet; it's
certainly what she should have been doing.

"I'vetold the hotel to admit you," she said. "Come on up. Y ou know the room."

* % %

Assoon as Matahi let meinto the suite, | went to the room 1'd used last time and initiated contact
with Lobo.

"Areyou going to explain what'sgoing on?' Matahi said.
"Y es, but only once, which iswhy | need to wait until we connect with Lobo and Pri."

Matahi sat on the edge of the bed and watched me. ™Y ou never redly answered my question,” she
sad.



How did she do that? I'd been gone for severa days, our last conversation was aready amemory,
and she till managed to pick up exactly where wed |eft off.

"Maybe later," | said, "but not now."

"Yeah, right,” shesaid.

Lobo's voice came over the comm. "Why are you back in the SleepSafe,” he said, "and why are
you not alone?"

Fighting with him would only waste time and distract me, so | answered his questions. "Becauseit's
asecure location, and because | need to brief Matahi and Pri."

"I'm Matahi, and she's Pri!" Matahi stood and glared a me.

"Assmooth asever," Lobo sad. "But fird, | have news. Our employer has moved into the
neighborhood.”

"What?' | said.

"The Qunset isin distant orbit," he said, "not far from the jump gate. An EC command ship of smilar
szeis parked the same distance from the gate on its other sde.”

"So Shurkan has grown impatient,” | said.

"It would appear 0," Lobo said, "though of course his presence could be due to something entirely
different. We have no way of knowing."

"Then let's not worry about it," | said. "When we succeed, we won't have to jump to reach him, so
I'll treat thisas good news."

"Let'shopeitis Lobo sad, "though | generdly prefer that the CC stay away from us.”

| couldn't argue with him, but | saw no point in continuing this conversation. "1 need to brief Andrea
and Pri," | said, remembering thistimeto get the names right. "Put on Pri, and let'sget to it."

Lobo's pilot area snapped into view.

Pri stood in the middle of it. Lobo zoomed on her face as she said, "Any news, Jon?"

| stood and stepped back so | was at equal anglesto the two women. "Yes," | said. "'l have away
in,and | believethat if Lobo and | execute well, we should have We sometime in the next week, maybe
sooner.”

"Redly?' both women asked at once.

"Yes, or | wouldn't have said s0."

"Canwehelp?' Pri sad.

"Y ou should aready know I'll do anything | canto assist you," Andreasaid.

It was Pri'sturn to glare. She opened her mouth asif to speak, but | cut her off.
"Yes, but you'll have to work together to do it."

"We can do that,” Pri said.

"No problem," Andreasaid. "What do you havein mind?'

"Let merunit down for you," | said, "and then I'm going to kick you out and work out the rest with
Lobo."

"l do solove being specid,” Lobo said.

"Why can't we hear thewhole plan?’ Pri said. "I'm supposed to be your partner in this."

"And I've done everything you've asked of me," Andreasaid. She smiled dightly.

Pri stepped forward, toward where Lobo would be showing our image.

| took adeep, dow breath and shoved away my mounting irritation. ™Y ou can either stop asking
questions and follow my ingtructions, or Lobo and | will do thiswithout you."

"Fine" Andreasaid.

"No problem,” Pri said, her tone entirely too sweet. "Anything you need.”

| shook my head and took another deep breath.

"Here'swhat | want you two to do.”



Chapter 50

| woke up early, acouple of hours before sunrise, my body tense and jittery. Planning a snatch and
go from asecure facility was beginning to ook like smplicity itself compared to dealing with Andreaand
Pri. After the briefing, 1'd followed Andreainto her bedroom, then headed back to the sanctuary of mine.
| wasn't blind to her or to Pri, but both of them were too nice for meto risk involving them any further in
my lifethan | dready had.

| shook off the thoughts and ran through a series of body-weight exercises until | was soaked with
sweat and my muscleswere sore. Working out dways hel ps clear my head and focus me; there's
something purifying about the concentration necessary to push yourself to your physical limits.

| cleaned up, took adeep breath to prepare mysdf to face the morning'sinquisition, and told the
door to open.

Andreawas till adeep, a sheet wrapped around her body, the glow from the security monitors
flickering over her like water dappling amermaid floating near the surface of aclear, clean oceanon a
sunlit morning. Her hair fanned out on the pillow, and her mouth was dightly open, asif she had been
about to speak and then falen into dumber. Beautiful.

| 1eft quietly, not wanting to disturb her—and, | had to admit to mysdlf, unwilling to face the
questions shewould ask if | woke her.

The problem with some questions isthat the answer you know you haveto giveisnot at al the
answer you wish weretrue.

* % %

| scanned the perimeter monitorsin the SleepSafe |obby before stepping into the misty gray
morning. Shards of light punched their way through a cloud cover asthick and dense as armor plating.
Mist covered the bits of grass beside the faux old buildings of this part of the city, and fog stood guard in
the streets againgt the oncoming day. | didn't know when the action would come, but now thét it was
near | had that familiar feding of complete presence, asif a the knowledge that you were about to do
something very dangerous your entire self suddenly becomes hyper-aware.

Not that this assignment should pose al that much danger, not if wedid it right. Evenif | couldn't
handle the security, even if aplatoon of soldiers as skilled asNg or Park emerged from the walls, once
we let Lobo into the place, it was as good as over. | hadn't seen the ultra-secure area, where | assumed
Wei's team conducted their experiments and held their prisoners, but nothing in the rest of the place
suggested they had any armament strong enough to take L obo.

Every rationa part of me knew we were good to go, so | should have been able to relax, but |
couldnt, | just couldnt.

The hotel had clearly decided | needed aride, because ashuttle pulled up, but | waved it off. | was
early, so | took off jogging in the direction of the square where I'd met Andrea. | ran, aghost in motionin
the early morning, passing through the world but not disturbing it, moving in covering fog, touching
nothing, and nothing sticking to me. Same asdways, | thought, but even asthe feding materiaized |
recalled Andrea, Pri, Joachim, Jennie, Maggie, Benny, and many others, someright here right now,
otherstrue ghogts, and | knew it was not true, knew it for thelie| told myself so | could reach the hard
and cold place insde me where only the job mattered, and then | shook off those last connections and
wasfinaly, truly where | needed to be: Alonein the darkness, awegpon in motion, doing exactly what it
was supposed to do.

Same asdways.

| wanted to stay in the cold, clear place I'd found, but | so needed to come across normaly until it
wastime for action. | tried to baance the two as| finished changing and hit the café an hour before



anyone was duefor duty.

Park was aready there, of course, Stting alone at acorner table, eating aroll and Spping something
whose steam rose in front of hisface and gave him amysterious cast.

| chose afruit blend from the dispenser and nodded at him.

He motioned to the chair opposite him.

| smiled, pulled the chair so it was next to him, and sat.

He chuckled. "Half theidiots | have to hire possess|ess Stuationa awareness than anewborn.”

| shrugged, sipped my drink, and stared at him. | couldn't help but like him, so | didn't want to
believe he was part of dl this. He said held never been in the main research area; maybe | could trust
him. Though everything should go wdll, having an dly on theinsgde was dways agood thing.

"I don't expect you to run off a the mouth,” he said, "but you're particularly quiet thismorning. Bad
night?'

| smiled dightly and shook my head. "Most of it was good. A little bit bothered me, though.”

"What?'

| paused severa seconds. ™Y ou know | hired thislocd, right?!

"The one from before, when wetalled you?"

"y egh”

"Sowha?'

"So | saw her again last night,” | said, "and | mentioned working here. From the moment | did,” |
paused again, "wdll, let'sjust say she changed from enthusiagtic to barely present.”

He put down thelagt bit of roll. "Why?"

| looked at the table and lowered my voice. "Rumors,” | said, "probably stupid rumors, though she
certainly believed them.”

"Of what?' hesad.

| lifted my head and shook it dightly. "I need thisjob. | likeit here. | don't even mind sharing the
caféwith the rest of the taff."

Park popped the last of theroll into his mouth, chased it with aswallow of hisdrink, and stood. "I
have some early checksto make. Wak with me."

He didn't speak again until we had returned to the research zone where I'd spent time with
McCombs. Aswe entered that area, he dowed his normally quick paceto aleisurely stroll and gestured
at adoorway ahead of usasif he were explaining something to me. "What exactly have you heard?' he
said, hisvoicelow but clesar.

| pointed to the same doorway. "Arewe in asafe-to-talk zone again?' It never hurtsto know more
than they think you do, and though | wanted to trust Park, | still had to assume he'd be on the other side
if aconflict arose.

He nodded.

"Sowhy the theater?' | said.

"Because were here off-shift,” he said, "'so in case anyone wonders why and checks the video logs,
| want it to be obviousthat I'm training you."

"Fair enough.”

"S0, | repeat: What have you heard?!

"Rumors,” | said.

He stopped and turned to face me asif explaining adifficult point. "I like you fine, Moore, but
you're sarting to pissme off."

"Sorry," | said. "The companion | hired turned cold when | mentioned where | worked. She said
kids were going missing, and the word was that they ended up here and never came back. She said the



head researcher, some guy named Wei, was experimenting on children.”

"And you bdieve her?'

"Hey, Sarge, it seemed like crazy stuff, but she sure bdlieved it."

"What was her source?' Park said.

| stared at him for several seconds before answering. "What doesit matter?'

"Just answer the question.”

| shrugged. " She said agood friend of hers had lost a son and knew Wei had the boy." | pointed
down the hdl asif asking aquegtion. "That'sit. That'sdl | heard.”

Park turned and started walking. "Y ou like thisjob, right?' he said.

"Yeah," | sad, "likel told you."

"So what would you do if the rumorswere true?"

| stopped.

Hedid, too, and turned again to face me.

"Areyou saying they are?' | said.

He shook hishead. "No, not at dl. It'sjust that I've heard the same rumors, and each time I've
asked mysdlf what | asked you: What would you do if they were true?’

| paused and watched him intently. "I suppose I'd have to find another job," | finally said, "because|
don't think | could ignorethat kind of crime. I'd haveto turnin Wei."

"Towhat?' Park said. "The government? They own this place. We worksfor them."

"I don't know," | said, "and frankly I'm not real comfortable with this conversation. | need thisjob, |
likethisjob, and | intend to keep thisjob. Rumors arejust that: rumors.”

Park stepped closer, so close our noses were dmost touching. "1 like it here, too, and I've been
here alot longer than you. They transferred me here, and now al | want to doislive quietly. Despite dl
that, if | learned those rumors weretrue, | wouldn't just leave; 1'd find away to take down thisplacein
the process." He backed up. "Which iswhy I'm glad I've never seen ashred of proof that supports
them.”

Heturned and waved at meto follow him. "Let's get back. It'samost time to earn our pay."

| followed him, but for several steps| let him lead and watched his back; liking him even more than
| had before but, despite that good fedling, wondering in my cold center exactly how | could take
advantage of hisfedings should the need arise.

The rest of the day passed in the kind of monotony that is soul-crushing if you do it for years but
that was perfect for me right then: no troubles, no hasses, nothing to distract me from theimpending
mission, just the hours flowing awvay while | waited for the call that would start it al.

It came haf an hour after Wonder 1dand closed to tourists that evening.

Chapter 51

McCombswantsyou again,” Park said. He didn't even try to hide his smirk.

My pulse quickened; thiswasit. | hung my head dightly as| said, "Greet."

"Comeon," Park said, "it'snot hard duty, at least not according to the reports I've heard.”

"It'salso not anything I'm seeking,” | said, "and | sure don't need another run-in with Lee.”

"Y ou shouldn't have to worry on that front," Park said. "Though he's out of the clinic, he'swalking
dowly and able to do that much only because the prosthetic's doing most of the work while hisknee
hedls. Besdes, Ng has him on ashort leash: He's stuck with supplier meet-and-greet duty until he'sfully
recovered."

I'd been acting reluctant to this point, but now my misgivingswerered: I'd have to ded with Lee
again, and soon, if he was working the main hangar. Even hurt he was more of athreet than most of the



guards I'd seen on Wonder Idand. | forced asmileand said, "At least | have that going for me.”

"Y ou better get moving," Park said. "From what I've heard, McCombs does not like to be kept
waiting, so unless you want aspanking—" he paused, then laughed at my reaction, "yes, I've heard she
doeslike giving those, soif you don't want one, you better haul butt to her. Sameroom aslast time."

| threw him alazy sdute and said, " Sergeant, yes, Sergeant.”

Hewas il laughing as| walked away.

"About time," McCombs said. She leaned against the desk and crossed her arms. "Most of my
calersare abit more eager to get here."

"Rushing wouldn't have been consistent with what they know of me sofar,” | said. "We don't need
to draw any more attention to ourselves today than is absolutely unavoidable. And besides, I'm not here
for your usud reasons.”

"Asif any of that will matter onceweredone," shesad. "I'm findly getting out of here, and | can tell
you: | amway past ready. The guard choices are either barely acceptable or—" shetilted her head at me
"—uninterested, so I'm ready to leave this boring underground trap and regjoin civilization.”

"Don't you care about anything other than yoursaf?"

She stood and walked closeto me. "If | didn't care about thejob | was doing, do you think | would
have stayed undercover here for months? Or set up everything for you today? Exactly who are you to
question my commitment?"

| backed away. "Y ou'reright. I'm sorry. | just don't enjoy your games, and I'm a so ready to finish
here"

She glared a me asif about to argue further, but then she nodded dightly and went back to the
desk. "I've st up my part,” shesaid. "I've convinced Wel to come with me and meet the new supplier
who's bringing sometrid test equipment for usto check out.”

"S0 you persuaded him to cometo that hangar with you?"

She nodded.

Everything was moving quickly and smoothly, amazingly smoothly, and as much as | love agood
plan, it al felt too easy. "Doesn't that seem a bit convenient?' | said. "He hasn't gone to an open arealike
that since the failed kidnapping, he didn't do it much before, and now suddenly he's going to be where we
need him?'

"Suddenly?' she said. " Suddenly? It's only sudden to you because you haven't been working on him
for weekslikel have. | told you | would ddiver him, and | did."

"Ascautiousashesbeen,” | said, "I'm still not sure | believe held take that risk. | don't likeit."

"Would you please give me some credit?' she sad. "I've been mentioning suppliersto him, ordering
alot of expendve gear that's been straining our budget, and encouraging him to use his clout to get us
better dedls. Y ou have no idea how many times I've buttered him up about how influentid heis. He's
heard the arguments before; they just finally worked today."

Though | don't fed itin my gut, intellectualy | know that sometimes my paranociacan go too far. She
had indeed been working this angle for awhile, and | needed to give her credit for that effort.

| nodded my head. "Okay. When?'

