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PROLOGUE
The boy fled for hislife

Across the sun-baked plain, his bare feet kicking up dust, he ran from hisfather and brothers and uncles.
Hewas agood child, known throughout the tribe for his kindness and laughter. He was helpful to his
aunties and respectful to the old men. But fear had stained and ruined him.

His brothers shouted, " Coward!"
His uncles shouted, "Become aman!”

The boy carried no water, and soon his parched throat was closing up. Sharp rocks and dried brush
scratched at hislegs and tried to trip him. The ocher painted on him for the initiation rites streamed off in
thewind. Hefell once, scrambled upright. Fell again, pulled himsalf up with a strangled moan. Managed
severa more steps and then felt the hot jarring thud of a spear asit pierced hisright leg and shattered the
bone.

Hefdl for the last time, sobbing. His father and brothers and uncles gathered around him.
"You shameus," they said. Hisfather spat on him.

The circle of men parted for the arrival of the aunties, hiskind and loving aunties, who came at the boy
with their sticks and landed a dozen blows.

No one spoke in the moments afterward. The boy's family stood back from their gridy work. The boy's
eyes stared at them sightlessy. The descending sun had left red streaks across the sky and the bitter air
smelled like blood. At last one of the aunties glanced up and saw the great Rainbow Serpent coiling
down from the cloudswith firein itseyes.

The boy's family screamed and fled.

The next day, when they came for whatever parts of the corpse had been spared by the gods and wild
animals, they found only asmooth black sphere. By noon the sphere was taler and wider than any man
of thetribe. By nightfdl it waslarger than five men. Thewind pushed dust againg itssde. The ground
benesath it cracked, then heaved upward. For the next thousand years the sphere grew and grew until it
wasthe largest rock in dl the world. In the shifting light of day it turned pink and green, yellow and red,
much like arainbow.



The locas named the rock Burringurrah, in memory of the murdered boy.
The white men who camelater caled it Mount Augustus, in the land down under.

Terry Myell, when it was histurn to be murdered atop Burringurrah, was aso visited by the Rainbow
Serpent. They say the Serpent saved him, and hiswife, and hiswifeslover. They say the three of them
rode the Serpent's back into the sky, where even now, on those rare clear nights, they can be seenriding
thetails of comets and dancing on the face of the moon.

Those soriesarewrong. Thisstory istrue.

ONE

Terry Myell drizzled oil on the vegetablesin the wok, reached past his comm-bee for seasoning, and
jumped back in surprise as a crocodile scurried through his kitchen.

"Christ!" heydled, bumping up against the hard counter top. It was just after oh-seventeen-hundred, a
sunny afternoon in the military suburb of Adeline Oaks on the planet Fortune. Hiswife, Jodenny would
be working until midnight and he was cooking dinner just for himsdf. Thelast thing he had expected to
see was a three-meter-long reptile with sharp teeth, gray scales, and black, hook-shaped claws that
screeched againgt thefloor tile.

The creature whipped around the refrigerator and was gone so quickly that surely he had imagined it.
"Betsy!" he said to the house computer. "Report.”

A soothing woman's voice flowed out of the microspeakersin the calling. "Insde temperatureis twenty
degrees Celsius. A front stove-top eement is operating at a setting of two point seven. Therésadight
leak in the guest shower—"

Myell fumbled for the longest knifein the slverware drawer. " Any mammals, reptiles, supernatura
Crestures?’

"Therésagpider in theliving room closgt, and severd termites burrowing through the rear foundation. A
gecko ishanging off lanai screen number four. That'sal | haveto report, Sir.”

Mysdl crept forward. The floor showed no gouge marks or smeared dirt. The dark beige carpet in the
living room was smilarly unmarked, and the front door was dosed. With cold swesat on his neck, he
headed for the master bedroom. He edged past haf-empty packing boxesin the hall to the gjar door.
From outside came the sounds of a neighbor's kids kicking around asoccer ball and the hum of flitsas
parents returned from work. Everything else was quiet.

"Come out, come out,” Myell murmured. " Show yoursdif."

The master bedroom was awash with afternoon sunlight. His dress white uniform hung neatly on ahook
outsde the closet doors, the ribbons and insgnia carefully digned. The bed was amessy rumple of blue
linens and pillows. Benesth them, a hump moved back and forth dowly, obscenely.

He stedled himsdlf and yanked the sheets away.
Karl the Koadablinked up a him with golden eyes and rolled over.
"Rub me, rub my tummy,” he sang.



Myell let the knife drop. "Go to deep, Karl."

The bot rolled to its haunches and scratched himself. Though it understood basic commands, the
programming defaulted to mild disobedience. A red koalawould never follow orders like adog, anyway.
Nor would it talk. Myl still wasn't convinced they needed any mechanica pets underfoot, but Karl
made Jodenny happy.

"He'sso cute," sheld said when they saw it at the mall.

Mydl could think of something much more adorable and cuddly, but Jodenny had said she wasn't ready
for kids.

Betsy spoke up. "Y ou have new imail in your account, Sir. Four challengers have questioned your score
inthelatest Mm tournament. And | believe your dinner isburning.”

Cursang, Mydl hurried back to the kitchen and pulled the wok off the stove. Betsy's vents began sucking
up smoke that reeked of burnt oil and blackened string beans. He dumped the messinto the disposal and
accidentally knocked the knife off the counter. When he tried to catch it, the blade cut into hisfinger.

"| detect blood, sir. Do you have amedical emergency?' Betsy asked.

"I'mfing" he said through gritted teeth. The dice waslong but shdlow. 'And I'vetold you, stop calling
mesir. It's Chief Mydll, or Terry. Got it?’

"Yes gr."

A little self-sedlant took care of the cut. The stir-fry was ruined, so he threw together asaad instead.
Afterward he checked the imails and saw three more mediainquiries. Reporters, dways damn reporters.
He deleted them, ashe had dl the other requests that had come in during the last four weeks.

Hetook abeer to the sofaand kicked hisfeet up. "Betsy, are there referencesto crocodilesin Austraian
Aborigind mythology?'

"I find severa ingtances in which people are reputed to have been eaten or transformed into crocodiles.
Onetribe revered the crocodile as atotemic god. Would you like me to send the information to your
bee?"

"No. Forget | asked.” On the Aral Sea he had experienced visions of an Aborigind shaman, and ona
long, strange top-secret trip across the galaxy he had seen a Rainbow Serpent. HE'd hoped he was done
withdl of it.

Karl climbed up onto the cushions beside him.

"Koda, my ass" Myell said. "Y ou're probably agod in disguise.”
Therobot rolled backward and repeated his pleafor atummy rub.
"Tdk to Mommy," Myell sad.

* * % % %

Betsy was the oldest house in the neighborhood, and her nighttime temperature controls were erratic.
Though he meant to stay up for Jodenny, Myell fell adeep on the sofa and woke every hour or so
because he was too cold, or too hot, or too cold again. When he did sleep, he dreamed of crocodilesin
adeep cave, hissing and snapping their razor-sharp teeth. At oh-four-hundred he woke shaking with



dread, and stumbled to the bathroom to splash cold water on his flushed face.

He went to the bedroom and burrowed into the sheets. He was just dozing off again when thewallgib
beeped and Jodenny'simage rolled into view

"Betsy told me you were up,” she sad. "Everything okay?'
"Fine" Mydl turned his head into a pillow, then turned to eye her. "Why aren't you home?"

"There was an accident with some academy students, abig mess." She was as beautiful as ever, but dark
circles hung under her eyes. Her lieutenant commander bars glinted on the screen. "They borrowed a
birdie for fun and crashed into the ocean. I've been fending off the mediafor hours. | don't think 'I'll be
home before you leave.”

He shrugged one shoulder.
"I wanted to send you off to your new jobin style," shesad. "I'm sorry."

Myell was sorry, too. Their last ship, the Aral Sea, had barely entered orbit before new duty assignments
arrived in their queues. Fledgling plans for a honeymoon had been abruptly discarded. Jodenny's new
position at Fleet was prestigious but demanding. Lately held seen more of hisreflection than hed seen of
her.

Jodenny touched the gib screen, asif trying to pat his cheek. "Bekind to your sudents, won't you? |
remember how hard it was for me to memorize everything.”

"I don't think they're going to throw mein front of a classroom today."
"They should. You'll begreat." A gib pinged, and Jodenny glanced off screen. "Got to go. Cal melater.”
"Loveyou," he said, but the connection was aready dead.

Further deep eluded him. He played I1zim for awhile but got killed multiple times. Just before dawn he
pulled on some gym clothes. He opened the top drawer of his dresser and palmed asmall dilly bag.
Inside were two carved totems of geckos. One had been a gift, and the other had been his mother's..

For the firgt time in months he tied the bag around hiswaist and fdlt its comforting weight.

Outsde, the air was hot and dawn was just lightening the sky. The faux-brick homes were a bit affluent
for histastes, but Jodenny's rank had its privileges and he supposed held have to get used to them. At the
end of the street was a steep wooded hill dotted with senior-officer homes. Hejogged up it, the dilly bag
bouncing againg his skin. The exertion left him winded but the view at the top wasworthiit.

"Good morning, Kimberley," hesaid.

Therisng sun sent yellow light streeking over Fortune's capitd city. Myell could see the Parliament
buildings, the graceful expanse of the Harbor Bridge, and awide, disorienting expanse of slver-blue
ocean. He hated the ocean. In the center of the city stood the Team Space pyramid, blue and clean and
beautiful, the hub of itsinterplanetary operations.

The birds had woken up, kookaburras and doves mostly, and over their song he heard the unmistakable
sound of an gpproaching security flit. Myell kept his gaze on the city and hishandsin plain sght on the

raling.
"Good morning, Sir,™ awoman's voice said behind him. "Routine security check. Everything al right up



here?'
Sowly heturned. "Good morning, officers. Everything'sfine."

The woman was a brunette with the inggnia of aregular tech. Her nametag read m. chin. Her partner,
Apprentice Mate H. Saro, was smdler and dimmer, and had the coiled tenseness of adog with
something to prove.

"Doyoulivehere, 9r?' RT Chin asked.
"Chief Mydl. | just moved in. Twenty-four hundred Eucayptus Stret,” he said.
"Chiefsdont livein officer housing," Saro said.

Mydl pushed down aflare of annoyance. He reached carefully into his pocket and handed over his
identification card. Chin retreated with it to the flit. Saro rested one hand on the mazer in his belt and tried
to look fierce.

"Arethere regulations againg people taking amorning walk?' Mydl| asked him.
"Most people don't walk around when it's till dark out.”

"Sun'sup,” Mydl pointed out.

Saro glared a him. "And they have the common senseto exercisein the gym.”
"Fresh air's better for you.”

Chinreturned. "Sorry Chief. You'reall clear. People get nervous when they look out their windows and
see adtrange face, that's all. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

"But hesnot—" Saro started.
"Shut up, Ha." Chin nodded briskly a Mydll. "Can we give you alift home, Chief?"
"No. I'll wak."

Saro gave him onelast suspicious look before the security flit drove off. Myell started downhill. He
imagined eyes watching him from every window. An hour later, after forcing down breakfast and
checking hisuniform for the tiniest flaws, he joined the morning crowd at the monorail station. He hung
back againgt the railing so he wouldn't sprain his elbow offering slutes. A few curious glances came his
way, but no one spoke to him or chalenged hisright to be there.

Hedidn't flaunt his Silver Star, but alieutenant with bloodshot eyes eyed it and said, "Earn that the hard
way?'

"Isthere any other way, sir?* Myel| asked.

The lieutenant squinted at Myell's deployment patches. "That'sthe Aral Sea’'s emblem. Y ou help best of f
those terrorists & Baiame?”

"Something likethet."
The lieutenant raised his coffee cup in salute, then turned away asatrain pulled in.

Kimberley's public transportation system was a hub-and-spoke design. At Green Point Myell transferred



to another train and rode severd stopswith civilians, students, and other military personne until they
reached Water Street. Supply School was easy to find. It occupied a pierside base wedged between
shipping companies and freighter lines. The flags of Fortune, the Seven Sisters, and Team Space flapped
overheed, bright in the sunshine. Theair smelled like fud and vile salt water.

"Second building to theright, Chief," agate guard told Myell. "They'll help you over there."

Onceinsdethe sted and glass building, areceptionist took him past cubicleswhere RTs and civilian staff
were busy socidizing. The enlisted men saw Myédll and got to work. The civilians were dower about it.
Largevidson thewalls displayed student status, lists of instructor assignments, and announcements for
Saturday's graduation ceremony. The name of the Supply School commander, Captain Kuvik, was
prominently displayed everywhere.

The cubicle maze ended in asmdl office where M oroccan rugs hung on the walls and hand-woven
baskets decorated the shelves. A bald sergeant with brown skin rose from his desk, offering asmileand
ahandshake.

"Bob Etedgy, Chief," he said. "Welcome back to Supply School.”
"Thanks. Intruth, | never camethrough inthefirst place.”

"Got dl your training in the fleet? Me, too." Etedgy cleared off achair for Mydll. "Don't let them hear you
say it around here, but direct experienceis dways better than Stting on your assin aclassroom.”

Etedgy had dready arranged for Myell's security pass, had requisitioned aparking dot in case he ever
wanted to drivein, and had put together abright red orientation folder emblazoned with the Supply
School emblem.

"Y ou'll be meeting with Captain Kuvik a oh-nine-hundred. He meets with every new ingtructor, nothing
to worry about there. Until then I'll take you on the guided tour. Officer training is down the street, in their
own building with their own faculty and staff, so welll skip that. I'll aso get you set up with alocker down
inthe training room. Most of uscommutein civilian clothes and change into uniform here—saves on the
wear and tear, you know, and it's okay aslong asit's before the students arrive. Captain's not keen on us
being seen asregular human beings.”

Hesad it withasmile, but Mydl didn't think he wasjoking.

The classrooms were on the second and third decks of the building. Khaki-clad chiefs were dready
lecturing, administering tests, or conducting multimedia presentations. The upper decks contained
computer labs, alibrary, and achapd. The mess hal wasin an adjacent building, and beyond it was the
gymnasum.

"So where did they stash you and your wife for quarters?' Etedgy asked. "Widen? Sdly Bay? My wife
and | have been onthewaiting list for Lake Lu for ayear.”

"Nice, isit?"
"Best you can do for enlisted housing around here."
"Isthat how long you've been here? A year?' Myell asked, and successfully diverted the topic.

Just before oh-nine-hundred they returned to the main building and rode the lift to the fifth deck, which
offered marvel ous views of the seatraffic heading in and out of port. Mydll kept his gaze averted.
Captain Kuvik's suite was impeccably furnished and much larger than a shipboard captain's. Thewdls



were vidded with photos of square-shouldered graduating students, al of them ready to march off into
the fleet and inflict invoicesfor every last roll of toilet paper.

Not that Mydll thought poorly of his career track. Supply sailors didn't earn the same glory asflight crews
and didn't saveliveslike the medical corps, but someone had to keep food, equipment, uniforms,
materias, and wegpons moving down the Alcheringa and throughout the Seven Sigters.

"Chief Myl to seethe captain,” Etedgy announced.

Captain Kuvik's secretary athin man with antique glasses perched on his nose, gave Mydl an unfriendly
look. He pinged the inner office and repested Etedgy's words.

"Send himin," amanreplied.

Myel| stepped into Kuvik's office. Windows screened out the sunlight. Classical music from
pre-Debasement Earth played softly on ahidden radio. Kuvik, an older man with rugged features and
white hair, nodded Myd| toward a chair. Five rows of ribbonswere pinned above hisleft pocket. Some
of them werefor enlisted sailors only, meaning held worked hisway up through the ranks. The office
amelled like peppermint.

"Sergeant Etedgy show you around?’ Kuvik asked.
"Yes, ar." Thechair was hard under Myel, and alittle low to the floor. "It's an impressive complex.”

"The enlisted school graduates three hundred ATs amonth, and we teach advanced coursesto twice as
many RTsand sergeants. Do thejob right or don't doit at al, | tell them. | disenroll anyone who doesn't
take the job serioudy, and | won't have any instructors who think thisis athree-year vacation after years
of running down the Alcheringa.”

"I don't think of thisisavacation, Captain."

Kuvik gave no indication of having heard him. " Just because Feet assigns someone here doesn't mean
you get to bein front of one of my classrooms. My ingtructors are role model s for young ATswho need
direction and guidance. Y ou don't pass mugter, I'll stick you in a basement office and make you count
requisitions eight hours aday”

Mydl knew dl about being shoved into dead-end, tediousjobs. "I hopel pass muder, Sr."

Kuvik's gaze hardened. The music on theradio rose in crescendo. Something by Beethoven, Myéll
thought. Or maybe not.

"I know you were ingrumenta in saving your ship after the insurgent attack off Baiame," Kuvik said.
"That Slver Star they gave you proves that. Commander Wildstein on the Aral Sea speskshighly of you,
and she's damned hard to please. But you aso married your supervisor. Lieutenant Scott, which indicates
an gppalling lack of decorum and brings up seriousissues of fraternization.”

"No fraternization charges were filed againg Lieutenant Commander Scott or mysdlf,” Myl sad,
making sure Kuvik knew her current rank.

"I'm not interested in whether your former captain had the balls to court-martia you for violating
regulaions. " Kuvik leaned forward, amuscle pulling in his cheek. "Worse than your playing house with
Lieutenant Commander Scott isthe fact that you've never undergone chief'straining.”

Ah, Myd| thought. The true crux of the problem. He and Jodenny had discussed the ramifications of



hisrefusd, rehearsed possible scenarios, but he'd sincerely hoped the issue wouldn't arise.

"I was promoted in the field while recovering from my injuries,” Myel said. 'Authorized by my captain on
behaf of Team Spaceto wear theinggniaand uniform, and recelve dl the ranks and privileges of a Chief
Petty Officer. When we arrived here, seven other sergeants on the Aral Sea were a so approved for
promotion.”