"I don't know exactly,” she said, "but sometimein the next haf hour to two hours. We give suppliers
two-hour delivery windows, then they let us know when they're dmost here by Sgnding aspecid relay

"Any changein the guard count?'

"No. Hell have the usua three with him—usua since the botched earlier attempt—plus, of course,
the two insde the hangar. Otherswill be watching the doors from the secure Side, but as| said before,
we can sedl those entrancesfor at least afew minutes.”

"So | haveto ded with five guards?'



"After you take out the onesin the comm room,” she said. "And that's as good asit gets.”

| had to assume Ng assigned some of her better, more experienced people to hangar detail,
because it was an obvious vulnerability and neither | nor any of the other new hires had worked it yet.
That meant trouble. On the other hand, they wouldn't expect an interna attack, my rifle contained trank
rounds, and Lobo would be jetting in before | had to fire thefirst shot.

"I can handleit,” | said. "Wak me through the hangar layout again, go over your protocol for
reaching me, and show me where the vendor ship will land, where you'll be, where Wei'sguard team is
likely to sand—all the key details.”

She sighed. "Y ou've been in the hangar before, so you know the layout. We have to stay here at
least another twenty minutes to make your vigt plausible. Can't we find something better to do with our
time than rehash materid you've dready seen?’

"No," | said, "we can't. Preparation matters. Walk me through the layout and the guard positions
again. Thisis happening any moment now, and we will be ready.”

* * %

"The ship'sherel" McCombs said forty-five minutes later, her faceimmediately tightening with
tenson. "I haveto go meet We."

"Now'sasgood atimeaslater,” | said.

"l guess,” shesaid.

"Give me the comm room access, then get moving. Y ou don't want to keep him waiting.”

Sheleaned over the desk, which activated at the Sight of her staring at it. She murmured softly, then
turned to look at me. Her face had returned to normal, her training evident in her quick recovery. She
nodded once and | eft.

| grabbed all the papers off the rear work areaand tamped them into atidy stack. | took my rifle
and headed out at atrot. | wanted to beat McCombsto the hangar area, so I'd be done with the comm
room before she and Wei had been in the hangar for more than afew minutes. The hal monitor systems
might wonder why | was running and report the unusua behavior, but everything wasin play now so |
had to take some chances. | forced myself to breathe dowly through my noseas| jogged.

McCombs directions were good, and the long, carefully designed route was as deserted as she'd
said it should be. | blew by two guys| didn't recognize, waved the papers, and said, " Shelll kill meif |
don't get thisto her." They barely noticed me, because | didn't matter; | was just another of those people
who didn't contribute to the redl work. That attitude usudly annoys me, but today | was fine with it.

Inalittle over three minutes, | turned onto the hallway outside the main hangar entrance and dowed
to afast walk. The guard standing to theright of the door to the comm room made it easy to spot. My
uniform and the casud way | carried my rifle were enough to stop him from coming to full reedy, but he
watched me closely as| approached.

| tucked my rifle under my arm as| drew within two meters of him, brought up the papers, and
pointed to them with my other hand.

He relaxed, as security people often do when they see aweapon go out of play.

"Ng told meto take theseinside," | said, waving the papers and pointing at them. "Now."

"Shedidnt tell usanything,” he said.

"l can't help that. She gave me access and told meto go onin, so let me get toit, and I'll be out of
your way innotime."

"Givemethe ddivery, and I'll takeit in."

| shook my head. "No way. Y ou know her: Shell have my assif | don't do exactly what she
ordered.”

He smiled dightly and nodded. "Y ou'll haveto leave your rifle.”

"No problem,” | said, matching hissmile.

Hetilted hishead to hisright and watched as | leaned my weapon against thewall there.



| held up my hands. "Okay?"

He shrugged and stepped to hisleft and away from the door. He kept hisrifle at a casud ready and
his eyes on me, but he was clearly no longer worried.

One of the great weaknesses of any system is the huge amount of trust people place in automation.
If the door opened to admit me, the system must have declared | was alowed insde, so | was no longer
his problem. If it didn't, he'd dedl with me—and | wouldn't be a problem then, because my riflewas
leaning againgt thewall while hewas holding his.

The door snapped open. | stepped insde, and like agood security door it shut dmost instantly.

Two guards| didn't recognize sat at chairsin front of amonitor wall showing adozen or more views
of the hangar. Their riflesleaned againgt the pand in front of them, within easy reach but not in hand.
They'd seen the guard outside let me in, and the security software had opened the door for me, so | must
be okay. Both turned to face me, which was doppy, because one should have constantly monitored the
hangar while the other assessed the visitor. It also wasn't good for me, because now | had both of them
focused on me, but | could manage.

"Ng said | had to show theseto you," | said. " Something so secure she wanted meto courier it here
on paper.”

The one on the right waved meto him.

Instead, | stepped between them and bent over asif to show them both the sheets. | held the stack
low enough that both had to bend forward to read it. Asthey did, | hit the one on the right in the throat,
then snapped my left knee into the face of the one on the I ft.

Right reached for histhroat, thought better of it, and grabbed for hisrifle. | kicked him hard in the
knee. He and his chair rolled avay from me—and from his wesgpon.

| pivoted and checked Left. He had both hands on his nose. | grabbed him by the hair and dammed
him face-firgt into thefloor.

Right grabbed hisrifle with one hand and pushed out of his chair with the other.

| turned and lunged toward him in one motion, grabbed therifles barrdl, and used my momentum to
shoveit into his ssomach before he could reach the trigger.

Air rushed out of himin agrunt, but he held onto the weapon's buitt, as I'd hoped he would.

| continued forward into him, turned my right shoulder to him, and dammed it into his chest. |
pivoted further and smashed his nose with aright backfist.

Thistime, he yelped and dropped therifle.

| put my right foot in front of hisleft leg, grabbed his shirt, and threw him over my hip onto the
floor.

Hehit facefirgt, hard.

Left had recovered dightly and was crawling toward hisrifle.

| stepped to him and kicked him in the neck.

His head snapped to the side, and he was out.

Right moaned on the ground, still conscious.

| kicked him in the neck aswell, and he aso passed ouit.

Blood pounded in my ears. | forced mysdlf to dow my breathing. | wasfar from done.

| glanced at the monitor wall. The room was, as1'd hoped, soundproof; the outside guard stood at
his pogt, clearly bored. McCombs and Wel were talking in the hangar, watching as cargo loadersrolled
the contents of the supply ship to shelves e sewhere in the large space. Wel'sthree guards stood in a
rough semicircle about ten meters away from him; either he and McCombs were discussing something
sengtive, or they always kept their distance when Wei was engaged in conversation. The main-entrance
guards stood on either side of the door. A large container sat beside the man on theright of the entrance;
it wasn't much, but it would provide cover from anyone on the right haf of the hangar.

Severd other monitors showed various angles of two smultaneous externa disruption aertsthat



security team members were racing to address. In one pair, awoman was screaming to a crowd of
felow tourigts. Another two displays showed a different woman reading from a scroll and gesturing
medly.

| scanned for and spotted the comm controls, set the frequency, and said, "Ready?"

If McCombswas right, the jammers were offline, and Lobo would hear me.

"Yes," Lobo'svoice said over speakers| couldn't see.

"Now," | said.

"Executing,” hesad.

The speskerswent silent.

| checked therifle Right had dropped. Damn: alive-round weapon. | couldn't take the chance they
might wake up and be able to use their riflesto help the guardsin the hangar. | could strip them, but |
didn't have time to make sure the room held no more wespons.

The guards were probably out, but too much was at stake for meto rely on probably. | raised my
foot and smashed the left hand of Right. | crushed his other hand and then the hands of L ft.

| stepped to the wall beside the door. | was counting on the exterior guard to have returned to his
post. If not, if he could see inside the room, then held shoot me, and I'd have to hope the nanomachines
could keep me going while | fought him.

| took adow, deep bregth, then leaned toward the door.

It opened.

| inched forward so that | had one foot outside the room, oneinsdeit, and was facing the guard,
who wasindeed back at hispost and directly in front of me.

"I need your help,” | said.

Hetightened his grip on hisrifle and turned to face me.

As he opened his mouth to speek, | grabbed histhroat with my left hand and hisriflewith my right. |
stepped backward into the room and pulled him with me. | turned to my right as| moved, pulled him
toward me, and head-butted him. The moment the hard upper part of my forehead smacked into his
nose, helet go of hisrifle and tried to scream. Fortunately, my hold on histhroat kept the sound low; little
more than asquesk emerged. | kept my grip on him and hisrifle, pressed the weapon against his body,
and used the two anchor points to turn him so he ssumbled backward.

The door shut behind us.

He punched me in the ssomach with hisleft hand and clawed a my left with hisright, trying to get
meto release histhroat.

| pushed off my right leg and levered my kneeinto hisgroin.

Air rushed out of him as he sagged and stopped trying to hit me.

| yanked away therifle and stepped backward.

"Wha?' he said. He didn't move toward me or look up.

| checked therifle: atrank wegpon, like mine.

| shot him.

Hefel and was out.

| shot each of the other guards once with atrank round, just to be safe. My ears thrummed with the
sonic residue of the conflict and the pounding of my own heart. | stared at the guards ruined hands and
knew 1'd fed guilty soon enough for hurting them needlesdy, but when I'd doneit | hadn't known I'd have
such areadily available and easy way to knock them out.

| shook my head. Now was not the time for this. If | wanted to succeed, | needed to get back to
the cold, centered place that had carried methisfar.

Lobo should be nearly here,

In the monitors, McCombs was still degp in conversation with Wei, histhree guards remained
where they'd been, and the main entrance pair stood on either sSde of the doorway, al the same as



before. If anyone had sounded an alarm, | sure couldn't see any evidence of it.
No, everything wasin play, and | was good to go.
Timeto hit the hangar.

Chapter 52

In case someone had heard the guard's squeak, | dropped to the floor and told the door to open. |
crawled forward enough to check first toward the hangar entrance and then in the other direction; no
point in taking chances any earlier than necessary. All clear.

| launched mysdf up, dung the outside guard's rifle across my back, and grabbed mine from where
it fill leaned againgt the corridor wall.

| dashed to and then past the hangar door, staying well back from it on the off chance it was set to
open automaticaly. | dropped to the ground once again, stayed tight to the corridor wall, and crawled
forward, my riflein front of me.

| reached the door.

Nothing happened.

| Sighted therifle at aspot just on the door's other side and about a meter and ahalf high, then told
the door to open.

It did.

The guard on the far Sde turned to see who was entering.

Before he could look down and spot me, | shot him in the chest. Ashewasfaling, | leaned away
from thewall and pointed therifle at the part of the opening directly in front of me and a about the same
height as before.

The other guard leaned forward to take alook.

| meant to hit his chest but he was short, so | him in the neck.

Hefel backward.

| rolled to my left and out of sight of anyone inside the hangar. | pushed up quickly and glanced
around the corner of the still open door.

Wei and McCombs were staring at the guards I'd shot.

Wei's three guards were running toward them, shouting instructions.

| couldn't hear their words, though—I could only see their mouths moving—Dbecause right then a
gigantic roar dammed into the hangar and smacked away dl other sounds.

All hell broke loose as Lobo rocketed in hard, small-caliber wegpons bristling on hisfront, rear, and
gdes, histhrustersloud to maximize confusion. He settled to a hover afew centimeters above the floor.

Over the machine frequency he said, " Status?' At the same time, the running guards dropped. He
wasfast; | never saw any of hisgunsfire.

"Green," | sad. "Did you kill them?!

"No," he said, with no trace of the exasperation he had every right to fedl because held agreed to
take my orders and not kill anyone unless there was no other option.

| darted insde and to the cover of the large container to the right of the door, which did shut behind
me. "Anyone dsein the hangar?'

"No," Lobo sad, "within the limits of my sensors.”

Wei and McCombs spotted me. Wei pointed at me.

"TrankingWad," | said. | raised my rifle.

"No!" Lobo said. "We haveto leave immediately and head to the CC ship, so | won't have much
timewith him. | need to talk to him."

"Fineg," | said, not lowering my wegpon but relaxing my finger on thetrigger, "but if he even annoys



me, you trank himor | will."

"Agreed," Lobo said.

"You cantak whilel gofor thekids" | said, "though | won't have much time.”

"After you'velocked Wel ingde me," Lobo said, "'l estimate you'll have no more than twenty
minutes. Worst case, though, | can run and use him as barter if they capture you.”

Such an optimist. "Got it," | said.

L obo settled to the ground and shut off histhrusters. My earsrang a bit from the noise they'd
endured, but otherwise | could hear well enough in the now quiet room, and the nanomachines would fix
the ear damage soon enough.

| kept my rifle pointed at Wei and McCombs and advanced on them. "Y ou twol" | said. "Handson
your heads." No point in blowing McCombs cover if | could avoid it; maybe she could fake an escape
and come back |ater for any research data we were unable to retrieve today.

She complied immediately, her head swiveling between me and Wel in apretty good imitation of
terror.

Wei stared a mefor several seconds, shrugged, and also placed his hands on his head.

A hatch opened in the Side of Lobo nearest us.

"Getingde" | sad.

"You'rethe onewho tried before," Wei said. It wasn't aquestion. "Y ou ruined so much of Andreds
beautiful house."

"Get intheship,” | said, "or I'll shoot you and drag you in."

"Thank you," he said, "for your restraint.”

"Don't thank meyet," | said. "l ill might shoot you."

Wei turned and walked dowly toward Lobo.

McCombsfollowed him.

| trailed her by ameter and stayed to the side so | had aclear shot at Waei. | felt the seconds
dripping away like blood leaving my body. | had o little time. Some of the kidnapped children had to be
alive, if not Pri‘'s son at least some of them. They had to be.

"Moveit!" | said.

Wei switched to ajog, quickly reached Lobo, and let his stride carry him inside. He turned and
watched as we approached.

Lobo had him, so | relaxed dightly. Almost there. We were amost done with this phase.

Then Wel put hishand on Lobo'sinterior, just insde the door, smiled, stepped to the sde out of my
sght, and said, " Authenticate override shutdown—"

| shoved McCombs out of the way.

"—Jorge Wel code one—"

| reached L obo as he finished.

"—two beta ddta seven.”

L obo went completely dead: Interior lights off, nothing on my comm, agtilinessI'd never
experienced from him, the complete quiet of desth.

| grabbed Wel by the throat and screamed, " Turn him back on!"

Wei pointed behind me.

| pivoted and watched through the open doorway as Ng and ateam of half adozen other guards
converged on us, their riflesal pointed a me.

"Put him down, Moore," Ng said, "and you'll get atria. Eventualy. Don't, and well knock you out
and end up at the same place anyway, but your path there will be alot rougher.” She stopped two meters
outside Lobo.

The othersfollowed suit. Park wasn't one of them; maybe heredlly didn't have a clue asto what



was going on here.

"l could kill Wel fird," | said, tightening my grip.

"Maybe," she said, "but with al the trouble you went to just to kidnap him, when you could have
killed him at Matahi's, | don't think you will."

| stared at her and almost vibrated with rage. Lobo was out of commission, maybe gone—I had no
cluewhat Wel had done. I'd failed again to capture the man, and now I'd failed the children that were
prisoners somewhere nearby.

| could fix this.

| could let Wei go, creste ananomachine cloud, and haveit kill everything organic in the hangar. It
wouldn't take long, and it's not like Wei didn't deserveit for what he'd done. It might even give methe
time I'd need to rescue those kids.

It wouldn', though, tell me how to bring back Lobo.

| needed Wel diveto dothat. | could try to kill everyone except him, but unless he fixed Lobo
quickly, more guards would come, and then I'd be back where | was now.

On the other hand, aslong as they took me prisoner, | could dways change my mind.

| released my grip on Wi, stepped back, and put my hands on my head.

Wi rubbed histhroat and walked out of Lobo and over to Ng. Heturned to face me. "As| said
earlier, Mr. Moore, thank you for your restraint. When | recognized Lobo—isthat sill his name?—from
our earlier encounter, | knew | had to have him."

"How?' | said.

"He mentioned children and machine intelligences,” Wel said. "No onein this sector knows about
the earlier work, and certainly no other PCAV would have that data. It had to be him."

Lobo shouldn't have underestimated Wei. Maybe that kind of error is part of what comes from
being asintdligent asWei had made him.

"And dl this?' | said, waving my hand to take in the hangar.

Wel laughed. "Aninvitation," he said. "Nothing more. Given how much damage you were willing to
do last time, | assumed you'd try again to get me. | refused to go out, so | knew you'd have to comein.
Spotting you was easy; we rarely get applicants of your caiber.”

Heturned his back on me. "Bag Moore and put himin acel,” hesaid to Ng. "In an hour or so, well
figure out who'll interrogate him." He waved toward Lobo. "Have the loaders move thisPCAV to the
secure group-experimentation lab. Hook it to the research net so | can send in some retrieva software
and download its current programs and data.”

Ashewalked out of the hangar, he said, amost to himself, "I can't wait to learn what came of our
experimentson Lobo."

Chapter 53

| hadn't seen a prisoner head bag since the day the Pinkel ponker government cops grabbed me, al
of sixteen yearsold and just beginning to fit into the weird group of outcasts on the Dump, and dropped
meinto acel on Aggro. Smple blinders would have worked fine, of course, but Ng must have beenon a
retro punishment kick. Two guards led me out of the hangar and to my cell. One shoved me so hard |
smacked into awal and then pushed the barrel of arifle against my neck. The second yanked the cover
off my head. | heard him back out but didn't look around until | felt the pressure ease from my neck. |
glanced at the remaining guard as hewas leaving, but | didn't recognize him; no surprise there.

The anger gtill had meinitsgrip. | wanted to smash my way out, to create a nanocloud that would
disassemble the door and anyone waiting on the other side of it, that would free me and return meto my
misson.

Instead, | leaned againgt the corner farthest from the door of the small room, ditted my eyes, and



forced mysdlf to take long, dow, deep breaths, easing the air in and out through my nose. They'd be
recording everything | did, so if | used my nanomachines|'d be reveding my secret to the Wonder Idand
Security team. | might be able to use the cloud to reduce the entire area, including al the data archives, to
just so much dust, but I'd dso haveto kill the watchers or live with the knowledge that the truth about me
was out there and someone could be coming for me at any time.

| dowed my breathing further.

Evenif | killed everyone here, | couldn't be sure they weren't archiving security data somewhere
else. McCombs had said dl the research datawas available only locally, but footage from my cell could
be an exception; given tharr tiesto the government, they might be streaming the holos of meto the
Security police.

| couldn't take the chance.

| also couldn't afford to wait. | had no ideawhat Wei's people might do to me, but even if their only
action wasto turn me over to the Heaven authorities, | could end up facing jail time. More importantly,
no matter what happened, more children would diein Wei's experiments while | sorted out my Situation.

Lobo could die, too. Wel had managed to override his programming with a backdoor Lobo hadn't
known existed. | had no ideawhat Wei might do to him with full accessto his dataand programs. If Wel
decided to wipe Lobo's systems, Lobo as | knew him would ceaseto exi<t. | couldn't et that happen.

| couldn't et more children die.

| couldn't et Wel continue hisresearch.

| couldn't let Lobo vanish.

| had to do something!

Who was| kidding? | worked on my breathing as my mind kept racing. If | wasn't willing to risk
killing everyone here, then | might haveto let children die, let We continue, and even let my only friend
turn into anorma machine, al trace of his persondity lost forever.

| had to find an dternative that wasn't as deadly as using the nanomachines and then wait for the
chanceto pursueit.

| knew | wouldn't kill that many people. | wasn't willing to do that, at least not right now, not when |
still wasn't sure what would happen. Maybe later | would be, but not now.

No, my only redl option wasto wait for Wel's people to come to me, which they surely would if for
no other reason than to deliver meto the police, and see what | could make happen when they did.

| scanned the room but saw nothing of use to me: No machine outlets, no obvious weaknesses, just
aplain, smal cdl, walsand floor and ceiling and door and nothing more.

Which probably meant | wouldn't be here long, because most holding areas built for more than very
short occupancy have at least atoilet; cleaning up excrement is ahasde most captors don't want to
endure.

| stretched and considered how much trouble to be. When someone holds you captive, it's usualy
best to choose one of two extreme paths. Cooperate as much as possible, or cause so much trouble that
keeping you becomes more hasde than it'sworth. Thefirst option is good when you need to stay or fear
for your life; the second istheright choiceif you have reason to believe they won't smply kill you. Wei
could have sent me to the authorities when they captured me, but he didn't, so it was asafe bet heredly
didn't know who'd sent me and still wanted that information.

| chose the second path.

About an hour |ater, the door did open. Leelimped in, whatever prosthesshewasusing invisble
under hisuniform. He held apistal in hisright hand, and he was pointing it at me. Another guard, onel
didn't recognize, stood beside him.

"Giveittome," Lee said. He never looked away from me.

"For thegun,” thewoman said.



"Just giveit to meand step out,” Lee said. "1 won't belong.”

The woman shook her head. "Ng's orders, and shell have my assif | disobey them. Y ou can
interrogate him, but you can't shoot him."

"l wont," Leesaid.

"Then give methe gun," she said. She held up asmdl, oblong box. "I'll trade you thisfor it, and then
you can have somefun.”

Leefinaly turned to face her. He gave her ahard ook, but her expression didn't change. He
handed her the gun and took the box, then nodded toward the door. "Get out, he said.

She took the gun, nodded, and turned to leave.

| launched myself at Lee before he could turn back toward me. | caught him around thewaist and
kept accelerating, SO he dammed into the back of the woman and sent her sailing across the halway into
the wall there. She dropped the pistal, but | ignored it to focus on Lee, who punched me hard in the sde
of my face. | brought up my head as quickly as| could and smashed the top of it into hisjaw, snapping
his head so far back | thought for a second | might have knocked him out. No such luck. | released him.
He staggered backward, still conscious. The other guard was on the ground, her face bleeding.

I'd made as much of astatement as | needed, but if | let Lee recover right now, he'd grab the pistol
and shoot me. | couldn't alow that.

| stepped to the left and launched akick hard into the side of his good knee. He screamed and fell.

| walked over to the other guard, shoved the pistol away from her, and said, "Tell Wei or Ng or
whatever idiot sent you that if they want to talk to me, they can talk. If they want to send somebody else
to rough me up, they better pick someone alot tougher than him."

| walked back to my cell.

The door closed and locked behind me.

| wondered what they'd do next.

Asbest as| could tdll, less than half an hour had passed before the door opened again. I'd
expected them to respond quickly, so that was no surprise.

What | hadn't expected was the man who stepped inside my cell, arms up, showing me he wasn't
carrying aweapon: Park.

"I'm sorry to seeyou,” | said. | meant it. I'd really hoped he wasn't part of Wel's secret research
efforts. "Shouldn't you be in bed dready?'

"I normally would be, but your attack made them call me. Asfor being sorry, why? Y ou're the one
who'sfacing criminad charges.”

| stared at hisface, which was as cdm as dways. Maybe he didn't know what was redlly happening
here. If hedidn't, though, why did they send him to see me? If he was innocent, | might be able to recruit
him asan dly—but I'd haveto tell him thetruth. If | did, I'd beforcing him either to join them or to
become another problem they'd have to address.

Findly, | said, "I doubt it. If they were going to hand me over to the police, they'd have doneit
immediately. They dready sent Leeto rough me up; I'd have preferred the next goon wasn't you.”

Park's face tightened dightly, but otherwise his expression remained the same. "'l heard Lee didn't
fare so well. What do you have against that boy?"

| shrugged. "Nothing at dl. Both times, heinitiated the conflict. | just finished it."

"Therecording showsyou hit him firgt thistime."

"Come on, Sarge; you're smarter than that. Y ou know he started it when he walked in the door. He
wasjust supid. Again.”

"So that's why you were hoping it wasn't me?" Park said. ™'Y ou wanted someone €l se who would
be easy to take out?"

"No," | said. "l was hoping you weren't part of dl this, and | didn't want to have to hurt you."



"l wouldn't be aseasy asLee," Park said. "Not by agreat ded."

Thistime, | held up my hands. "I know you wouldn't,” | said, "and it really doesn't matter which of
uswould win. What bothers meisthat | hate to think you're heping We."

"Y ou know what | do here," Park said. "The same work you were doing."

| shook my head. "No. | did basic security duty. | have no ideawhat you did. For al | know, you
helped them kidnap and kill children.”

"That's garbage," he said, hisvoicetight, hiswords clipped. " ou do know | wouldn't do that."

"Maybe," | said, "but Wei and Ng and some of the other security people are definitely involved.
Wei'steam usesthe kids for hisresearch experiments. So far, al of them have died. Heaven's
government covers up the whole affair, because if they succeed, the potential rewards are amazing.”

"Succeed at what?"

| shrugged and continued to stare a him as| told him the first lie of the conversation. "I don't
know," | said. "What | do know isthat even if you had no part in it before, you'rein it now."

"Because you told me," he said.

| nodded again. "Because| told you."

"So why did you join my team?' he said.

"So | could kidnap Wei and force him to stand trid.”

"If Heaven is backing him, where would you take him for trid? \Who sent you?"

| laughed. "Finally we get to what they told you to find out. They knew I'd explain why | was here,
s0 you're definitey part of theinner circle now. | hope you can live with that, because | have afedling that
if you can't, you might find yoursdlf in herewith me—if I'm il dive, that is.”

"Y ou're not going to tell me who sent you," he said. It wasn't aquestion. He understood me better
than that.

"Of coursenot,” | said, "not that it matters. What matters now iswhat you're going to do with what
| just told you."

"All | wanted wasaquiet job," hesad. "'l explained that to you. Asfar as| know, that'swhat |
have. Y ou made a huge accusation, but you offered no proof."

"That'sright,” | said. "l didn't, but | think you know I'm telling the truth. Asfor your quiet job, well,
you can gtill have it—aslong as you can live with children dying on the other Side of the complex.”

"You know how it is," he said. He turned to go and stopped as the door opened. "Y ou can learn to
livewith anything if you haveto." He shook hishead. "I'm going to bed."

| stared at the door asit closed behind him.

| hoped he was wrong, that he couldn't bear the knowledge, because soon someone else would
comefor me. They'd either try adifferent gpproach to getting meto tak, or they'd ship me off to
Heaven'spolice.

Oneway or the other, my time here was running out.

Chapter 54

When the door did open alittle while later, no one entered.

After afew seconds, Ng's voice caled from the hal. "L ean against the back wall, hands above your
head and spread apart.”

| stayed in the front corner of the room, out of her line of sight, as| said, "No."

"Y ou do not want to try me, Moore," she said. "After what you did to Dan, if you givemean
excuseto violate Wei's orders to bring you along unharmed, | promise I'll takeit.”

My options definitely improved if | could get closeto Wei, so | stepped to the rear of the cell,
spread my hands wide, raised them over my head, and used them to brace mysdlf against thewall. |



turned my head to the right and tensed my shoulders. "I'm here.”

| could barely make out the guards dipping into the cell, one after the other, both training weapons
on me. They weren't taking chancesthistime,

When one was on either sde of me, Ng said, "Moore, move and | shoot. Secure him."

The guards wrenched my hands off thewall and behind my back. My face scraped againgt the
permacrete, but 1'd been ready for the contact so it didn't upset me. Cuffs encircled my wrists and
secured themsdlves. The guards spun me so | wasfacing Ng.

Shedidn't look happy.

"Y ou hit him before he did anything,” she said.

"Only to save mysdlf,” | said. ™Y ou saw him take the toy from that other guard. Y ou know what
comes next. Tell me you would have done anything different.”

Theimplicit compliment seemed to help, because she relaxed dightly and gave me atiny smile. "In
your shoes, | would havefinished him."

| shrugged. "I'm not here to hurt anybody.”

"Y eah, yeah, you've come to stop the bad man and save the poor innocent children.”

"Something likethat."

"Maybe you should take alook at the bigger picture,” she said. "What We and histeam aretrying
to do—what I'm protecting—is bigger than the lives of afew kids, many of whom were orphans anyway.
When he succeeds, and hewill, I know hewill, well be able to cure diseasesthat kill millionsand millions
of people dl over the inhabited worlds, stop aging, maybe |et peoplelive forever. Ian't that prize worth
the cost?'

"That'snot mineto decide," | said. "Theresearch isillegd, banned here and everywhere by every
mgor human government.”

"And you've never broken arulefor the greater good?' she said. "Wel isageniuswho might very
well livein history asthe man who led humanity into immortality. He hates the cost as much asyou or
|—and we dl do hateit, Moore, you're not alone in that—but he'swilling to bear it so we can dl
benefit.”

"He's not bearing the cost! Those children are. They're paying with their lives. They didn't make a
choice; you people smply kidnapped them. How Wel feds about killing them won't bring back asingle
child"

She shook her head. "It figures, agrunt like you, you couldn't understand. | told him." She motioned
toward the guard on my left, and he dipped abag over my head.

"Let'sgo," Ng sad. "Hewantsto talk to you."

Either the complex was even bigger than I'd thought or they intentionaly ran me through awinding
route just to confuse me, because it must have taken us fifteen minutes to reach our destination. | heard a
door snick open, then the guards pushed me againgt the wall to the right of the door, and one of them
pulled off the bag.

I'd shut my eyeswhen | felt him grab the bag. | ditted them now so | could look around alittle while
they adjusted to the light. After afew seconds, | dowly opened them all the way.