"And those seven sergeantsimmediately volunteered for chief'straining over at Flegt. Y ou refused.”
"Because thetraining is voluntary, and has been ever since the degth of that sergeant on Kookaburra."

Kuvik wagged afinger. "One mistake shouldn't override hundreds of years of tradition. Initiation marks
the trangition from sergeant to chief. Y ou don't just put on the uniform. Y ou're expected to be aleader,
and being aleader means being accepted as an equal by your peers.”

Mydl could dready picture that basement office with his name posted by the door.

"That'swhere we disagree, Sir. A leader rises above his peersinstead of hovering in the pack with them.
Team Space promotes us because of who we are and what we've done, not so we can reinvent
oursalves. Y ou can do whatever you like with me, but you're not going to convince me that amonth of
being humiliated and bullied will make me morefit to wear thisuniform.”

Myell redlized hisvoice had risen. He clamped his mouth shut. Hed given the captain enough to hang him
with aready.

Kuvik leaned back in hischair. Theradio fdl slent, and acormorant cried out behind the windows asiit
swooped down toward the water.

"There are some people from Fleet in my conference room,” Kuvik finaly said. "They want to talk to
you. Something hush hush and very important. Any ideawhat?

Mydll thought instantly of the Rainbow Serpent, and of the jobs he and Jodenny had turned downina
secret underground complex back on Warramaaafew months ago.

"No, gr," hesad.

Kuvik rosefrom hischair. "Co talk to them, Chief. And if they offer you atransfer, you'd better takeit.
It'll be abetter ded than anything you're going to get here.”

TWO

The outside world was too bright, even with sunglasses shading her eyes. Jodenny Scott resisted the urge
to lie down on the sidewalk for twelve hours of deep and kept walking down Sydney Boulevard. Train,
home, bed. Those were her only goals.

She thought about pinging My dl, but he would aready be at Supply School meeting his co-workers and
getting settled in. The last few weeks hadn't been easy for him. Her part, going off to work every
morning, had been smple. He'd had to lease aflit, get them moved into housing, buy furniture they'd
never needed before, and organize their persond lives. He had doneit al without complaint, and hed
even arranged for adozen long-stemmed red rosesto be on her desk her first day at Fleet.

She hadn't been able to send him off in style, but maybe she could make hisfirgt night home specid.
"Jo?" awoman asked from nearby. "Jo Scott?'



Jodenny stopped. Sydney Boulevard was awide avenue of shops, cafes, and office buildings, an eclectic
mixture of old and new architecture. Foot and street traffic were both heavy. A redhead with ababy ina
back carrier was standing nearby, her smilewide,

Jodenny asked, "Noreen? Isthat you?'

"Yes!" Noreen Crossthrew her arms around Jodenny in an exuberant hug. "It's great to see you! Y ou
look fabuloud"

"And you look like you've got ababy on your back,” Jodenny replied.

Noreen juggled the carrier alittle. A chubby-faced baby in pink clothes gave Jodenny awide-eyed |ook
and waved aclenched fis.

"My daughter Emma," Noreen said. "My second. She's my best sweetheart.”
Jodenny waggled her fingers at Emma, who responding by drooling. "Two? Already?!

"Tom and | want four. Tommy Allcot. Y ou remember him, don't you? He wasin the class ahead of ours
at the Academy. Big guy, soccer player?’

"I remember.” Jostling pedestrians forced Jodenny to step closer. "How do you do it? Kids and husband
and work?'

"Oh, | resigned my commission.”" Noreen wiped Emmas drool from her shoulder with practiced ease.
"They let you, you know, if you get pregnant. | figure one member of Team Space was enough for this
family, and | till get dl the benefits of being a dependent.”

The military word dependent was old-fashioned and politicaly incorrect. Jodenny was glad she didn't
"depend” on Myell, or he on her.

"But look at you, Miss Lieutenant Commander!" Noreen eyed Jodenny's uniform with admiration. If
she'd heard about Jodenny's heroism on the Aral Sea and the Yangtze, she didn't say anything. "L ook at
that ring on your finger. The girl who never dated. Who'd you marry?'

Jodenny pulled free. Her wedding ring was a single diamond, purchased in haste on Baiame. Myell had
promised to upgradeit. "He'sin Team Space, too. Supply.”

Baby Emmasfists began to wave in earnest, and tears spilled down her cheeks. Noreen said, "Y oull
have to come to dinner. Y our husband and my husband, you and me—well do a barbecue. Welivein
Addine Oaks."

" Sounds wonderful," Jodenny lied.
Emmaswails grew in volume, and her face turned red.
"We're off to her pediatrician,” Noreen explained. "Cal me! I'm in the base directory!"

With awave and another hug, Noreen hurried off. Jodenny blew out arelieved breasth and went up a
flight of stairsto the monorail station. That Noreen and her husband lived in Addline Oakswas an
unfortunate stroke of luck. Mydl| was aready uncomfortable enough living surrounded by officers. HEd
never enjoy abarbecue with Academy graduates.

A train was dready on the platform. Jodenny found a cushioned sest, wedged her briefcase between her
ankles, and scanned the news on her gib. The upcoming dection for Fortune's Parliament had turned



vicious and cutthroat. Other candidates were vying tor positions open in the Parliament of the Seven
Sigers. The Prime Minister of Fortune was securein hisjob for another year or two, but increasingly
gtrident action by the Colonial Freedom Project terrorists was affecting his agenda. Though they hadn't
discussed it, Jodenny had registered with the Prime Minister's Libera party and assumed Mydl had done
so aswell.

A woman in asmart blue suit brushed by Jodenny's knees, took the seat facing her, and murmured a
question.

"Sorry?" Jodenny asked.

"Are we going outbound?' the woman asked brightly. She had a broad accent, from somewherein the
north.

"Yes Last stopisKillarney" Jodenny replied.
"Excdlent. Thank you."

She carried no briefcase, only asmall purse. Her shoes were expensive but practical. She wore her red
hair in adeek ponytail. Although Jodenny ran for exercise, the other woman had the lean, disciplined
look of an athlete. Someone used to hardship and success.

"I'm Dr. AnnaGayle," the woman said. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Commander Scott.”
Jodenny eyed her warily. "Isit?"
"Yes. To befrank, | need your help.”

Another crackpot, Jodenny thought. She attracted them like fliesto shit. She reached for her briefcase
and checked the overvid for the train's progress. "'l can't help you."

Gayle leaned forward. "It's not about the Yangtze."

Even now, Jodenny had difficulty hearing the doomed ship's name. Her leg had healed up fine, ashad the
injuries she'd received later. Her nightmares had mostly faded. If at times she saw the faces of the dead in
the crowd, or heard their whispered voices, then she was certainly alowed.

Jodenny asked, "Then what'sit about?"

"My husband. He's an archaeol ogist. He's been missing for four months.”
"What do | haveto do with it?'

"Y ou may have crossed paths with him in some remote, uncharted lands.”

Jodenny's fuzzy brain took aminute to processthat. "No," she said firmly, and headed for the double
doors.

Gaylefollowed her, still earnest, but with ahint of desperation in her voice. "It's not only him. Thereare
eight other people aswell. People who have families that love them and desperately want them to return.
Just asyou returned.”

The monorail did to astop. Disembarking passengersjostied Jodenny, but she didn't move. Gayl€'s
careful words were clear enough. Her husbhand and she were somehow affiliated with the secret project
known as the Wondjina Transportation System. Traversing the system by accident had nearly killed



Jodenny and Myell. They had turned down a subsequent offer of employment with the project, and
vowed to put it dl behind them.

Working at Team Space headquarters was an excellent career step. No one made an issue of Jodenny
being married to an enlisted man, though they had yet to present themselves together at any socia or
forma events. Jodenny's co-workers al seemed nice, and more importantly, competent. All inal, she
anticipated a challenging but satisfying tour of duty.

Andif her new job wasn't quite as exciting asworking with aien technology that could fling people
acrossthe galaxy, that was the price she would pay for afew years of stability with Myell in ahome they
built together.

Gayle asked, "Can we talk? One married woman to another?"
The doors gave awarning beep.
"He'smy heart," Gayle said. Her face turned pink. "He'sal | want."

The doors closed. Jodenny took a seet again, her briefcase clutched tightly against her chest. Myell was
al shewanted, aswell. But sometimes, without fully admitting it, she wondered if she might need alittle
more.

* * % % %

A gray, unmarked flit was parked outside Jodenny's house. "They're just to make sure we're not
interrupted,” Gayle assured her, easily keegping pace with Jodenny's quick strides down the street.
Adeline Oaks was quiet and drowsy in the morning hest, the children in school and the spouses off to
their jobs or whatever kept them busy on aMonday morning. Jodenny thumbed open her front door and
let Gaylefollow her insdde. Mydl had left the house only dightly messy. They had yet to decideon a
formal decorating scheme, though he'd bought a green sofafor the living room and put floor plantsin al
the corners. The plants were okay, but the sofawas ugly.