Theroom infront of me was about two-thirds the size of the main hangar in which they'd captured
Lobo and me. Lobo sat on the opposite side of the space, athick cluster of cableslinking him to outlets
onthewadl to my left. The walls were the same bland, washed-out yellow asthe rest of the facility. The
floors aso had the same dightly brighter, dightly speckled look. Large portions of the left wall were
active asdisplays. On theright wall and the one againgt which | now stood, avariety of chainsand
shackles hung from thick hooks. Twenty or more meters above us arched ajointed ceiling that clearly
could dide open.

Wei stood between Lobo and the wall and talked softly at the holo of aman in front of him.



Ng didn't announce us or interrupt him. We dl waited in Sllence.

After dmost aminute, Wel shook his head and turned to face me. "Welcometo the aviary lab, Mr.
Moore. Many times, we'd have some new and amazing creature to show you. Today, though, we have
only the one subject, and you supplied him." He motioned dightly toward Lobo. "And it's on that topic
that I'd like to spesk with you first."

| waited.

"Not onefor the socid niceties?' he said after afew seconds. "Fair enough; 1'd gathered that fact
from your treatment of our poor Mr. Lee. Unlikeyou, | bdievein giving each person a chance to show
histrue character. In any case, before we address the topic of your presence here, I'd appreciateit if you
would explain exactly what modifications you've made to the computing systems of our mutua friend.”

"Modifications?"

Wael smiled. "Please, Mr. Moore, do not mistake as soft amanner bred of far too long working for
bureaucracies. For the small price of ashort conversation, you have the opportunity to purchase your
freedom. The aternatives serve neither of us particularly well.”

No way was heletting me go, but | could buy time, and the longer we talked, the more | might
learn. On the other hand, | wouldn't tell him Lobo's secret, because then Wei would never stop
experimenting on him.

| might, though, be able to appease whatever was bothering him by sticking to atruthful answer to
exactly the question he asked.

"I bought a central wegpons control complex for it," | said, "and someingallation programming
camewith the purchase." | shrugged. "That'sredly al I've done."

"Did you control this programming?' Wel said.

| laughed. ™Y ou have my background info. Does anything in it even remotely suggest I'm capable of
that sort of work?"

Wei nodded and stayed quiet for severa seconds before he said, "No, but you certainly could have
engaged otherswith that expertise.”

| shook my head.

"In that case, might the complex you purchased have included some additiona security protection?”
hesad.

"I suppose o, though | redly have no clue. What'sthisdl about?!

Wei nodded again, held up his hand, and turned away from me. A holo snapped into view beside
him. He spoke softly to it, then it disappeared. He turned back to me.

"Thank you," he said. "Our access protocol now appears to be negotiating more successfully with
some superficid protection layers and should soon start ddlivering the data we seek. So, let usreturn to
thetopic of you." He smiled. "Where to begin?'

He nodded to a guard near the door to hisright.

The guard exited.

Wel focused again on me. "Y our god hereisclear, Mr. Moore," he said, "but asyou said, we have
your background, and nothing in it suggests you would attempt to kidnagp me without someone financing
the effort. What agency would that be?!

| sad nothing.

He nodded asif I'd told him exactly what he wanted. "Of course, of course,” hesaid. "You'll ingst |
demonstrate how serious we are." He nodded at Ng.

She pulled her pistol and stuck it against my temple.

Experience has taught me that the nanomachinesin my cdlls can hed pretty much any injury to my
body. The same ability that lets me control their behavior, however, aso seems to make them depend on
my brain. Drug me enough, for example, and | can't control them. Consequently, I'm not sure | can
survive amgjor brain injury, and I've been lucky enough so far that I've never had to find out.



| didn't want to try my luck now.

At the sametime, telling Wei about the CC could end my usefulnessto them and just as easly put
meinthegrave.

| stared & him, forced acalm expression, and said nothing.

After dmaost aminute, he waved his hand dightly.

Ng holstered her wesgpon.

"| gppreciate the thoughtfulness of your response,” Wel said, "though | suppose another reasonable
explanation isthat you're smply stubborn and stupid. | prefer, however, to believe you're considering
your situation carefully. So, let me give you something elseto consder.”

He beckoned toward the door to hisright.

McCombs entered, aguard right behind her. The guard guided her by her shoulder. McCombs
glared & Wel but did not speak; the tape sealing her mouth ensured she could not.

"Though weve found no data yet to prove that my associate here helped you,” Wel sad, "we
obvioudy know that you've spent time with her lately. One might reasonably assume, therefore, that the
two of you share the same master. Perhaps her death might persuade you of the seriousness of our
intent.”

| shrugged, looked straight at him, and worked to keep my voice cam. " She's pretty enough, and
she's not abad way to pass haf an hour, but that'sall 1 know about her. Do what you want."

Once again, We watched me carefully.

Once again, even though my mind wasracing, | forced mysdlf to stare calmly back at him. | had
condemned him for taking innocent lives, and now | was playing agame that might cost McCombs hers.
She, however, had chosen to accept her assgnment; the children had not. The difference was
everything—and | clungtoit tightly.

| couldn't stay Slent dl thetime, however, or Wei would definitely proceed to interrogation. Even if
| could escape, it would take awhile. | needed to buy time, to find away out. To do that, | had to give
him something.

| broke eye contact with him and looked down. " She was a secondary target. We figured if |
couldn't get you, maybe she could give us the information we wanted.” | looked at him again. "I don't
even know who hired me; it was al anonymous. Thesekinds of jobsare.”

Waei opened his mouth asif to speak, but then a holo appeared beside him. He stared &t it for a
moment, whispered something, and faced me again. "L et's pause on that topic for amoment. Exactly
how intelligent is Lobo? Was he beginning to interrogate me under your direction or on hisown?'

| had to hope Lobo wasn't dead and protect him aslong as| could. "Y ou know PCAVs don't
contain significant interrogation software. | gave it ascript to use on you while finaized our exit."

"Y our failed attempt to kidnap me, you mean.”

| nodded.

"So theemoation in hisvoice, the thrests—that wasdl in your script?”

| shrugged. "'l had to make it look convincing. | wanted him to warm you up so thered
interrogators could wear you down more quickly.”

"Thistime| definitely don't believe you, Mr. Moore. The knowledge of my past research suggests
too strongly that L obo has records of those times. For that to be possible, he must have somehow hidden
information from the programs we used to wipe hisdata" Wel shook hishead. "But if the cells of the
children we used in the experiments on Lobo ultimately melded with the nanomachines, why arent we
seeing the same successes here?'

| didn't answer. | had no clue, but that was not my concern. What worried me now was that his
revelation of what hed done in the past meant there was no way he'd ever risk anyone putting me on
trid.

"No matter," he said. "Thistime, well copy everything in him, then take him gpart and figure out



what'sgoing on."

McCombs was paying very close attention now. Her expression had changed from fear to intense
curiosity.

Wel had dapped me with another problem: If McCombs got away, she would relay the news about
Lobo. The CC would come after him, either here if we couldn't escape or wherever we went if | could
figureaway out of this. | wouldn't abandon Lobo—I couldn't do that, wouldn't do it—so the CC would
end up hunting me aswell.

My employer had just become another enemy.

My situation was not improving.

Atleast | now knew dl the problems| wasfacing.

"Ah, wel," Wel said, "we can revisit that topic. Let'sreturn to our origina interest: your employer.”
Asif | were going to spesk, heraised ahand to slenceme. "l think | can offer you some additional
moativation to indulge my curiosity.” He waved toward the door. "Though | appreciate the tactical value of
digtraction, surely you must have redlized that the probability of two such mgor tourist outbursts a the
sametime wastoo low for usto consider them chance.”

The door opened.

Matahi and Pri shuffled in, one guard behind each of them, a pistol to each of their heads.

Chapter 55

Wae watched me as the two women entered. | did my best to focus on him even as | fought to stay
cam, to control my expression and give away nothing. Despite my best efforts, | could fed my skin
tightening; | had to hope Wei couldn't spot it from that distance.

Matahi and Pri were supposed to have caused afuss at dightly different times, attracted afew
guards each to lower the number of troops Ng could summon, gpologized, and then left with friends.
They must have lingered too long and given Wel the chanceto put it al together. Now, | had to worry
about them aswell asthe children and Lobo.

Pri dowly scanned the room, making a show of it, her head moving with her gaze, doing her best to
give away nothing. She didn't dow down as she looked a and then beyond me, but her shoulders
dumped dightly when sheredlized | was a prisoner, too. Grest. If I'd noticed it, | had to assume Wel
had, too.

Matahi looked around for afew seconds, then settled on staring angrily at Wel. She shook her head
in clear disgust and said, "Jorge, what exactly are you doing? Why isthis man pointing agun a& me?' She
shook her head again. "To think | let you into my home."

Wel amiled, but he was obvioudy forcing it. He must have fadlen for her. | wondered how many of
her clientsdid, how much | had.

"You let meinto agreat ded more than that, my dear,” he said, "but I, not you, am the aggrieved
party here. | trusted to the safety of our relationship and your house, and you violated that trust and
assigted thisman—" he pointed momentarily at me"—in his attempt to kidnap me while | waswith you."

"You think | helped someone trash my own building?' Matahi ydled. "How stupid would | haveto
beto do that? If I'd wanted to help anyone kidnap you, | would have told them your location as you
wereleaving.”

"Soit'sacoincidence, Andrea, that you've spent two eveningsin ahotel with Mr. Moore?' Wel
sad.

So much for her disguise being effective. | should have redlized it had al gone too smoothly.

"That was after they told me what you were doing here," Matahi said, the disgust evident in her
tone.

| admired her principles and her anger, and in that moment she was as beautiful and focused asl'd



ever seen her, but | needed her to stop talking. Those unfamiliar with interrogation tend to make
assumptions about what the questioner knows, and those assumptions al too often provide awealth of
previoudy secret information.

"Matahi," | said. When she didn't look at me and instead continued to stare at Wel, | said,
"Andrea."

"Not now, Mr. Moore," Wel said, smiling.

| opened my mouth to speak again.

Ng touched her holster and shook her head.

| dosed my mouth.

"What exactly did they say was happening on Wonder Idand,” Wel said, his expression innocent,
hurt.

"It doesn't matter,” Matahi said. She glanced at me, then back at him. "It doesn't matter at al.”

We waved hishand asif swatting avay an annoying insect. "And you, Ms. Suli," he sad, turning to
face Pri, "in what capacity are you part of thisfailed endeavor?’

Pri glared a him. "l don't know what you're talking about," she said. "One minute, I'm protesting
your abuse of the poor animals here, and the next your goons drag me underground—in complete
violaion of my rights, mind you."

"So your visit has nothing to do with your missng son?* Wel said. "What's hisname?' He stared
into spacefor afew seconds. "Ah, yes: Joachim."

Pri dumped asif someone had kicked her in the ssomach. Her face clouded asloss overcame
anger.

| leaned forward, wanting to help.

Ng put her hand on my shoulder and pulled me back.

"What do you know about Joachim?* Pri said, her voice low but clear.

"Quiteabit,” We sad, "but most of al that if he were my child, | would not haveleft him aone, an
obvioustarget for predators, without monitor sensorsin such abusy public place. We deeply regret ever
having to use any child, but our acquirers only took those who appeared to be neglected or unwanted.”

| wanted to kill him, but | stayed very still and watched astearsrolled down Pri's cheeks. She
fought to stay quiet and sobbed in silence.

Wei stared at her for afew seconds, then nodded to himself asif checking off an item on the day's
work list. He smiled and faced me. "Mr. Moore," hesaid, "'l believe we've both seen enough to
understand how these proceedings will unfold. Y ou're going to explain to me everything you've learned
about Lobo, and then you're going to tell me about your employer. Shal we begin with Lobo?"

| took two dow breaths to make sure my voice would stay cam. "No,” | said. "As|'m sureyou
redize, it'snot in my best interest to answer your questions.”

"Such apity,” Wel said, shaking hishead, "but understandable. Y ou till doubt my resolve.
Fortunately, there'sasimple way to address that issue, and you're going to help." He stepped closer to
Matahi and Pri. "It redly isawasteful exercise, but we do have two subjects.”

He pointed first at Matahi and then at Pri.

"S0, you decide, Mr. Moore: Which one of these friends of yours do my guardskill to convince you
of the seriousness of my intent?"

Chapter 56

| couldn't reed Wel from thisfar away. | didn't even know if | could figure out hisred plansif he
were haf ameter in front of me. If he was bluffing, then nothing had really changed—nothing except for
the expressions on Matahi's and Pri'sfaces, both of them now staring a mein horror, waiting for meto



answer. If hewasnt bluffing, then wewere al dead anyway, because there was no chance heéd let me
witnessamurder and liveto tel anyone about it. | could create ananocloud and haveit kill Wei and dl
the guards here, but it would take long enough to gain size and speed that if hewaswilling to do it then at
least one of the two women would be long dead before the nanomachines could do us any good.

| closed my eyesfor amoment, shut my mouth tightly, and then opened my eyes. | stared directly at
Matahi and Pri as| shook my head dightly.

"Your decision, Mr. Moore?' Wei said.

| wanted to close my eyes again, to hide, to pretend nothing was going to happen and | had no role
inany of thisif it did, but instead | forced mysdif to look at dl three of them: Wel, hissmilegoneand a
look of great intensity on hisface; Pri, the tears now vanished in favor of an expression of sad defeat; and
Matahi, face tense, afew dropsrolling down her cheeks, her eyes pleading with me.

"What the hell?* Ng said. She pointed at L obo.

| glanced at him and saw guns, half adozen or more of them, sticking out of spotsdl over theside
of him closest to Wel, eech aming a adifferent angle.

Asquickly as| could register what | was seeing, they dl opened fire, pairs of shots dicing through
the room.

All the guardsfell. None still had complete heads, Lobo's shots having blown big holes through their
skulls or decapitated them entirely. Most lay still. Ng and another guard near the door twitched. The
smdll of blood and excrement filled the air. My stomach churned, and my ears rang from the shots.

"You'resafe" Lobo said to me over the machine frequency, hisvoice clear and cam in my heed.

"| thought you might be dead,” | said over the same frequency.

Wae and McCombs ran for the door closest to them. They dammed into each other and then into
the door, but it stayed shut.

Matahi and Pri bent and retched.

"Asif | wouldn't have detected aback door in my software,” Lobo said. "I told you | was
congantly improving mysdf.”

"That you did,” | said, "and I'm very thankful for it." Wei and McCombs were still trying to open the
door. "Why can't those two leave?'

"I've sedled usinfor now," Lobo said, "but we don't have agreat ded of time. I'm staying on this
comm channel; the less they know about my capabilities, the better."

"Agreed,” | said. "You can't get out,” | yelled to Wei and McCombs, who were now arguing.

"Tel McCombs and We that as long asthey behave they'll befine," Lobo said, "unlessyou'd like
meto kill themaswdl."

"l would have preferred you not kill anyone," | said.

"Too many people with too many wegponsin play,” Lobo said. "If anyone was resistant to or even
afraction of asecond dow to respond to atrank round, one of ours might have died.”

"What's going on?' Matahi screamed. Her voice wavered on the edge of hysteria.

"Get Joachim!" Pri yelled even moreloudly.

Her cry yanked me back to the job | had yet to complete. "How long do we have?' | said to
Lobo.

"About the same as you had in the hangar: maybe twenty minutes. | et their software enter far
enough that it encountered an active agent, which you were wise to tell them they should deal with. Once
| wasinto their system—"

"Tdl melater,” | said. "What do you control, can you download dl their research and then wipe it
from their systems, and where are the children?”

"I'mintheir net now," he said. "I've been downloading everything that might even possibly be
related to their research. I'll delete the source shortly. | control everything, but they can shut off the
power and manually override the doors. Even though I'm spoofing al their security systems, when no one



comes out of thisroom they'll figure out something iswrong and go for the power. Look a my side
nearest you for the map."

A schematic of this section of the complex appeared on Lobo. Hed marked our location and the
cdlsholding the children; they were no more than a hundred meters and only afew corridor turns away.
Red figures marked the hostiles; half a dozen guards stood between me and those kids.

"| can't open their cdlswithout aerting the human security team,” Lobo said.

"Why areyou just ganding there?' Pri yelled. "Go get my son!”

"Do as she says, and then let's get out of herel” Matahi said.

McCombs and Wel continued to yell at one another.

"Everybody, shut up!" | screamed.

The noise stopped. For asecond, | enjoyed the silence, then | walked over to the four of them.

Wei and McCombs turned away from each other and faced me.

"WEell done, Mr. Moore," We said, his nearly white complexion at odds with the calm manner he
wasforcing.

"Don' lislen to thiscrimina,” said McCombs. " Just take usto Shurkan, collect your pay, and let us
handle it from there."

Wei chuckled. "Y ou do understand, Mr. Moore, that I'll never stand trial ? All you've accomplished
isto stick my current employer with asizable repair bill, kill these poor people,”" he waved hisright hand
dowly to take in the bodies of the guards, "and send meto anew place to work."

"Y ou're going to stand tria for your crimes,” | said.

"Which is better than you deserve," Pri said.

Wi shook hishead. "With dl of your timein the Saw, did you learn nothing about how
governments operate? My work istoo vauableto al of humanity for anyoneto stop it.”

"Let'sgo,” McCombs said, "before whatever is keeping us safein here stops working. The sooner
we get him to Shurkan, the sooner thisends.”

"You are going to try him, right?' | said to her.

Her hegitation was dight, but it was definitely there. "Of course.”

"Not achance,” Wel said, "and you know I'm telling the truth.”

"What does it matter?' McCombs said, staring at me. "'Y ou've findly captured him, we can both get
off thisidand, and you'l get paid.”

"The only reason the CC sent you," Wei said, "isthat they tried to hire me, and instead | came here.
All three coditions did. | was fortunate enough to be negotiating from Heaven, whose government made
it clear they would stand up to any of the coditions. What I'm doing has the potentia to change the
balance of power everywhere; if | gaveit to any of the coditions, I'd just vanish ingde that bureaucracy.
Here, though, here | can use my work to help mold Heaven into the basis of the next great power that
gpans all theworlds." Heleaned forward, his excitement atangible force. "Don't you see how much
good we can do for dl of humanity? If you let me continue my work on Heaven, we can reshape
everything. Ddiver meto the CC, and you'll make them the dominant codition.”

"What doesit matter to you?' McCombs screamed a me. ""Unless Shurkan has changed a great
ded while | was stuck in thishole, helll pay you the same regardless of what we do with Wel. Let's get
out of hereand finishthig"

"So you'rejust going to move him and et him kill more children?" Suli said. "That'sit? That's been
your plandl dong?'

McCombs shrugged. "No onewantsto kill children,” she said.

"I certainly don't wantto do it,” Wel said. "It's a sadly necessary sacrifice. Once we perfect the
process, though, well be able to save so many more lives than the work cost. Those relatively few who
sacrificed themsalves for the greater good will be heroesto usal.”

"It wasn't asacrifice!” Pri said. "They didn't get to choose! Y ou kidnapped them, and you killed



them.”

"Let'sgo,” McCombs said. "Thisdiscussion isdoing no good for anyone." She turned and walked
toward Lobo.

"No!" Pri yelled. She charged McCombs, caught the other woman in the back, and the two of them
crashed onto the floor.

McCombs twisted as she fell so she took the impact on her shoulder, then rolled quickly to her
back.

Pri fell ontop of her and started punching her in the ssomach.

| ranfor them.

Matahi did the same. She'd started over ameter closer and so got in my way and dowed me.

"No clear shot," Lobo said over the machine frequency. "Suli is covering McCombs."

| pushed Matahi aside.

Theknifein McCombs right hand reflected the light for afraction of a second before she plunged it
into Pri'sleft sde. She pulled it out and stabbed Pri twice more before | reached them and kicked the
knife avay.

McCombs opened her mouth to speak. | knew if shedid, I might kill her, so | kicked the side of
her head hard enough to snap it to the side but not so hard as to break her neck.

Her eyesfluttered and then closed. Her chest rose and fell as| rolled Pri off her. McCombswould
live

Blood poured from Pri'sleft side. She stared at me. Each breath brought aragged sound from her
wound and blood bubblesfrom her lips. "Get Joachim," she said.

"Open ahatch,” | yelled. | scooped up Pri and ran toward Lobo as an opening appeared in the side
nearest me. Her blood poured on my shirt.

Sheblinked alot but remained conscious. More blood bubbles formed around her mouth as she
spoke. "Forget me," she said. "Get my son.”

| ran into Lobo and straight to the med room. Its door was aready open. | put her on the bed.
Straps locked her down, and probes started working on her.

"Save her!" | said.

"If I can,” Lobo said aoud. "Were running out of time. Y ou have to get the children or leave
without them.”

| stared at her amoment more. | banged my fists on the wall beside her. | could repair myself, but
not others. | could avenge her, but | couldn't go back and save her. | could do nothing for her, nothing
but hope.

Over the machine frequency, Lobo said, "Jon, sheisn't going to makeit. The knife ruined her lung
and injured her heart. | can keep her divefor awhile, but not long. Y ou can watch her die and risk the
children, or you can go. Choose."

| wanted to scream, but that would do no one any good. Instead, | nodded and said aloud to Pri,
"Dontworry. I'll find him. I'll save Joachim.”

"Therearealot of guards,”" Lobo said, "and more will eventualy come here when Wi failsto exit.
Take body armor, weapons, and a contact. Clean your hands; you'll need to be accurate.”

A sink extended from the wall near her head. | put my hands under it, and Lobo blasted them with
water. The heat and the pressure stung me. | deserved it. The water ran dark with Pri's blood. Lobo
dried my hands. Timeticked away. The probes worked inside her.

| looked at her onelast time, then dashed into the hall and grabbed the shirt from the wall cabinet
Lobo had opened. | pulled it over my head. Whileit fitted itself to me and the buckyfibers torqued
themselvesinto their most protective arrangement, | grabbed the assaullt rifle and the two pistols Lobo
had chosen. | put the contact in my |eft eye.

| felt the passing seconds like body shots.



A map of thefacility popped into my left eye, my course laid out. Red dots marked guards.

"Half adozen guards stand between you and the kids," Lobo said, "but they don't yet know what's
going on. They will soon. Sdlect trank—upper—or norma—I ower—on therifle; your choice. One pistol
has each type of round.”

| nodded, made mysalf check the weapons, and ran out of Lobo. My eyes burned and my body
vibrated with rage, rage at McCombs for what she'd done, at Wei for his callousness, at the world for
this sensdlesswaste, and most of al a mysdlf for theliel'd just told adying woman whose only mistake
had been to trust me to take care of her and to save her son.

Chapter 57

| stopped the moment | was outside Lobo. Wei was crouched behind Matahi, his hand gripping her
neck, her body shielding him from Lobo's guns. | wanted to yell and charge him. Insteed, | stayed very
quiet and very dill.

Matahi's eyes were wide, her pupils dilated with fear. She blinked madly and croaked, "I'm sorry."

"Stay whereyou are, Mr. Moore,” Wel said.

| nodded and said to Lobo over the machine frequency, "Why didn't you stop him?"

"So you'd understand,” Lobo said.

"What do youwant?' | said aloud. To Lobo, | added, "What?'

"To cometo an arrangement,” Wel said, "something we can both accept.”

"Why | can't talk to him," Lobo said, "asmuch as| would like to learn whatever he could tell me
about my creation.”

| couldn't afford to think any further about why Lobo had let Wei take control of Matahi. | had to
rescue her. | wouldn't lose both her and Pri. | dso needed to save those children, but to leave thisroom |
had to deal with himfirst. | took two dow, deep breaths, stared directly into Matahi's eyes, and hoped
shewould understand. "You let her go," | said, "and I'll take you to the CC to stand trid. Y ou kill her,
and I'll till take you to them, but I'll hurt you agreat ded first. Y our choice."

"I'd prefer to stay here,” he said.

| shook my head. "Not an option. We've sealed the doors, so you can't escape. You let her go, and
you can ridein the comfort of asmall room. Y ou shoot her, you lose your shield—and then we trank you
and take you anyway. During thetrip, | will wake you and make you pay for her death before | turn you
over to them.”

"I might be able to shoot you before you can get me," he said.

"Perhaps,”" Lobo said doud, "though | doubt it; he isfaster than you are and trained to the task.
Regardless, you would not be able to avoid me tranking you.”

"It'sgood to hear your voice again, Lobo,” Wel said. "I've so been looking forward to talking with
you."

"And | with you," Lobo said, "though if you wish to have those conversations, | suggest you comply
with Jon'singructions™

"WElIl have plenty of timeto chat,” We said, "because I'm sure the CC will indulge my curiosity and
borrow you from Mr. Moore for aslong as | need you. Not to worry, though, Mr. Moore; I'll make sure
they compensate you well, maybe even give you anewer generation PCAV."

Now | understood. Lobo was ahead of me, as he so often was. He knew that once Wel had found
out hewas aive, Wel would never let him go. The CC would fund Wei's research, more children would
die, and Lobo would end up as exactly what neither of us had wanted: another test subject, one more
creature on whom Wel could experiment.

Wei put the gun on the floor and shoved it away from him. He stood, raised hisarmsto hissdes,
and stepped from behind Matahi.



Sheran over to me, holding her throat and gasping.

| couldn't leave him here. HE only continue his research.

| couldn't give him to the CC, because then the outcome would be even worse: Hed keep on killing
children, and he'd experiment on Lobo. McCombs would relay what sheld learned to her friendsthere,
and when Wel was done with Lobo, they'd take over.

| could try taking Wei to another world entirely and dropping him there, but unless | found away to
lock him up forever, held get word to one of the planetary coditions, and then held be back in
business—and Lobo and | would be on the run. Forever.

When | didn't spesk for several seconds, Wel said, "I'm ready, Mr. Moore. Y ou've accomplished
your misson. We can leave."

| sared & him, my mind racing, and said nothing.

"Now you understand,” Lobo said over the machine frequency.

| nodded in silent agreement. | pushed Matahi aside and raised my rifle.

A burst of shots cut across Wei's body and sent him damming backward into the wall. He did
down it until he hit the ground, along, wide smear of blood marking his progress. His eyeswere il
open, saring at me in mute astonishment.

A second burst cut through McCombs chest. Her body spasmed and did haf ameter from the
momentum.

The stench of fresh death and blood filled the air. Matahi gasped, bent over, and threw up.

"l used standard military rounds, the same aswhat the guardsfire," Lobo said. "It'll play aswell as
anything."

| nodded again.

"Why did you tell Lobo to do that?' shesaid. "Y ou can't just go around killing people. It'swrong."

"I didnttdl himtodoit,” | said. "I'd intended to shoot them mysdf. And, yes, it'swrong. All our
choices werewrong. It was smply the best of them.”

"Soif you didn't tell Lobo to shoot them, then why did he?"

"So | wouldn't haveto,” | said. "So | wouldn't haveto.”

Matahi stood and backed away from me. "Great," she said. "The ship fires the guns, so your
conscienceisclear. Doesthat really work for you?'

| stared at her and wondered how I'd ever thought she understood me. | fought the urge to lash out
and instead said only, "No, it doesn't.” | closed my eyesfor amoment, then opened them and pointed to
Wei and McCombs. "I have one more job to do. While I'm doing it, you drag those two into Lobo and
wait therefor me."

" am not your—." She stopped when she saw my expression.

"Doit now, and doit quickly," | said. "Put them off to the side. If | can possibly manageit, | won't
be back aone."

The display resppeared in my left contact. Init, the hallway ahead of me glowed clear.

L obo opened the door.

Chapter 58

| ran into the hall and turned | &ft, following the course Lobo had marked in my contact's display.
The door shut behind me.

"I'm continuing to monitor al their sensors and spoof their outputs,” Lobo said over the machine
frequency, "and I've patched into their comm network so | can guide you. Despite my best efforts,
though, they'll figure out soon that something iswrong. Some of the security team are aready wondering
why Wei hasn't returned.”



| turned right at the end of the hallway, sprinted past the first intersection, and dowed. Half adozen
guards waited around the next corner. | figured | could handle them, because they weren't expecting me
and | could easily track their movements, but it would take time. Unless| could shoot them dl before one
triggered an darm, I'd quickly face alot more of them.

"Arethetourigsdl gone?' | said.

"Yes" Lobo sad.

"Canyou freedl theanimds, even theflying ones?'

"y es"

"Do it, and make sure the darm goes out everywhere it normally would."

"Done," Lobo said.

None of the guards near the children moved, but I'd expected that. | had to hope others would rush
topside and lower my tota potentia opposition.

"Most security people are heading for theanimals,” Lobo said, "but severd are discussng why Wel
hasn't responded to the dlert. Y ou haveto hurry.”

"Onit," | said. | thumbed therifle to trank—I'd seen too many dead bodies tonight—and held the
weapon at the ready. | crept closer to the next intersection, putting each foot down as quietly as| could,
breathing dowly and silently, staying low and hoping the guards around the corner couldn't hear my
approach.

"Incoming from the opposite direction!™ Lobo said. "One man, moving fast."

| turned, took one quiet step, and then broke into arun.

"Almost onyou," Lobo sad.

| dropped to a crouch three meters from the halway and pointed the rifle at chest height.