"Coffee?" Jodenny asked.
Gayle sat at the kitchen idand. "Black and hot. Thank you."

"Start talking, Doctor. I'm eight hours overdue for my bedtime." Gayle showed her gib to Jodenny. On
the screen, a good-looking man with athick beard and bright blue eyes smiled for the camera. "Robert.
We met as graduate students. About two years ago Team Space recruited us both for help deciphering
the Wondjina Trangportation System. Robert was far more eager to conduct field work than | was. He
went with teams on two trips through the Spheres at Svedenville. He wasvery ill, afterward. As
everyoneis. You and your husband found that out on Warrarnada, right?"

Jodenny handed over a cup of black coffee. "Keep talking."

" told him it was unsafe to kegp going. And unfair to our children. Then the medical branch, which had
been experimenting with prophylactic treatments to ward off the travel sickness, announced a
breakthrough. He volunteered for one more mission, as much to test the new treatment asto satisfy his
insatiable curiosity. They left just before you and your husband stumbled through the Sphereson
Warramda. They've never returned.”

Jodenny poured hersdf aglass of soy milk but didn't drink it. Traveling through the Wondjina Spheres
had made her worst, most vile hangovers seem like minor headaches. She remembered the sickness
working al the way through her skin and bones, and the way Myell had gone lax and unseeing in her



ams.
"No one was sent after them?' she asked.

Gayle abruptly shut off the gib. "Wetried. The system wouldn't activate. None of the Spheres on Fortune
would send atoken ring—uwhat you cal an ouroboros. When you and Chief Mydl| arrived on the Aral
Sea, we read the classified file about your exploits. Obvioudy the problem waslocd. But then the
Alaska docked yesterday."

The Alaska was amonth behind the Aral Sea. News on the Big Alcheringatraveled only asfast asthe
shipsriding it dong the route of the Seven Sigers.

"Our branch office on Baiame sent word that their Spheres dso aren't functioning. It's believed they
stopped working after you and Chief Myl returned to Warramala'

"No one said anything to usthere," Jodenny protested.
Gaylereplied, "l understand there were more pressing problems to be dealt with."

Wéll, yes, if one counted the attempted overthrow of theloca government. Jodenny said, "Whatever the
case, you can't blame us. We didn't do anything that would make the system stop working.”

Gayleran her fingers around the rim of her coffee cup. "We're hoping that if you step into aMother
Sphere here, the system will respond—"

Something moved in the corner of Jodenny's eye. Gayle saw it aswell and bolted from her chair. Karl,
the mechanica koaa, had lumbered out of the bedroom and was rubbing himself against a potted plant.
Heturned hiseyes on them and said, "Hungry, hungry.”

"Hesharmless" Jodenny said.

Gayleturned her back on Karl. "Commander, al you have to do isgive up an hour of your time. The
nearest Spheres are at Bainbridge. If atoken appears, well take over. If the system ignoresyou, then
you go home. No harm done."

Jodenny didn't answer. Karl scratched himsalf and lumbered toward the floor plants. He wasn't
programmed to eat, but sometimes he chewed on leaves.

"Il haveto talk to my husband,” Jodenny findly said.

Gayle looked dmogt patheticdly grateful. "Thank you, Commander. Y ou don't know how much |
gopreciaeit.”

When she was aone, Jodenny made sure the doors were locked. She did into the softest T-shirt she
could find, which happened to be Mydl's. She collected Karl. The bot agreesbly snuggled up against her
in the wide, warm bed. The mattress molded to her shape, Betsy screened down al the windows, and
Karl snored softly. Quiet and stillness enveloped her.

The Wondjina Transportation System, dead. The most important discovery sincethe Little Alcheringa,
the wormhol e that connected Earth to Fortune. Or even since the Big Alcheringa, which linked Fortune
to the sx other planets of the Seven Sisters. Gayl€'s husband and eight other missing scientists, lost and
stranded somewhere. Jodenny's former lover Sam Osherman was out there too, maybe injured, maybe
dead.



Shedidnt fal adegp for along, long time.

* % % % %

"No," Myell sid.

He was sitting in awindowless conference room with the two representatives from Flegt. Onewas a
woman named L eorah Farber. She had dark black hair cut very short and a heart-shaped face currently
expressing afrown. The other, Teddy Toledo, had wide shoulders, athick neck, and curly brown hair.
Both wore business suits. Farber was standing by the door, and Toledo sat acrossfrom Myell a along
table made of faux wood. The smooth brown walls were vidded with the same Supply School pictures
that hung in Captain Kuvik's suite.

Farber had done very little talking, but she watched Myl with an intensity that was perhaps meant to be
intimideting. Toledo had done nothing but talk, at about two thousand words a minute. The fast pace
made him sound like teenager talking about [zim or Snipe.

"—1 don't think you're understanding what's at stake, here, Chief, were talking about the lives of people
who were stuck in a system that stopped working because of something you or your wife did while you
werein it, otherwise how can anyone explain why nothing works now, nothing at al? I'm not saying
sabotage, no one's saying that, but you have to admit the timing is bad, and maybe you found some
equipment you didn't want to tell anyone about, maybe you pressed a button or two—"

Myell wondered if Toledo had played footbal in school. He had the hulking, menacing build for it. But he
was more earnest than menacing. Not the captain of the team, then. Maybe the cocaptain. American
football had falen out of favor over the years, but on Myd|l'sfirst ship, the Kashmir, some of the
sergeants and chiefs had enjoyed scrimmaging on the flight deck using Audtrdian rules.

"—Don't you understand, Chief? All you have to do is stand in the Sphere. Well be there if the token
ring activates.

Myel| could dmost hear the mournful horn dreedy, the warning that an ouroboros—"token ring" seemed
such adull phrase—was about to arrive in one of the ancient structures left by the creators of the
Alcheringaand Seven Sgters.

He repeated, "No."
Toledo threw up hishands. "Don't you fed any responsbility at al?"

Mydll had his doubts about Toledo's claim that he and Jodenny had somehow broken the system. The
fault, if any, rested with the Rainbow

Serpent. The Creator God that Myell had spoken with and turned away from.
"If it's so important to you that we try, why hasn't someone given me adirect order?' Myell asked.

"You'verefused orders before," said Farber. "In such adelicate Stuation as this, we agreed to try to
enlist your help rather than demand it.”

"Because you're aman of principle, and you don't like seeing innocent people get hurt,’ Toledo added.

Myell dmost asked which innocent people Toledo was referring to. Anyone who tried to use the system
had to know therisksinvolved. Not only the physical Sde effects, but adso the possibility of getting lostin
the vast, unmapped maze of stations and spheres.



Then again, perhaps the missing team of "scientists' was something e se entirely.

Toledo said, "All you haveto do is step inside aMother Sphere. We can be there in twenty minutes. If it
doesn't work, it doesn't work. If it works, then we're golden.”

He made it sound so easy. So reasonable. But Myell had made his choice in front of the Rainbow
Serpent, and he would abide by it.

"Teddy," Farber said suddenly, "I'd liketo talk to Chief Myell done.”
Toledo flicked agaze her way, then back to Myell.
"Go," Farber ingsted.

When they were alone, she sat down and laid her handsflat on the table. "He's not telling you everything,
Chief. We want you to do more than just activate the transport ring.”

Myell waited. The room was soundproof, but he imagined Toledo standing at the door trying to listen.

"I know that when you were debriefed on Warramala, the agents didn't believe your story about a
serpent telling you how to get home. The officid conclusion isthat you were hdlucinating, and that you
were enormoudy lucky navigating the network back to Warramala.™

He stayed quiet.

Farber leaned forward. "I think you did encounter some kind of intelligence. It communicated with you.
Thefirg aien sentience that mankind has ever made contact with, and you were chosen for the honor.
That makesyou our liaison. Our best chance to establish a did ogue with the beings who created or
control the Wondjina Spheres."

Myel|l phrased his answer carefully. "Miss Farber, whatever's out there, it doesn't want ususing the
gystem. It'snot my place to go againgt that. If it's meant to be, those scientists will find their way back.”

If the Rainbow Serpent meant it to be.
"Y ou're condemning them to death,” shetold him.

Not true. They had done that themselves, the minute they stepped into a transportation system they knew
nothing about.

"I'm sorry you fed that way/" he said.

Mydll walked back to Captain Kuvik's suite alone. The secretary gave him asideways ook, made a
discreet cdl, and then said, ™Y our office is on the equipment deck.”

"Isthat the basement?' Myell asked.
The secretary smiled coldly.

Myd| took thelift down. The equipment deck was dim and airless, with machinery sounds muffled
behind thick locked doors. One door bore asign with his name printed neetly on it. He'd seen closets
that were bigger, but inside was a desk and a chair. No deskgib. He used hisbee to ping Betsy.

"Where's Jodenny?' he asked.



"She'sdeeping, gr. Shal | wake her?
"No. Let her rest.”