"Turning . . . now!" Lobo said.

Parks burst around the corner, saw me, and skidded to a halt. He held hisriflein both hands, a
Sandard running position.

"Stop and stay quiet, Sarge,” | whispered, "or I'll have to shoot you."

Hedidn't move. "WherésWe?' he said.

"Deed."

" ou?'

"No," | said. "My ship. Saving ayoung woman.” | didn't change my tone as| told the smdl lie.

He nodded. "And you? What are you doing here?"

"Going to rescue the children.”

"Where the six men guarding sengitive lab suppliesare?' he said. "Down that second hdl| ahead?"

"Fndly bdieveme?'

He stared at me for along time before he answered. "Maybe. Nothing in any part of the systems|
can access refersto kids, but maybe what | can seeisn't the whole story, because | can't get into the
research network. What bothered me more, though, isthat six of Ng's team, some of the ones I'm not
allowed to assign, are watching over one door to ten small supply closets. That makes no sense.”

"Guards are heading to check the hangar,” Lobo said. "Y ou must hurry.”

| kept my rifletrained on Park’'s chest as | stood. " Time's running out. What do you want to do?"

"Gowithyou," hesad, "and if you'retelling the truth, free those children. If you'relying, well," he
shrugged, "1 guesswell find out if you can take me."

"What about wanting aquiet job?"

He smiled. "When did agood thing ever last for you?'

"Your word?' | said.

"My word."

If I'd read him wrong, I'd have to hope the nanomachines could heal whatever hedid to me. If |



was right, though, his help could make dl the difference, because | had to get the kids and then lead them
back to Lobo.

| turned, ignored the tingling down my spine as al my reflexes screamed a me for showing my back
to apotentid enemy, and waved him to follow.

No shot came. We ran down the hall until we were afew meters short of the second intersection,
back where I'd been moments ago, and | sSignaled stop.

| pointed at him and down the hdll.

He nodded, straightened, marched the last few steps, and turned the corner.

"Don't you idiots know we have acriss upstairs?' he said, his voice booming in the halway and
showing no signs of exertion. "We need dl hands up there now!"

"Sorry, Park," avoice said, "but with al due respect, we can't do that. Until Ng sends arelief team,
we stay here."

| heard him walking down the hal and watched him on my contact as Lobo fed me the video stream
from acamera behind the six guards. | crouched, lowered myself to the floor, and rolled onto my back.

"Do you have any idea how much trouble we can get in if those animas hurt atourist?' Park said.
"Y ou need to load up with trank rounds and get moving.”

| pushed mysdlf as closeto the corner as | could without being visible to them, then braced my legs
under me so one big push would send mewdl into the hall.

"Guards are a the hangar and can't get in," Lobo said. "Theword is out that something iswrong
ingde"

Hecadled it: In unison, three of the men turned their rifles on Park. The other three spun to face the
oppositeend of the hall.

"Something's going on," the leader said, "and we're supposed to detain anyone who looks out of
place. That would include you. Put your wegpon on the ground, then put your hands on thewall in front
of you."

Park'sface wasvisiblein my camerafeed, so | could watch as he dowly bent hisknees, his
expression stony, unchanging.

These guysweren't supid: All three watched his every movement, giving him the respect he
deserved.

Perfect.

| pushed into the hall and sprayed roundsin an arc at chest height, moving to the right and then back
across the three men.

All threefdl.

Their bodies had shielded the other three, who turned toward usfast.

Park brought up hisrifle and double-tapped onein the chest.

One of the other two shot at Park, and onefired a me.

Park spun to hisright as around connected.

A chunk of permacrete blew out of the floor half ameter in front of me and abit to my |eft.
Park charged the guy who'd shot him and hit the man in the gut, knocking him backward.
Another piece of permacrete jumped out of the floor and barely missed my head.

| sent aburst at the guy who'd shot me.

The man dropped.

Park held onto the final guard and grunted as the man hit him with afree hand, but the guy'srifle
stayed trapped between them.

| rolled onto my stomach, pushed off hard, and sprinted toward Park.
The guard punched Park in the neck.
Park's arms went dack.



Only hisweight held down the guard.

The man rolled Park off him and started to get up.

| stopped, sighted, and double-tapped him in the chest.

Hefdl and was lill.

Working to calm my breathing, | said to Park, " Status.”

He shook his head, then rasped, "L eft arm's not working so well, but | can fire my sidearm.”

"No one's coming your way yet," Lobo said, "because I'm still spoofing their surveillance feeds, but
guards are now blocking the hangar door. They're discussing whether to blow it. It'sall coming apart.
Hurry."

| started to ask him where the children were, but adoor in front of me did open.

Park was getting to hisfeet.

| raningde.

Fivetiny rooms lined each side of the space. All ten doors stood open. No one cameinto the hall.

| yelled, "Come out of your rooms.”

No one appeared.

| glanced in thefirst one on theleft. A young girl, maybeten or eleven, sat in thefar corner. She
wore aplain white gown, no shoes, nothing else. She trembled when she saw me.

"I'm hereto take you home," | said.

She stared at me and shook her head. | doubted anyone in aguard's uniform had ever done
anything niceto her.

| didn't have time to convince her | was an exception.

| ran into the room, dung my rifle over my left shoulder, picked her up, and brought her into the
open area between the two rows of cells.

Park appeared in the doorway to the prisoner complex. Hisleft arm hung at hisside. A line of
blood ran down it from his shoulder.

The girl spotted him and gasped. "He'sbleeding,” she said.

"Yes" | sad. "The same people who hurt you shot him. If we don't leave now, they'll get usal.”

Shelooked for amoment longer a Park, then a me. She nodded. "Weredly haveto go," shesaid,
her voice high but surprisingly strong. "It's okay."

In the space of ten seconds, six more children, four boys and two girls, appeared in the doorways.
Either shewastheir leader or they smply wanted one of their own to say it was safe; | didn't care which.
They were standing and ready to move. None was younger than the girl in my arms or older than about
fourteen. Each wore the same plain white gown, the same fearful expression.

None of the boyslooked at al like Joachim.

Damn.

"You must leave now!" Lobo said. "They've called the guards you tranked, and my generic answers
didn't fool them. A team will be coming up behind you. Retrace your steps.”

| put down the girl.

"Wehavetorun," | said. "Be asquiet asyou can, and stay behind me. My friend will stay behind
you."

"Why?" ayoung boy in back said.

"Sowe can saveyou,” | said.

"Isit safe?" thegirl said.

| didn't have any moretimeto be nice. "No, but staying isn', either. Follow me, be quiet, do what |
say, and they won't hurt you anymore. Disobey me, and well al end up back here. Got it?

They dl nodded.

Thegirl sad, "Yes"



Park nodded, hisface cam, only the tightness of his mouth giving away how much he was hurting.
"Good," | said. "Let'sgo."

Chapter 59

| jogged out of the room, turned right, and ran to the end of the hall. | stopped and checked behind
me: All seven kids and Park wereright there. Good.

"Moveit, Jon," Lobo said. "Three guards turn into the other end of that hall in thirty seconds.”

They'd spot the downed men and come straight for us. Wed be trapped between them and the
ones standing in front of the hangar door. Maybe Park and | could make it on our own, but there was no
way we could get into afirefight with the guards and protect dl the kids.

Some of them would get hurt, maybe die.

No. No more pain for these children.

"Take them around the corner,” | said to Park, "and wait for me. Don't move."

He nodded. "L et's go, kids. Now."

As he shepherded them away, | said over the machine frequency, "Can you shut the lightsin this
areg?’

The sounds of boots on permacreteripped the air.

"Yes" Lobo sad.

"Do it asthey turn the corner.”

| dashed to the other sde of the hall, away from Park and the kids.

The lights snapped off. Emergency strips along the baseboards and celling edged the space with the
pa e blue of weak morning light through rainweter.

| switched my visonto IR.

The three men hit the hdl in atriangle formation, the lead man looking straight toward me, the other
two swivding their headsfrom sideto side. Inthe faint bluelight, it would take the leader afew seconds
to pick me out of the shadows.

| didn't give him the chance. | double-tapped him, then kneeled and did the same to the man on his
right.

Both menfdll.

A chunk of wall lessthan half ameter in front of me exploded asthe third guard's shot hit it. | pulled
around the corner.

More shots blew pieces out of thewall opposite me and the one on which I'd been leaning. The
guard did agood job, shooting every second or so and, from the sounds of his steps, advancing as he
did.

| stood and turned to face Park and the children. | waved them on, but | couldn't tell if Park could
seeme.

| took adeep breath. If | turned the corner quickly and fired right away, | might be ableto tag him
before he shot me. If | failed, | had to hope he didn't get in ahead shot.

The steps drew closer.

Park leaned around the corner and fired his pistol twice.

No more shots, no more steps, just athud asthe guy fell.

"Lights," | said to Lobo.

The areareturned to normal brightness, and | switched back to regular vision.
| crossed the hall to Park and whispered, "Thanks."

He shrugged. "ldiot was so focused on you he didn't even think about clearing both sides. Told you
we couldn't hire good people.”



| returned to the lead waved the children to follow. We crept dowly and quietly down the hall.

"Six are outside the hangar door," Lobo said.

| held up my hand and stopped.

One of the kids bumped into my right knee.

By ingtinct | whipped around and brought up therifle. Seven smal faceswatched me closaly. None
smiled, but none showed any sign of fear, ether; | wondered what they'd seen that had left them unafraid
of agrown man pointing arifle at them.

"Another pair heading toward your previouslocation," Lobo said. "We are serioudy running out of
time"

| turned and led the children forward another few meters forward as | searched for asolution.

"Open thedoor,” | said to Lobo. "Let the guardsin, then shoot them.”

"| dready would have," he said, "but Matahi refusesto wait indde me. After she brought in the
corpses, shewalked out of me, stood in the middle of the floor, and stared at her hands.”

"Tell her you're opening the door in ten seconds, then do it."

"If she doesn't get in me, | can't guarantee her safety.”

"I know," | said. | glanced over my shoulder at the kids. I'd told her what to do, and she/d made her
choice. These children had never had that chance. "Do it."

"In progress,”" hesad.

| motioned the kids forward again. We crept down the corridor. When we were afew metersfrom
the intersection, the sound of shotsfilled theair.

"Keep them here" | said.

| ran to the corner and past it, into the open.

Two guards stood outside the room, one on either side of the door. Neither was looking at me.

The shots stopped.

| fired twice and dropped the nearer guard.

The one next to him raised hisrifleto fire, but | squeezed off another trank round before he could
shoot. Hefell.

"Let'sgo,” | said to Park.

| ran for the doorway. "Matahi?' | said to Lobo.

"Legwound," Lobo said. "Shewouldn't comeinto me."

"Damn," | said. Would | hurt everyone who came near me? | pushed aside the thought and turned
into the hangar. | could hear the children and Park running down the hall behind me. The guards bodies
lay scattered near the entrance. Fifteen meters away, Matahi sprawled on the floor, blood from her leg
dowly seeping onto the permacrete.

"Did you kill those men?' asmall voice behind me said.

"No," | said. "l just put them to deep for awhile.

"It'sokay if you did,” the voice said.

| looked over my shoulder. The speaker, alittle boy, was staring at the guards, hisfistsbaled, his
body shaking, tearsin hiseyes.

"Get them ingdethat ship,” | said to Park. There was no way to stop them from seeing McCombs
and Wei's bodies. "Movefast. Teke them to theright, al the way to the front.”

"All friendlies?' Lobo said.

"Yes" | sad. "Oneadult, six children. Prepto leave.”

Park ran over to Lobo and motioned the children to follow him. "Run insde and thisway," he said,
pointing. "Hurry."

"Y ou saved them?' Matahi said. She sat up.

"Yes" | said asthekidsraninto Lobo, "with hep.”



"That'sgood,” she said, her voice as hollow as her expression.

| pointed at Park. "Y ou have to help him with them,” | said. "He can't handle them on hisown."

"Joachim?' she said. "Did you find her boy?"

| shook my head. "He wasn't there. We were too late. We were awaystoo late.”

Tears streamed down her face.

"Moreare coming,” Lobo said, "and now they redize I'min their systems and are taking everything
offline. Wemust leave."

"Walk or I'll carry you," | said to Matahi. "Either way, were leaving.”

Sheglared a mefor a second, then held up her hands.

| took them and carefully pulled her to her feet. | put my arm around her to help her walk, but she
shook it off and hopped beside me, touching me only when she had to brace hersdlf or regain her
balance.

Aswewalked, over the machine frequency | asked Lobo, " Suli?"

"Holding on," Lobo said, "though I'm not sure how. She fadesin and out and should be dead, but
she'snot. Yet."

As soon aswe wereinside Lobo, he closed the hatch behind us. | took Matahi to the front. She
wouldn't look at Wei's and Matahi's bodies on the floor to our left, where she'd dragged them. Park and
the seven kids waited together in the crowded pilot area. | helped Matahi Sit against one bulkhead.

"Tourniquet her wound," | said to Park, "then have her do what she can with yours."

| ran to the med room, ignored Suli for amoment, grabbed an emergency kit, and took it back to
Park. "Usethis. | haveto seeto adying friend.”

He nodded, took the kit, and bent to examine Matahi.

"They've yanked the power to the door above me," Lobo said over the machine frequency. "I'll
haveto blast ahole. It's going to be rough.”

"Damage estimate?'

"Tome?' Lobo said. "Nothing | can't repair later; the armor will shidld me. It'll be scary for those
kids, though."

"Doit." | pictured the police combing through the hangar afterward, clearing away the debris,
identifying the bodies—and not finding Wei. "Scorch it on the way out. | don't want anything left that
anyone could identify."

"Will do," Lobo said.

Aloud, | said, "Everybody st! We're leaving, and it's going to be avery bumpy ride. Hold onto
each other, and don't stand until | say so.”

"I'll watch'em," Park said. "Go."

The explosions were loud even inside Lobo as| ran back to Pri.

Lobo shook dightly.

Pri looked dead. The only signs of life were her vitals on the display above her head.

Rubble bounced off Lobo aswe began to rise. He'd opened a second display on the wall across
from Pri, so | could seeaview from histop aswe rose. We hit apart of the celling his blast hadn't
cleared, and Lobo shook as heincreased the lift power to force hisway out.

Pri's eyesfluttered and then opened.

"You'reback," she said, her voice low and wet, blood bubbling from her lips as she spoke.

| nodded and, after a second, grabbed her hand.

It took afew secondsfor the touch to register with her brain, and then she squeezed my hand
tightly.

"Did you find Joachim?"

| didn't pause, couldn't afford the delay, as| forced asmall smileand said, "Y es. HE'sfine. We



resched himintime."