He sat there, done with nothing to do, pondering snakes and lost travelers. Fleet would ask Jodenny, of
course. They would appedl to her sense of honor. But she would say no. Together they had made their
decision, and there was no going back on it now.

THREE

After awhilethe view of four blank walls grew claustrophobic. Myell searched through the desk drawers
but found nothing to write on. He ventured down the passageway and tried other doors. Most were
locked, but closeto the lift he found a closet filled with unwanted office supplies. Old deskgibs st piled
in boxes, their screens cracked or coated with dust. Printers and copiers with missing power unitsfilled
shelves. After sneezing afew times Myell dug up boxes of envel opes bearing the name of Captain
Kuvik's predecessor, and at the bottom of afiling cabinet he found some pens and thumbtacks.

He brought the discovered treasures back to his office. On the backs of envel opes he began to sketch
out the most common shipboard duties of asupply tech. The envelopes went up on thewall in decreasing
order of importance. He sorted through the old courseware. He was even coaxing one deskgib into
clicking, flickering existence when footsteps hurried past his door and farther down the passage.

Myell hadn't heard anyone else since coming down. He suspected students weren't dlowed in the area.
Curious, hefollowed the sound down to one of the mechanica rooms. The hatch was open, reveding a
dim and noisy interior full of water pipes and hot-water hegters.

"Hdlo?" he asked. "Who's down here?"
Something clattered to the floor. Myl turned to acorner.

"| could just leave you done,” he said casudly, "or | could turn on the fire-suppression equipment for this
room. It'll be hard to remain inconspicuous later when you're soaking wet.”

After amoment ayoung sailor emerged from the shadows behind a boiler. He was a scrawny kid, barely
old enough to shave, tall and gawky in aflagpole sort of way.

"Sorry, dr," hesad.

Myel sghed.

The sailor noticed Mydl'singgnia "I mean Chief, not sr.”
"What are you doing down here, sailor?!

A frown, ashrug. "Just being derdlict, Chief."

Myell scratched his chin. "Derdliction’'s apretty serious charge. Y ou might aswell come down to my
office and be useful ingtead.”

"Chief?'
"It'sover here. It'sthe luxury suite.”

Mydll led the way. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the sailor wipe at his eyes quickly. No worries



there. Myell had done hisown fair share of retreating to dark corners over the years. By thetimethey
reached his office, the sailor's face was splotchy but dry.

"Romero, isit?' Myd| asked, eyeing the sailor's nametag.

"Yes, Chief. AT Putty Romero.”

"Wdll, AT Putty Romero, what do you think of my palace? Too gaudy? Maybe | should toneit down."
Romero blinked uncertainly.

"Don't be afraid of hurting my fedings." Myell turned to the deskgib and dgpped the sde of it, hoping to
cease the clicking noise. If anything, the sound grew worse. "I'm told interior design isn't my forte. What's
yours?'

"My what, Chief?'

"Y our specid areaof expertise.”

Romero's face scrunched up. "I'm not so bad with gibs.”
"Canyou fix thisone?'

Romero examined the deskgib, pried open the back panel, and began fiddling with the insides. " Power
unit'sokay but the brain'sfried up. Y ou'll need atrangplant.”

"Let'sgo shopping,” Myd| said, and showed him to the supply room.

It took thirty minutes with improvised tools for Romero to have the unit working properly. Myell would
have taken twice the amount of time on his own. Once powered up, the gib didn't get him to Core, but
Myell could sync hisbeetoit if he wanted connectivity and Romero jury-rigged a printer that was
excruciaingly dow but servicegble.

Romero was mostly silent as he worked, but Myell did worm out of him that he was part of the class
graduating on Friday. He had ordersto the Kamchatka, which was deploying soon for Earth. Hed
never been off world before.

"Y ou're from around here?' Myd| asked.
"Pennefather. The boondocks."

Mydl's grasp of Fortune's geography was gill tenuous. "Where | grew up, the nearest town was called
Pink Skunk. Y ou don't know the definition of "desolate’ until you've been that way."

Romero brushed dust off the top of the printer. "1 guess 1'd better get back to study hall. | only have one
exam to take before graduation Friday."

"Which exam istha?"

"Fifth-generation X-relation databases." Romero was ill gazing at the printer, asif it contained secrets of
theuniverse. "l hate them.”

"They're not so hard, once you understand them.”

"Oh, I understand them. They're kinda easy. But clunky, you know? No beauty at al.”



Myell asked, "Do you find the courses here too easy?'

Romero shrugged. "They're not so bad.”

"But not what you're interested in."

That wasit. Romero's eyes gave him away before anything ese did.

Mydl had heard many recruiting horror stories. "Recruiter lie to you? Promise you some other rating, and
then switch you at the last minute?”

"Aeronauticstech. They said | could crew on birdies and foxes, though only officers get to pilot them.
But then they said there weren't enough openings, and | could bein supply aviation. That | could il be
inacrew."

"It'spossible”

"Y ou've been on freighters, Chief. Any chance?’

Myell didnt want to lie. "Smdl one."

Romero looked down at his boots. "That'swhat | thought.”

The bellsfor oh-eeven-hundred began to chime. Romero said, "First lunch period. That'smine. You
want me to show you where the messis?'

"I think I'll wait. Thanksfor your help.”

Romero rubbed the side of his head and went off. At high noon Myell ventured over to the mess, which
was teeming with students and staff. The high, airy room was separated into alarge space for students, a
smaller room for enlisted staff, and amess for officers and chiefs decorated with banners, ship models,
and plagues.

He was sorely tempted to grab atray and bring it back to his subterranean office. The chief's messon
the Aral Sea had welcomed him well enough, though it had been with the tacit understanding that he'd
undergo initiation at Fortune, asthey had. He forced himself through the chow line, picked out a plate of
spaghetti and soy meatballs, and headed for the staff dining room.

Six maechiefssat a atable in the center of the room, with no chairsfree. They had thejocular air of old
friends, of drinking buddies. Two female lieutenants were dining in the corner, their heads bent closein
conversation. A lieutenant commander, two ensigns, asenior chief, and Captain Kuvik's secretary sat at
along table near an aguarium. One chair was free there, but cowardice overtook him and he aimed for
an empty table aong the bulkhead instead.

He supposed it was meant to be humiliating, their ignoring him, but held had plenty of experience eating
on hisown. He used his bee to skim the day's news. He ate with deliberate leisure, and Sipped &t his
coffeelong after it had grown cold. He was aware of sideways glances and whispers. One of the senior
chiefs at the head table, athickly built man with muscled arms, glared Myell's way more than once, asif
personally affronted by his presence.

Wéll, then. If histenure at Supply School was going to be shot down before it even got Sarted, Myell
might aswell make it a spectacular flame-out. When the lunch period ended he followed the senior chief
to alarge auditorium classroom on the third deck. Two hundred or so sailors were dready crowding into
thetiered rows of blue chairs. Myl took an aide seat halfway down and settled in.



"What classisthis?' he asked the sailor beside him.

"COSAL reporting,” the sailor said, surprised. Apparently chiefsdidn't it in on each other's classes here.
"What's the ingtructor's name?"

"Senior Chief Tdic. Likeitalic, you know? But not like parentheses.”

Myd| nodded gravely. "I'll remember that."

Senior Chief Tdic didn't notice Myell in the audience, or choseto ignore him. Myl believed the latter,
consdering he wasthe only onein dresswhitesin aseaof gray jumpsuits. Taic began hislecture by
saying, "All right, settle down, thumb your way to chapter seven. Y our homework assgnments show an
appalling lack of understanding of basic regulations. Let's review the priority sequencing for dl classtwo

generd requistions.”

Ten minutesin, the sailors had glazed expressions and Myell was Sarting to yawn. Sequencing wasasilly
thing to spend time on. Y oung ATs would face much moreinteresting problemsin the fleet. But mastering
regulations and procedures meant doing well on tests, and high test scores led to promotion. Didn't mean
aperson could handle an issue room, or deal with unhappy customers, or fix DNGOs that decided to
shut down on their own.

The second half of the class picked up a bit when Talic sprang apop quiz on the students. Asthey bent
to thetask, furioudy keying in answerson their gibs, Tdic came up the stairs. He motioned for Myell to
follow him out to the passageway.

"Who said you could St in?" he demanded when they were done. His cheeks were ruddy with anger.
"| took someinitiative," Myd| sad.

"Smart-ass. Everyone saysthat about you. Y ou're not welcomein my classroom and you're not welcome
at thiscommand. My students have a hard enough job asit, memorizing al this bureaucratic bullshit. They
don't need abad influence. Stay the fuck away from them and from me."

Tdic staked back into the auditorium. If he could have dammed the doors behind him, he probably
would have.

"That went well,” Mydl| said to the empty air around him.

* k % k %

When he got home that afternoon he found Jodenny in the kitchen, frying tofu in apan and nursing aburn
on her finger.

"Our kitchenwareis cursed." She kissed him soundly. "How was your first day at school 7!
"| think | made astrong impression.”
"Inagood way?"

"Inthe only way | could." Mydl eyed the tofu warily. Cooking wasn't Jodenny's strong point. Shewas
dressed for the summer wesather in awhite blouse and blue shortsthat set off her long, dim legs. He was
tempted to carry her over to the sofafor some overdue affection.

Instead he pulled a beer from the refrigerator and took along, satisfying swalow, Jodenny said, "I vowed



| would cook you dinner on your first day back to work, just as you've been cooking for me these past
few weeks."

He nuzzled her sweet-smelling neck. "'l have a secret to confess. |'ve been ordering takeout and making it
look like | cooked."

"Youlielikearug," shesad, and kissed him until Betsy began to chime awarning.

"Forget dinner,” Mydl said, turning off the stove. He lifted Jodenny up onto the countertop and nudged
her knees gpart. She looped her arms around his neck, her hot kisses spicy againgt hislips, her hair
brushing hisface. He unbuttoned her blouse as her hands ran down his shouldersto hiswaist.

"Missed you," she murmured.
"Quit your job," he said.
She amiled. "When you quit yours, sailor.”

Then there were no words, just some urgent needy noises and giggling. He carried her not to the sofa but
to the bedroom, where Karl was unceremonioudy rousted from his pillow. Mydl did Jodenny's shorts
off. His own uniform was too hot, too tight. He shucked the pants off, but Jodenny's hands stopped him
when hereached for hisshirt and tie.

Her eyeswide and dark, her cheeksflushed, she said, "L eave them on.”
"Anything ds?'
"Socks are optional."

He pedled off the socks, twirled them over hishead, and cast them into the corner. Jodenny used thetie
to pull him down and he mouthed atrail from her breaststo her navel. She shifted, her breath fast, her
hands tight on his hips. Her gaze was|ocked on hisface.

"Loveyou," shewhispered.

"Loveyou more" hesad.

Her fingerstouched hiswaist and found the dilly bag. ™Y ou're wearing this again?"
Myel|l untied it and tossed it onto the pillows.

Afterward, when they finaly got around to dinner, they settled for cold sandwiches, sweet pickles, and
vegetable chips. They played alittle footse under the table as she tried to worm more information out of
him about Supply School. Myell described Captain Kuvik's office, the well-equipped gymnasium,
Sergeant Etedgy and AT Romero. He briefly related Senior Chief Tak'slecture.

"l don't know how people keep from keeling over in boredom,” Mydl said.
"Did anyone give you a hard time about not going through chief initiation?"
"The subject came, up,” Myd | alowed.

Shewaited him out.

He reached for another pickle. "There's some hard fedlings. But we expected that.”



"l don't likeit."
"Also expected,” he said.
Neither of them mentioned anything about the Wondjina Trangportation System.

After dinner they took glasses of wineto the new sofa. He was proud of that sofa. It had taken him three
days of computer research and visitsto four stores before he found one that fit perfectly. Jodenny
wriggled her bare feet hopefully, and he took them into his lap. She searched through the drawer in the
coffee table, pushing asde honeymoon brochures, and tossed him asmal bottle of massage ail.

"S0," he said, rubbing her arches with strong, steady pressure. 'Anything else happen to you today ?*
"Isthisan interrogation?’

Thewindows were open to the fine summer evening, with the occasiona whoaosh of aflit and the hum of
lawn-bots cutting grass.

"I have my fiendish ways." Mydl concentrated on the shape and fed of her feet, the ddlicate toes, the
well-shaped ankles. She had painted her nails a cheery shade of red. She knew heloved red on her toes.

Jodenny's breath hitched alittle as he pressed more strongly. She said, "A woman came to see me from
Fleet. She said her husband and eight other people arelost in the network. That the whole thing's closed
down."

He kept his head down, his hands moving.

"You're not surprised,” she said.

"l had my own vigitors"

"She's desperate to find him. As| would beto find you, if you disappeared.”

"I'mright here." He gently tugged at each toe; rotating and soothing them. "Not going anywhere.”

Jodenny cocked her head. "If you disappeared, 1'd scream and scream until someone helped. Someone
who knew about where you'd gone, who had experience traveling that path.”

Myel| squeezed more il onto his pams. "They've been gone for months.”

"Every minutewould belikethefirg minute”

"And if there were other consderations?”’

Jodenny'svoice was very serious. "What's more important than finding the love of your life?!

The western sky was gold with sunset. Karl the Koalawandered out of the bedroom and climbed onto
the coffee table. Very carefully Mydll said, "Keeping to what we decided before. It's not our business.”

Her legstensed againgt histhighs. Jodenny said, "Come here, Karl."
The koda cocked his head but didn't move.

"Y ou don't even know if they're tdlling the truth,” Myell said. "It's could just be away for them to sucker
in our cooperation. Since when can wetrust anything they tell us?'



"Since when don't you care about helping someone who'sin trouble?!

"All these months, you and | have known Sam Osherman was out there somewhere. But we agreed not
to help when we were on K ookaburraand we didn't do anything when we got back here. So how isthat
different?'

Her gaze didn't drop. "Because we believed the network was working. Because he took his chances by
not listening to you. Sam knew what he was getting into.”

"Asdid thisteam."

Jodenny swung her feet out of hisgrasp. "All we haveto do isshow up. Just gointo a Sphere. If it
works, they'll takeit from there."

"If it works, they'll never let usbefree of it. They won't let uswalk away, likethey did last time.”

"If they'reright, if somehow this entire network of ancient aien technology stopped working because of
something we did, then we have aduty to assst any way we can. Won't you help at dl?"

Hetook adeep bresth. The cinnamon smell of the massage oil made hisnoseitch. "No."
"Then you're not the person | thought you were," she said, and |eft the room.

Helet hishead |oll againgt a cushion. In the months that they'd been married they had never once goneto
bed mad. But there had been nothing to fight about on the Aral Sea, and nothing redlly to disagree on
sncethey'd landed.

"Jodenny!" he called out, but she didn't answer.

Myedll told himself to get up and go make amends but he stayed on the sofa, instead, on the green sofa
he'd picked out because she was too busy to help. The one he suspected she didn't like. He played 1zim
until hefell adeep. The next thing he knew the vid was off, a blanket was kegping him warm, and
Jodenny was crouched before him in the dark, shaking him awake. She wasin uniform.

"l haveto go," shesaid. "l got cdled in.”
Struggling out of adream he couldn't quite remember, Myell drank in her sweet, flord perfume.
"What timeisit?' he asked.

"Y ou have afew hours," she assured him, and brushed her warm fingersaong histemple. "Terry, I'm
going to talk to them some more. Just talk. | want to be able to say my conscienceis clear on the fate of
nine people | never met."

He caught her fingers. "Can | stop you?"
"Can | stop you, when you set your mind to anything?’
"Just talk," he repested.

"Judt talk," shesaid. "l promise.”

FOUR

Jodenny arrived at work afew minutes before sunrise. The blue - pyramid of Team Space headquarters



included an enormous atrium full of trees, waterfalls, cafes, and comfortable furniture. Cleaning bots were
finishing up with the blue and gold carpers as she crossed to the trangparent lifts. Admiral Mizoguchi's
command suite was on the sixth deck, where plastiglass windows overlooked the atrium'’s descending
terraces.

"Thanksfor comingin,” Lieutenant Commander Chow said when Jodenny showed up. Chow had pulled
midwatch duty and was due to be relieved by an officer who had called in sick.

"Not aproblem.” Jodenny"'s deep had been fitful and uneasy. Sheld dreamed of Sam Osherman fleeing
through Spheres, in danger from some unseen menace. The call from Feet had been ardlief. "What's

going on’’

Chow gtarted going through alist. Admirad Mizoguchi wasthe arealiaison for al the Fleet unitslocated
within the Kimberley region—aformidable lineup that included the basic training command, ahalf-dozen
specidty schools, an airfield, a port operation, and intelligence, cryptology, and diplomatic units. The
commands themselves had operationa and adminigrative chains of command that made Mizoguchi just
one of many higher echelonsto report to, and Mizoguchi hersdlf reported upward aswell as sdewaysto
other branches of Team Space. Jodenny and her co-workers were responsible for keeping her apprised,
in charge, and capable of responding as needed to dozens of challenges aday

"Ready for the morning brief?* Chow asked.
"Ready asrain," Jodenny said.

The briefing was short and succinct. Admiral Mizoguchi, ashort trim woman with bright eyes, asked only
afew questions. Afterward, Jodenny assumed the day watch and settled in at her desk.

"Thanksagain," Chow said. "Seeyou later."

Come midmorning, once business settled down abit, Jodenny used her clearance as part of the admira's
saff to look up Anna Gayle in the Team Space Directory. Gayle waslisted in the Research and
Devedopment branch with an office on Rathbone Street. Her contact information matched the one on the
card she had given Jodenny, asdid her picture.

Magter Chief Paulie, who was the admird's senior enlisted adviser, had an office down the hal. Jodenny
knocked on her door and asked, " Can you spare amoment?"