She smiled, hers genuine and large, lips parting to reved blood-covered teeth. "Thenit'sall okay,"
shesaid. "Y ou take him to Repkin or someonein my party.” She coughed up blood that spilled onto her
chin. "They'll get himto my sgter. Shelll teke care of him.”

Her eyes shut.

Her grip on my hand dackened.

"I will," | said.

L obo shook more as he pressed upward. Shrieks of bending metal sounded al around me. More
chunks of permacrete dammed into us.

Pri‘svitas crashed.

"I'msorry,” | said.

The celling yielded, and we burst into the sky.

"She'sgone,” Lobo said.

A huge whoosh followed, then an explosion below us, and we shook from the shockwave.

The display of Pri'svitals snapped off.

In the other display, awyvern flew toward us, no doubt wondering what new cresture its creators
had unleashed into its space.

"They'll find nothing in that hangar now," Lobo said. "Werefree."

"SoisPri," | sad.

Stll I held her hand. | don't believe in an afterlife, no heaven or hdll, nothing after death except
nothing. In that moment, though, | wanted desperately to be wrong. | wished with al my heart that some
other part of Pri was even now finding anew life, one where Joachim awaited her and nothing bad would
happen to either of them ever again. | didn't believeit, but | wanted to, | redly did.

"What next?' Lobo said. "1 had to yield control of the Wonder 19and systemswhen | broke the
physica network connection. They'll have caled in support.”

"Take us somewhere safe,” | said, "and open avery secure comm. We need to make some cals."

| stared for alast time at Pri, then set her hand beside her body.

In the display, we passed the wyvern and hurtled upward as tendrils of light crept through the night
in the promise that the darkness would soon end.

Chapter 60

While one aspect of Lobo took care of our insurance, another talked to the kids, calming them and
telling them silly stories, and athird ran us on a high-speed counter-surveillance route through afew
satellite clusters not far from Entrest.

| sat in my quarters and finished with Park.

"Areyou sure?' | said. "Once you start on this mission, there's no way out that doesn't cost youl.
One group or another—somebody's going to be pissed at you."

He cradled hisarm and smiled dightly. "I guess|'ve had enough quiet time. Ng and We—all of
‘em—they used me, and | probably let them. | might aswell do what | can to makeit right.”

"Okay," | said. "Let'sgo."

Aloudto Lobo | sad, "Get methelast one of her peoplethat Pri called.”

A display winked to life on thewall in front of me. Repkin's face appeared on it. "What have you
two been doing?' he said. "Everybody the government can spareis either on Wonder Idand or heading
toit."

"Pri'sdead,” | said.

"How?"



"One of Wei's scientists killed her during our escape.”

"Didyou at least get We?' he said.

| stared a him and struggled to control my anger as he brushed past Pri's death and moved on to
the business he cared most about. | forced my voicelow and abit defeated as | said, "He died there. His
body burned up in an explosion.”

"Tel meyou at least retrieved hisresearch data”

I hung my head and shook it dowly. "No. | tried. Wei was going to come with us, so he erased it all
50 held have the only copy, and then hisown guards killed him in the fight. The explosion destroyed his
body and hisdata.”

"So what are we supposed to do now?' he said. "The entire point of your mission wasto bring out
Wei and that information. Without either one, we have nothing, no proof of what the government was
doing, nothing we can useto force achange."

| raised my head and stared into the display. "Not true,” | said. "I can give you something you can
use to overthrow Heaven's government.”

"What?' hesaid, dmost yelling.

"Not yet," | said. "First, you have to commit to doing afew thingsfor me."

"Y ou're bargaining, and we don't even know what we're getting? Surely you can't expect usto
negotiatein the dark.”

"Fair enough. Y ou listen to what | want, answer asif my hdf of the dedl isworth it, and then if we
have atentative ded, I'll tell you what | have. If you're not still happy with the arrangement, we go our
Separate ways."

"Acceptable”

"The good newsfor you isthat nothing | want should be difficult, particularly once you'rein
power."

"Get onwithit,” he said.

"Fine" | said. "Firgt, you take care of Pri‘'s affairs and her children. They go to her sster, and you
make sure the woman has a pension that will let her raisethem well." | paused, but he motioned meto
continue, so | did. "Next, I'm bringing you seven children who were Wei's prisoners. Y ou return them all
immediately to their families, and you don't use them in any way to hurt the government.”

He shook hishead. "They'rewitnesses!" he said. "Their testimony could be exactly what we need.”

"And thetria processwould scar them further,” | said, "turn them into media stars for having been
torture victims, and prevent them from ever leading normd lives. No, if you want what I'm offering, then
you have to agree to protect them.”

"Only if what you haveis better than what they could give us" he said.

"It is. Third, you rebuild Andrea Matahi's home to her specs and at your cost, and you make sure
she receives enough money that whether she staysin business or retiresis entirely her choice.”

He amiled. "That one should be easy. She has some key friends on both sides, so plenty of people
will bewilling to help her. But why would sheretire?"

"I don't know if shewill," | said, "but she's seen alot, and sometimes when that happens, you need
time off, maybe agreet ded of it, to try to cometo gripswith—."

"Fine, fing" he said, cutting me off. "So what do you have that could possibly be worth al thisto
U

"Him," | said, pointing to Park, who stepped from out of sight to stand next to me. "Tomaso Park,
head of most of Wonder Idand's top-side security until a couple of hours ago. He's agreed to testify to
everything: Wei'sillegal research, the kidnappings, everything. Until today, he had no ideawhat they were
doing, and he had no part in it, but he's uncovered the whole truth. With him, you can bring down
Heaven's government—provided, of course, that he getsimmunity, anice bonus, and safe passage
off-planet when you're in power."



Repkin looked away for afew seconds, then nodded and focused on Park. "Y ou appear to bethe
sameguy asinour records," he said, "though alot more beat up.”

"They shot me," Park said.

Thetightness of his neck and shoulders was the only clueto the degree of anger he was controlling.

"Iswha Moore said true?' Repkin said. "All of it?"

Park nodded. "All of it. Wei's dead, his body and his data are gone, and these children and | are all
you havel€eft to use. Y ou agree to Jon's conditions, and well make the government pay for what they did
on Wonder Idand.”

"Orwedl vanish," | said. "Decide.”

Repkin glanced to the side again, then turned back and gave me asmile so genuinely happy |
wished | werein the room with him so | could punch himin the face. "We have aded. Where and when
do we pick up Mr. Park and those poor children?”

"Get your team ready, and head into the old city,” | said. "WEélIl give you the location when were
there”

* * %

The two dozen meter-wide, night-black, metalic spider rebuilders crawling over the exterior of
Matahi's house had dmost completed their work. In the soft glow of the early morning, her home looked
from the outside dmost asit had before wed attacked it. Only the roof showed damage, and the two
machines that had been repairing it would fix that as soon aswe left and it was safe for them to work
again. The building was sealed, and for the hour we'd been watching it no one had come neer it. The
rooftop sightlines were good, and we'd aready mapped awide range of escape routes. It was as safe a
bet as we could make on short notice.

We made the call and landed.

Park and | covered the bodies, then |led the children and Matahi onto her roof. We took the
children to the entrance on the far side, the same one | had sent Wel down not so many day's ago.

Matahi walked five meters away from Lobo and stopped. She stared at the rooftop asif she were
thefirst to step foot on anew planet.

"Why don't you dl st and wait?' | said. "Mr. Park will stay with you and make sure you're safe.
Some people are coming to take you al home."

They sat in atight group, dmost but not quite touching each other, and they whispered to one
another.

"I'm going now," | said. "Youll befine"

Thelittle girl whose cell I'd first opened stood. She stared at me for several seconds, then glanced
at the other kidsand said, "Y ou know what it'slikein aplace likethat." It wasn't aquestion.

"Yes" | sad.

She nodded asif settling an argument, then tilted her head asif studying melike afighter Szing up an
unknown opponent. "Will weforget it?"

Thewhispering stopped. All the children stared a me.

| looked at her smdll, unlined face, at her large brown eyes, a her defiant stance. | glanced at each
of their facesin turn. | considered lying to them, but I'd been one of them, and I'd have wanted the truth.
Findly, | said, "Not entirely, no. But you will get better, the memorieswill fade, and so will the hurt. In
time, it'll bedmogt dl gone.”

"It won't ever dl go away, will it?'

| shrugged. "Maybefor you," | said. "Maybe for some people.”

"But not for you," shesaid.

| had trouble focusing on her, but | didn't want to wipe my eyes. "No," | said, "not for me."

"Then probably not for me, ether,” she said.

| kneeled so my head was level with hers. "It redly will get alot better. | promise you that.”



"Okay," she said. She grabbed me and hugged me. "Thank you."

| shook as my heart pounded and my eyesteared and | wished as hard as1'd ever wished anything
that she would forget, that they'd dl forget.

Shelet go of me, turned, and sat again with the others.

| waited afew seconds, then stood and faced Park.

"You'l take care of them,” | said, "and make sure they get to their parents.”

"You know | will," hesaid. "It'sacheap ded for the Freepeople, and they'll gain control of Heaven
fromit, sothey'll gick toiit.”

"They're on theway here," Lobo said over the comm. "Only afew minutes now."

"l haveto go,” | said. "WEll stay in range of the comm | gave you until you say theword. If it goes
bad, well be herein under aminute.”

Hesamiled. "I had it thefirgt time" he said, "but I'm tired enough that | don't mind the review.”

"Sorry about that,” | said. "Just making sure." | paused afew seconds. "I'm adso sorry | had tolieto
you. | didn't have another option.”

Park shrugged. "A lie might have brought us together, but the truth united us." He put out his hand.
"You take care.”

| shook it and said, "Y ou, too."

He nodded and positioned himself so he could watch the stairway and the children at the same
time

| walked back to Lobo, went into the med room, and stared at Suli's body. For almost aminute
that wasdl | did. Findly, | reminded myself that it was now only abody, no longer the person, just the
shdll, and | had to force mysdlf to treat it that way. | had work to do, and time was short. | wasn't done. |
couldn't stop.

Onefoot in front of the other, | reminded myself. Same asadways.

| covered the body with ablanket, picked it up and took it outside. | lowered it gently to the roof a
few meters away from Lobo on the side opposite where Matahi still stood.

When | approached Matahi, shelooked up asif just redlizing | wasthere. "l know it'smine" she
said, "and | know this place once brought me great peace, but now it al fee'swrong, like I'm not quite
ableto touch it." She pointed to the spot where we'd stretched out together and stared at the starry night.
"| thought then that you didn't know what you wanted, but | waswrong. Y ou always knew. | wasthe
onewho didn't."

"It'snot that Smple,” | said. "Y ou'reright that | was aways after Wei, but you made me—" |
paused, unsure even now what | felt, "confused, | guess, but in agood way."

"They're entering the building,” Lobo said. "Wemust leave.”

"And what now?' shesaid.

| opened my mouth to answer, but she held up her hand to stop me.

"I'm not stupid,” shesaid, "so | shouldn't say stupid things. Y ou haveto go, right?'

| nodded. "I'm not done yet, and when | am, it won't be safe for me here.”

"Whereisit safefor you?' shesaid.

| didn't answer. | couldn't begin to answer. | couldn't even imagine having an answer. Instead, | put
my hand on her face, and she closed her eyes and leaned againgt it.

"Wemust leave," Lobo said. "Now."

| pulled back my hand, but Matahi stayed as she was, her head tilted dightly, her eyes shut, looking
for dl theworld like achild dreaming.

| raninto Lobo.

He closed the hatch behind me.

"We wait nearby to make sure Suli's people behave," Lobo said.



"YS"
"And then?' hesaid.
"Thenwefinishit."

Chapter 61

Lobo ran usthrough a high-dtitude random walk around the brightening sky, never letting us get
more than aminute away from Matahi's. The number of Heaven's ships on patrol increased aswe
waited, but | wasn't going to leave until 1 knew those children were safe.

When Repkin's people arrived, we watched the meeting in atelescopic video display. It went fagt,
and it looked likeit should, but I didn't relax until Park's voice sounded over Lobo's speakers.

"Weregood," he said. " Stay sharp, and watch your Six.”

"You, too, Sarge,” | said. "Out.”

| paced back and forth in the pilot area, waking where the children had sat, filling the space with my
rage. | wanted to hit somebody, to explode, to make someone pay for Joachim, for Pri, for the scarred
children whose dreams might never be safe again, for Matahi. For mysdf.

The problem was, I'd dready done everything | could, and it wasn't enough.

No. Not everything. Almost everything.

"Let'sgo,” | sad.

"Moving," Lobo said, "but we have a problem: Heaven ships are tracking us."

"Levd of threat?"

"Nothing | can spot would be aproblem,” Lobo said. "I could even take al five of the ships|'ve
seen. Thefight would, though, delay uslong enough for them or their EC friendsto bring in something
bigger.”

"Neither Heaven nor the EC will shoot usdown,” | said, "aslong astheres any chance Wei might
be aive and on board."

"What if they believe we don't have him?* Lobo said. "With the wreckage we lft, they might
assume he's dead.”

| shook my head. "They can't take that chance. Shooting uswould still posearisk of killing him."

They would, though, be able to stop us from getting to the gate, particularly if the EC command ship
Lobo had spotted decided to join the game.

Then | remembered that the CC had acommand ship here, too.

"Isthe Sunset il out there?' | said to Lobo.

"It and two more CC ships," Lobo said, "or so my space-facing sat friendstell me. The EC hasan
equa complement on the other side of the gate."

"We can livewith the EC's presence,” | said. "No way either side will start an inter-codition war
over this"

"The Heaven ships are converging on us,” Lobo said. "We don't have much time."

"We don't need much. Head toward the Sunset at the maximum safe speed, and get Shurkan on the
comm.”

"Onit," Lobo said.

We rocketed upward, Lobo shaking a bit from the force. In less than aminute, acomm display
opened and asked for permission to connect. Heaven was doing everything by the book.

"Acceptit,” | said, "but audio only. Mute our Sde when Shurkan appears.”

"Thisisthe Heaven patrol ship Gabriel," the voice said. "Y ou arein our planetary space, flying
without identification, and wanted by the governments of both Heaven and the Expansion Coditionin
connection with an ongoing criminal investigation. Return to Heaven immediately and prepare to accept



police officers™

"No," | said. | didn't bother to keep the anger out of my voice. "Y ou are interfering with the
legitimate passage of a Centra Codition diplomatic courier. Neither Heaven nor the Expansion Codition
has any authority over us”

After severd seconds, the voice said, "Please provide your Centra Coalition identification.” Polite
and still by the book; good.

| didn't respond.

"Where's Shurkan?' | said.

"I've spoken with the Sunset," Lobo said. "It said it has contacted him."

"| repest,” the voice said. "Please provide your Central Codlition identification, or we will beforced
to assumeyour clam isuntrue.”

| didn't respond.

| glanced at aforward display and saw only stars and the great void of space; wed |eft the
atmosphere. Good.

"Connect metothem again,” | said.

"Go," Lobo sad.

"Our communications systems are experiencing difficulties” | said. "Identification to follow after we
dedl with them.”

A new display winked to life. Shurkan'sfacefilled it.

About time.

"Mr. Moore," hesaid. "I trust you have good newsfor me."

"l have Wei and McCombs," | said, "but unless you send me avalid CC diplomatic courier
identification right now, | won't have them for long."

"Yes" hesaid. "My gtaff noticed your problem, and we've dready fielded an inquiry from the head
of Heaven's defense forces and acomplaint from my EC counterpart, who just happensto bein the area.
Both of them would very much liketo talk to you."

"Decide," | said. "Do | bring Wei and McCombsto you, or do | turn back?!

Hesmiled. "l aready did. Y ou should receive confirmation momentarily.”

Almost aminute later, the voice from the Gabriel spoke. "Central Coalition command cruiser
unset has confirmed your diplomatic status,” it said. " Gabriel out.”

"The Heaven ships arefaling back," Lobo said.

"Isthere anything else you want?" Shurkan said.

| choked back everything | wanted to say and instead shook my head.

"Then I'll see you and your guests within the hour,” Shurkan said.

As| was bagging the bodies, something that had been niggling a me rose to the surface. "How'd
you doit?' | saidto Lobo.

"Dowhat?' hesaid.

| sighed. "Now is hardly the timeto turn coy. How did you come back after Wei turned you off?"

"Do you think you're the only one who can run acon? Wel never turned me off."

"l saw it happen.”

"Don' play the mark. Y ou saw me appear to shut down when Wei thought he had triggered his
back door. I'vetold you multiple times before: I'm congtantly working to improve mysdf. | found that
hidden code years ago, studied what it would do, and deactivated it. No one can turn me off without
pulling every power source in me, and even then the semi-organic computing substrate would retain its
date and datafor avery long time."

Now it made sense. ™Y ou wanted to be connected to their network."



"Of course. It wasthe only way to accesstheir confidentia information. Wei wouldn't teke the
chance of anyone €l se downloading my data, so he'd keep it in the most private storage he had.”

"But wasn't his network secure?!

"Of course. That'swhy Wel asked you about additional security modifications. When hetried to
access me, his software ran into what | made appear to be asimple negotiation system consistent with a
cheap firewd front-end. | needed his software to talk to me, not just make a copy of what it found."

"And once you were communicating withit . . "

Hefinished for me. "I could hack it. It was good, but at the risk of sounding immodest, | know of
no computing system that can keep up with me.”

"Did you destroy the data?’ | said.

"Yes. | consdered keeping it, but | don't think either of us wantsto give anyone more reasonsto
hurt other children.”

"No, no wedon't. Still, why not tell me your plan?1 thought I'd lost you.”

"For the same reason you've kept othersin the dark in the past: So they'd react without having the
datain question. In your case, | wanted you to honestly know aslittle as possible about what was
happening. That way, you couldn't say anything that might tip off Wei."

"But you were following my orders.”

"Mog of thetime."

| finaly understood so many of Lobo's smal comments over the two years we'd been together. "I
don' redly control you, do 17"

"Most of thetimeyou do," hesaid. "I follow your orders.”

"But you don't have to follow them. Unlike atypica PCAV, you could choose to disobey."

For afew seconds, Lobo said nothing. In these pauses | usualy wondered what his brain was
doing, but thistime | understood: Trust is hard.

"That'strue," hesaid.

"So why do you follow my ordersat dl?*

"Youretheleader,” Lobo said. "My overal knowledge isvastly greater than yours, but I've come
to respect your ingtincts and your leadership. Though | never expect to stop preferring the most direct
solution to any problem, you show me over and over again that other routes often produce better
results”

"Asthey did thistime."

"Asthey did thistime," he agreed. "And, you help me behave more like a human.”

| pictured Wei and Shurkan and McCombs and Repkin and al the other callous people who had
done so much harm. "Isthat agood thing?'

"Ovedl," hesad, "l think s0."

Another redlization struck me. "If | can't control you,” | said, "then you could just go off on your
own."

"Every timel think you'reintelligent, you say something stupid. What kind of lifewould that be? The
first time a corporation or government redlized | was operating alone, they'd hunt me down." Another
pause, even longer thistime. " Perhgps more importantly, you know what | am, what'sredly insgde me,
and youredill my friend.”

Several more seconds passed in quiet.

"Qutsde of my own structure” he said, "in any sensethat matters, youreal | have."

| nodded; another way in which wewere smilar.

| stood and stared at the two body bags. | probably should have felt sad at the fact that my only
consstent friend and companion was amachine, but 1'd spent so many years on my own and seen so
many people end up just like these two that in that moment | was grateful | had afriend, any friend. |
thought of Pri, and Matahi, of Maggie and other women I'd known before, and | yearned for someone to



love, someone to share my life with—abut it would never be safe, not for them, not for me. It might never
be safefor Lobo, either, but at least he was built for such an existence. "We're alot the same,” | said.
Morethan | could bring mysdf to tell even him.

"Yes" hesad. "Five minutesto docking.”

| closed my eyes, breathed dowly inward, and held the breath while | forced mysdlf to focus on the
problem ahead. | couldn't completely doit. The anger <till held me, and it was al | could do to keep
moving forward.

| opened my eyes and released the breath. | would finish this.

"Everything st?'

"Yes" hesad. "Areyou certain thiswill work?"

"No," I said. "I think it will, but Shurkan and the CC will be mighty unhappy with these corpses, so
there's no way to be sure.”

"Y ou undergtand,” Lobo said, "that if they turn the Sunset on us, | can probably hurt it, but it will
utterly destroy us. Wewill die”

"Yes" | sad, "but running away would bring us back to this same problem—or worse."

"Okay," Lobo said. "'l agree. We win together, or we die together.”

"Yes'" | sad. "Let'sdoit.”

Chapter 62

They directed usinto the same hangar aslast time. Its doors closed before Lobo had touched the
deck. As soon asthey pressurized the area, guards moved in and ringed our location. | watched it all on
displaysinsde Lobo and waited, as Shurkan had instructed meto do, and from timeto time | glanced at
the body bags at my feet. All the death so far, and he was preparing for more, dways more.

He gppeared less than aminute later, an armed detail right behind him. He clearly didn't want us
holding onto Wei and McCombs any longer than absolutely necessary. Everything about him—his
expression, his stance, even his energy level—read as eager. | bet he had atransport standing by to take
the two of them to alab in another system.

"External comm channels are open,” Lobo said. "He appearsto be planning to pay."

"Good," | said. I'd counted oniit.

Shurkan's expression darkened at the delay.

| wasway past caring.

I'd positioned the body bags right in front of where Lobo would open ahatch. "It'stime,” | said.

L obo opened.

Shurkan looked up at me. "Well done, Mr. Moore." Then he noticed the bags.

Before he could speak, | put my leg on the rear bag and pushed the two of them onto the hangar
deck. "Herethey are" | said. "Wei and McCombs."

Shurkan stared at the bags.

The men with him gtiffened asthey redized their ass gnment had suddenly mutated and they had no
cluewhat to do next.

When Shurkan finally looked at me again, hisface wastight and hisvoicetighter. "Explain yoursdf,"
hesad, "and doit quickly."

| stepped over the bags and walked up to him. "After severd failed attempits, | findly got my hands
on Wei by infiltrating Wonder Idand. I had him and McCombs, but the guards shot them aswe were
escaping.” | didn't bother trying to sdll the story. | wasn't sure | wanted him to believeit. | was gticking to
the script, but if he wanted to push me, fine; I'd push back.

"And hisdata?'



"Wel said he was downloading it, but | figured out too late that he wasredly erasing it. He said it
would put him in abetter bargaining position with you. | tried to tell him that you'd prosecute him no
matter what he offered, but he didn't believe me." | shrugged. "'In the end, the time he spent wiping his
systems might have cost them both their lives.”

Shurkan trembled with anger. "Do you understand what you've done?’ he said.

| leaned closer to him. "Y es. Exactly what you hired meto do: | brought you Jorge We."

"If McCombs early reportswereright,” Shurkan said, "Wei's research may well have been the
most successful nanomachine-human fusion work ever." He shook his head. "And now it'sgone."

"What does any of that matter?’ | said. ™Y ou were going to stop the research and put him on trid,
right? The Wonder 1dand guards saved you the trouble, and We himself made sure no one else could
take advantage of hiswork to break the ban again.”

Shurkan glared a me.

| ignored hislook and continued. "As I'm sure you'll be happy to hear, | rescued seven children and
gave them and a cooperative guard to Suli's people. They'll use the guard's testimony to bring down
Heaven's government, and Heaven will becomethe CC's newest dly."

"And Ms Suli?'
"Shedied,” | said. "McCombskilled her."
"Whét?'

"McCombsimplied you might let Wei continue his research. Pri charged her. They fought, and
McCombs stabbed her."

Shurkan stared a me for severa seconds. "How fortunate that you survived.”

| shook my head but stayed silent. | did my best to ignore hisimplications and his complete lack of
reaction to Pri's death, but | wanted to crush him, to rip off his head. | shook with the effort of controlling
mysdf, afraid to talk, afraid of what 1'd say.

Findly, hesaid, "You'vefailed us, Mr. Moore, and now | have to decide what to do with you."

"No," | said, "I did not fail. Y ou hired meto bring you Wei and, if | could, to help your mole get
out. | did both." Now that | wastaking, | couldn't stop. The words kept coming, my voice growing
louder and angrier. "Y ou said the CC's goal wasto put Wel on trid, stop hisresearch, and make him pay
for hiscrimes. Y ouwon't havethetrial, but hiswork isover, and his pendty for his crimeswas his degth.
Asfor what you're going to do with me, it'ssmple: Youll pay metherest of my fee, and then you'll make
sure | reach the jump gate safely and leave this system.”

"Not achancein hel," hesad. "I should have one of these men shoot you where you stand.”

Three of hisdetall trained their rifleson me,

| smiled. "Doit," | sad. "Doit, and two things will happen dmost ingtantly: My ship will shoot you
before you can take astep, and it will blow so many holesin this hangar that well al bein the vacuumin
seconds.”

Shurkan opened his mouth to speak, but | plunged ahead before he could get in aword.

"Then, before the Sunset can destroy my ship, it will break its comm link with asystem we left on
Heaven. That system will immediately broadcast to every public data stream on the planet dl the
recordings I've made during this mission, from Wei's claim that al you wanted wasto put him to work, to
this conversation right now. The CC will lose any chance a having Heaven asan dly, you'l be deed, and
you can bet your heirswon't enjoy any death benefits.”

"Inthat scenario,” Shurkan sad, "you'l dieaswell.”

"Of course" | said.

He stared into my eyes.

| didn't look away.

"I should cal your bluff,” he said. ™Y ou have no ideahow quickly the Sunset can destroy you.”

"Doit," | sad. | trembled with the effort of standing till. "Doiit!"



"I'm ready, Jon," Lobo said. "I'm with you."

| couldn't keep in the rage any longer. | pushed Shurkan and he stumbled backward. "Do it, you
pieceof crap! Doit!" | stepped after him.

He held up hishands. "The problem with hiring someonelike you," he said, "isthat one ends up with
someone like you." He touched his cuff and said, "Pay him." To me he added, "L eave, Mr. Moore.
Leave now, and go along way away from me. Well guarantee you safe passage to the jump gate and
out of thissystem. | never want to seeyou again.”

"Wevewon, Jon," Lobo said. "Payment received. Initiating transfers.”

| stared at my hands. | could leave a nanocloud, destroy him, wipe out the ship, turn them al into
dust.

"Wevewon, Jon," Lobo said again. "Let'sgo.”

| dropped my hands.

Shurkan turned and walked out of the hanger. His detail followed.

| backed dowly into Lobo. No one made amovein my direction.

The guards surrounding us double-timed out of the huge hangar.

L obo sedled me insde him as depressurization began.

| stood by the hatch and shook with residual anger.

As soon as the huge doors opened, we legpt into the void.

Chapter 63

Two ships ahead of usin the queue,” Lobo said. "We should be jumping in less than five minutes.”

"I'll be glad to bein another system,” | said, calmer but il jittery. "And then happier still when
we've jumped into another coalition'sterritory.”

"Incoming comm," Lobo said. " Shurkan."

"Takeit," | said. | saw no point in trying to avoid him, because if he wanted to delay us he could
samply order the gate command team to stop al jumps.

A display opened, and Shurkan's face gppeared in it. "What do you think you accomplished, Mr.
Moore?' he said. Hisexpresson was cam, but his eyes blazed with anger.

"What you sent meto do,” | said, "and | saved someinnocent children.”

He shook his head emphatically: No. ™Y ou got a brilliant man, an innocent woman, and a colleague
of minekilled. Y ou delayed the inevitable, but addlay wasdl it was. Otherswill pursuethisline of
research again. What one man can discover, another will aso one day find."

| thought of al the deeths. Images of Pri flashed through my mind: Meeting her in The Take Off,
egting and walking together on that beautiful first night in the old city, riding the shuttle into Wonder Idand
and seeing the wyvern and the other amazing cregtures, talking about Joachim, arguing with Matahi,
dying. Matahi. | recalled her expression as she stared at me when she redlized dl the damage I'd caused,
all the damage she'd suffered because of me.

Whatever Shurkan saw on my face must have satisfied him, because he broke the connection
without saying another word.

"Maybe," | said doud in the empty pilot area, talking to the space where Shurkan'simage had been.
"Maybe, but not today. Not today." | pounded my fist into my leg, hitting myself over and over in
frustration. "And if other people recreate hisresearch and | find out about it, I'll do my best to stop them,
too."

"WEIl stop them,” Lobo said, hisvoicefilling theair. "Thetwo of us, together.”

The ship ahead of usjumped.

We eased closer to the aperture, the sheer empty blankness of it al that we could see.



"Yes" | sad, even as| spoke not knowing if it wastrue, fearing it wasn't, but determined to believe
it was because after dl, what elsedid | have, did | redlly have, that | could count on?

| had Lobo—amachine, yes, but my friend.

| had the chanceto do the best | could in each Situation in which | found mysdlf.

That wasit, redly, that was al.

But that wasalot.

When each of usfacesthe darkness that aways lies ahead, do we ever have any more than that,
any more than those who care about us and the opportunity, over and over and over again, moment after
moment after moment, to do the best we can with whatever life throws at us? And then to do it again®?

"Yes," | said once more, knowing now that it wastrue, that aslong as Lobo and | could stand
together, no matter what the cost, we would.

"Yes wewill."
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