"Sure, Commander." Paulie turned from her gib. Her office was a soothing oasis of blue and green, with
pictures of her daughters on the vidded walls. "What can | do for you?"

Jodenny closed the door. "I wanted to check on someone who works in Research and Devel opment.
Beyond gib numbers and security photos.”

"Y ou could ask your agent to run aclassified query. Y ou've got the clearance.”

"l don't think what I'm looking for would be in any database.”

Paulie templed her fingerstogether. "Isthisfor personal reasons?'

"No," Jodenny said. "Strictly professiond. But nothing to do with the admird or her jurisdiction.”
Paulie's gaze was inscrutable. "I'm not sure | can be of help.”

"l don't want to get anyonein trouble, Master Chief. If | knew how to do it on my own, without drawing



attention, I'd do it. But | think I'd cock it up. And then I'd bring attention to this office.

Paulie smiled. "That's your persuasive argument? 'Y ou want me to help you so you don't embarrassthe
admird?'

"It'sworth embarrassing an admird or two," Jodenny said solemnly. "It'sworth alot more than that. I'm
just not surewho to trugt.”

"You cantrust me."

Jodenny shook her head. "Y ou don't have clearancefor this."
"l have atop-secret clearance, Commander.”

"l know, Magter Chief."

Paulie played with her pen. "If you leave me the name| can make someinformal inquiries, but | can't
promise anything. | will need apromisein return.”

"What kind of promise?' Jodenny asked cautioudly.

Paulie was obvioudy choosing her words carefully. "If you do get involved in amatter over your heed,
that you let the admird or myself assst you.”

Jodenny figured that a promise like that contained alot of leeway. She gave Paulie adip of paper with
Anna Gaylesnameonit. Back a her desk, thrumming with nervous energy, not fully able to focus on her
work, she glanced every now and then toward Pauli€'s office. Lunchtime came with no word. Early
afternoon dragged by, nothing. Finaly, when Jodenny's watch was nearly over, Paulie pinged her desk
and asked her to gepiin.

"Dr. Gayle has an extremely high security clearance and asterling reputation.” Paulie tapped her fingernall
on aprinted sheet of paper. "She's been working for Fleet for four years, hasalong trail of academic
accomplishments, and is married to Dr. Robert Monnox, equally accomplished and respected. Does that
hdp?'

Jodenny let out acareful breath. "It establishes her credentids. Thank you."

"Remember, Miz Scott. Y ou're not donein whatever this matter concerns. Can | count on you to ask for
ass stance when you need it?!

"Absolutely" Jodenny said.

Once she had turned the watch over to her replacement, Jodenny went to a public kiosk on Sydney
Boulevard. Gayle answered the ping immediately.

"I hopeyou've agreed to help us," she said, her gaze direct and unblinking.
"I've agreed to hear more," Jodenny said.
"May | send aflit to pick you up?'

"I'll come on my own." Shetold hersdlf that Myell couldn't begrudge her visiting Gayl€'s office. Checking
out the department. Not agreeing to anything without consulting him.

Andif hedidn't agree?



Jodenny headed for thetrain.

* % % % %

On hisway to work that morning, Myl got off the monorail early and waked six blocks along Water
Street. A farmers market had set up for the morning, vendors dready sdlling fresh fruits and vegetables.
He maneuvered through the crowds and portable stals, inhaing the aroma of breakfast crepesand
waffles. A young Aborigind girl unloading paintings from aflit nearly dropped some, and he stopped to
help.

"Thanks" she said, asMyell eased the paintings to the ground.

"No problem.” Myell eyed alarge landscape in which a solitary gum tree held sway over ared plain.
"Y ou do these yourself?*

The girl ducked her head shyly. She was short and thin, her dressloose on her shoulders. "No, Sir. My
mom and aunties, they do them."

Ancther painting made him pause. A crocodile, gray-green and enormous, snarled on the banks of a
river. Itsteeth looked sharp enough to rip off Myell'sarm.

"Not very nice, ishe?' Mydl asked.
"Crocsarent nice or mean." The girl met his gaze with eyes as gray asthereptiles. "They just are, right?"
"l suppose,” Myell said.

Onelagt painting caught hiseye. A lone black vulture whirled over agrassy plain, honing in on animal
corpses lying below. Something about the painting made arough chill go through him.

"Jungdi,” thegirl said.
"What?' Myel asked sharply.
"Jungle cats,”" the girl said, indicating the corpses. "Lions.”

Myell couldn't bear to look anymore. The market had grown too crowded, too loud. He hurried toward
Supply School. The smell of the ocean made him nauseated. He went to hislittle basement office and sat
there for two hours until Sergeant Etedgy knocked on his door, looking apologetic.

"Captain sent down some work for you to do," he said. Two ATs bearing boxes of loosely bound
regulations followed Etedgy in. "He wants you to check the LOEPs on these and requisition any that we

The sailors put the boxes down on the deck. Myell didn't bother to point out that coordinating Lists of
Effective Pageswas ajob any clerk could do. Instead, he offered Etedgy abland smile. "No problem.”

Oncethe sailors were gone Etedgy said, "I'm sorry.”
"It's nothing to worry about."
"Not to be too frank, Chief, it'sashit job."

"Butit'sdl mine" Myl sad.



Kuvik had made the job more interesting. Half the books had split their spines, spilling their contentsinto
jumbles of dusty, tattered paper. He must have dug deep in his closet to find them. No one consulted
paper regulations anymore, not when databases could easily be consulted and cross-indexed again.

"Mine," Myedll repeated, once he was aone.

Fifteen minutes before the first-period lunch, he went over to the mess deck and wasfirgt in linefor the
food. The faculty wardroom was empty and sparkling clean. Myell plunked histray down at the center
table and began to est at aleisurely pace.

Two lieutenants arrived soon after and immediately went to atablein the corner. A gaggle of ensigns
camein and claimed arectangular table. Two chiefswho were part of Senior Chief Tak'sclique camein
with their trays, halted when they saw Myell at their table, reversed course, and chose to Sit elsewhere.

Senior Chief Tdic arrived next.
"Y ou weren't invited to Sit here," he said in alow voice over Mydl's shoulder.

"I'm sorry, | didn't hear you,” Myel said, loud and pleasant. ™Y ou wanted to welcome me to Supply
School? Thank you, Senior Chief Tdic. I'm happy to be here.”

The ensgns and lieutenants looked their way and murmured among themsdlves. Talic put histray down
50 hard that the silverware rattled. He took the seat opposite Myell.

"Did you have agood morning in class?' Myell asked.

Tdicignored him.

Myel| pitched hisvoice louder again. "'l asked if you had a good morning—"
Tdic'sglare was murderous. "It wasfine."

"My morning was good, too," Myell confided.

Senior Chief Gooder, short and sguat with the shoulders of aweight lifter, took the seat next to Myell
and offered hishand. "My twelve-year old daughter and her friends have aviciouslittle clique in schoal,
but were worse. Welcome aboard.”

"Frank," Tdic sad, "you know what thisis about.”

Gooder shook out his ngpkin. "Y es, yes, stlandards, principles, pull the other one, why don't you? He's
the only one & this entire command with a Silver Star on hisuniform, so he must be doing something
right.”

Two other chiefs eventually joined them. They weren't asfriendly as Gooder, but not asfrosty as Tdic.
Thetable by the aguarium filled up with Captain Kuvik's secretary and other staff, some of whom gave
Myell speculative looks. The conversation at the chiefs table centered on Friday's graduation, and some
controversy over the AT who had been chosen as class spesker.

" Should have been based on grades, not persondity,” Tak argued.

"Best grades only means someone's good at taking tests,” Gooder said. "Doesn't mean the person's
articulate, or can hold the interest of a crowd.”

"Tradition," one of the other chiefs said. "Y ou're not going to convince Captain Kuvik to do it any other



way than it's dways been done.”
"What do you think about tradition, Myell?" Gooder asked, agleamin hiseye.
Myedll took histime answering. "Some are good. Some are outdated.”

Tdicjabbed afork into theair. "Tried and true. It works. Y ou don't go changing things on awhim, or
because someone criesto their mommy, or because someone has anervouslittlefit.”

Myell wasn't about to point out that tradition was what had killed that chief-designee on Kookaburra.
Everyone at the table surdly knew the story. Dehydration, overexertion, a heart attack. It wasn't thefirst
accidental death during ahazing ceremony but it was supposed to be the last. Theinitiation procedures
for chiefs had changed radicaly after that, and had become "optiond.” Somewhere over a Fleet, Mydl's
former shipmates from the Aral Sea were no doubt il discovering that "optiond” abuse was no less
humiliating than the nonoptiond kind.

"Only dead things areimmune to change," Myell said. "Dead people, dead indtitutions, dead minds.”

Tak'sfork jabbed hisway, but his gaze abruptly swiveled to the doorway. Myell glanced over his
shoulder and saw Captain Kuvik carrying histray in. He was accompanied by civiliansin businessattire.

"Captain hardly ever egts here," Gooder murmured, reaching for the sdt. "Damn efficiency expertsfrom
Fleet. They come by to makelife hell every now and again.”

Tdlic seemed unwilling to continue his arguments abouit tradition with Kuvik in theroom. Heleft, soon
followed by the others at their table, leaving only Gooder to dally over his coffee. Gooder asked, " So,
they redly stick you down in the basement™?’

"Any lower and I'd bein the foundetion,” Myell said.

Gooder grinned. "That's our captain for you. Don't worry. Y our tour's three years, right? By the end of
year two hell have warmed up adegree or two. Might even let you teach aclass."

"| doubt that."

"Hesrigid, but usudly fair. Lisensto reason.”

"Not on the subject of chief initiation,” Myell said. "Or fraternization.”
"Soit'strue? Y ou maried your lieutenant?'

"It'snot exactly like that."

Gooder clapped him on the shoulder. "Nothing ever is."

After lunch Mydl returned to hislittle office and spent the entire afternoon on histedioustask. To lighten
up the silence of the basement he played music on his bee. He thought of Kuvik eating lunch with the
so-cdlled efficiency experts. Maybe they were redly men from FHeet. Would Team Space transfer him
anyway, force him to work on the Wondjina network despite his protests? He'd been told that the
project was voluntary, but he couldn't be sure.

Stop being paranoid, hetold himself.

At sixteen hundred hours he ill had several more days of work ahead of him. Myell |eft his office,
garted for thelift, then stopped when the overhead lights went off. He heard scuffling footsteps but was



too dow to dodge the arms that grabbed him and dragged him backward. He kicked and yelled as
adhesive tape was dapped over his mouth.

"Wl fucking show you what initiation means," someone said, aman'svoicethat he didn't recognize.

A hood was pulled over hishead. It smelled musty and tainted with machine oil. He was hauled down the
corridor. He couldn't be sure, not in the rush of panic, not as he fought to breathe past the tape and tried
to break their strong hold, but he thought maybe there were three assailants. A door opened. Machinery
hummed nearby. Air units, water heaters, the plumbing system. He fought as hard as he could, trying to
squirm free, to yell, but they easily dammed him up againgt asupport pillar. A fist droveinto his
abdomen.

"None of it'soptiond," one of his attackers said. A man, no one he could identify. "Y ou cal Fleet and tell
them you want to go through initiation. Otherwise—" Another fist landed in his scomach. " Otherwise welll
be waiting for you every day, fucking teach you alesson, you understand?”

They grabbed his hair and tipped his head back o tightly that he couldn't breathe.
"Undergtand?’ the man said again.
Though Mydl| hated to et them win, he made amuffled sound of surrender.

"Good," hewastold. "Be agood boy now. Work hard &t it, why don't you, and maybe you'll get free on
your own. If not, well send someone adong in the morning to get you. Won't be the most enjoyable night
you've ever spent, but you can useit to think about how much you'l enjoy initiation.”

They tied him to the pillar with rope and |eft him there, bresthing hard through hisnose, pain likefirein his
stomach. Hislegs were shaking so hard he thought they might give way. The attackers left without
another word. Only the clang of the closing door told him he was done. He pulled at the rope but the
knots were solid, and aready the musclesin his shoulders were beginning to cramp.

Think, hetold himsdlf. Y ou can get out of this. They don't dare leave you donelikethis.
But they did.

FIVE

Anna Gayleslab suite was in the basement of the Team Space complex on Rathbone Street. The lights
were off, with information playing out in strong colorson awall gib.

"Thisisamap of the Wondjina network stations that Team Space hasvidted," Gayle said. Her face was
tight and smooth in the reflected light. "Eighty stations over the course of thelast Sx years. Thered be
moreif they didn't make people so damn sick. We have alabdling system that helps keep track of where
the loop originated and the station number."

Jodenny gazed a the map. "So Chief Myell and | traveled where?'

"Onyour firg trip, you went through MRLM 1—that's Mary River Lakeland Mother Station 1, the
originating station. It's an expressroute, to MRLM2—that's Mary River Lakeland Mother Station
2—and back again," Gayle said.

There were two other people in the [ab with them. Gayle had introduced them as Leorah Farber and
Teddy Toledo. Toledo, helpful and earnest, built like alarge refrigerator, said, "Express routes only go
one or two stops and come back. Loops go alot farther."



Gayle pointed at acircle of green lights. "Thiswas your second trip, as you recounted it to the agentson
Warramaa. Y ou got on at Warramala Sowbridge Mother 1 and went severa stations on that |oop,
which runs one hundred and forty stations.”

"Wegot very sck," Jodenny said.

"But you got back by transferring through other Spheres,” Farber said. She was quieter than her partner,
with a deeply somber expression. "Y our husband claimed a serpent spoke to him and told him how"

Jodenny wasn't about to defend or explain Myell's Rainbow Serpent. If they hadn't taken a shortcut
through the network, they'd probably be dead by now. Or still lost, like Sam Osherman.

"You said sx years" Jodenny said. "Why couldn't anyone use them before?!

"There are fourteen sets of Wondjina Spheres here on Fortune." Gayle turned back to her map. "Tourists
have been traipsing in and out of them for decades without triggering any tokens. Sure, there have dways
been urban legends, myths. People who claim to see spiritsin them, or walk through one and end up
back on Earth, or in heaven, or some pastel-colored astral plane. But only six years ago did we actualy
receive averifiablereport. An AT on Kiwi, visiting her parents on their farm, went sightseeing and wound
up on aKiwi express. Scared her slly."

Toledo said, "She'd been in and out of Spheres ever since she was achild. Never happened before.”

Jodenny frowned. "I thought you have to be exposed to the system in order to trave iniit. | saw oneon
the Yangtze. The next time | visited aMother Sphere, | triggered one. Chief Mydll waswith me, so he
was exposed then and could trigger them in any other Sphereshe visited.”

Gayle said, "Not every Mother Sphere seemsto be active, and even those that are seem to go through
periods when they're offline. But yes, that first AT was the only one who, to our knowledge, was not
previoudy exposed. Why that token came for her, we don't know."

"Why do you cdl it atoken?" Jodenny asked.

Toledo replied, " Someone thought the system resembles an old token ring computer network.
Pre-Debasement technology. Y ou've got fifty computers on the same network, and one token looping
around between them on afixed route. The computer that wanted to transmit information would grab the
token, stick datain it, then send it on itsway again so that other—"

"Yes, yes" Gayle said, interrupting. '‘Asfar aswe know, theresonly onering at atimein any given
Wondjinaloop. When you step into a station that authorizes you, you have to wait for the token to come
aong. It might be afew seconds, it might be aminute, but if someone dseisusing it, nothing happens.
That's the case up a Swedenville. We've done most of our experiments there.”

"Isthat where your hushand's expedition left from?" Jodenny asked, returning her gaze to the map.

"No. They left from Bainbridge." Gayle keyed in acommand, and anew map popped up. "We know
from examining the token's diagram that it has thirty-four stations, none of which cross-references
Swedenville or any other Spheresin the Seven Sisters. Like every other Sphere, it refused to transfer any
automated probes—we tried DNGOs, we tried remote cameras, nothing. With the advances the medical
divison made, Robert thought thirty-four ationswere well within reach for a human expedition.”

Goosebumps rose on her arms. Jodenny resisted the urge to rub a them. "How big isthe entire
network?'



"Thousands of stations,” Farber said. "Maybe hundreds of thousands.”

Gayle shut off thewallgib and brought the overhead lights up to full illumination. "What wed redly liketo
pinpoint isthe network's control station. The hub of it al, or hubsif theré's more than one. Y ou can grind
a Sphereinto dust and not find any type of machinery insde. How the tokens appear, what power
source sends them spiraling onward—it'samysery.”

Jodenny asked, "Y ou ve destroyed a Sphere?”

Gayle gave her apatient look. "Hypothetical computer modedls. We would never destroy an
archaeologicd artifact.”

"But you did capture atoken,” Jodenny said. "Y ou tried to trangport it on the Yangtze, and it ended up
destroying the ship.”

Shetried not to sound bitter about it. Hundreds of people dead. Her shipmates, her closest friends. The
actual sequence of eventswas till an enigmato her. The Team Space agents on Warramaahad inssted
that no memory block had been ingtaled in her mind, but Sam Osherman had told her otherwise. If he
wasdive, if she ever found him again, sheintended to wrap her hands around histhroat and throttle the
truth out of him.

Gayle sat down. Her gaze, dways direct, burned into Jodenny. "Thefield office on Warramalahad no
way of knowing what destruction the token would cause while trangporting it. Y ou can be sure that no
onewill try that again. Safety isour highest priority. That, and preserving the integrity of the network. We
only want to understand what the Wondjinaleft for us. With any luck at dl, it will help us understand
them better. Bring us closer to who and what they were."

Myell would no doubt have something to say about that. Jodenny checked the nearest clock. He should
be off work by now, on hisway home. She hoped his second day at Supply School had been easier than
hisfirst one.

"All youwant meto doisseeif aMother Sphere will respond to me?' she asked.

Gayle nodded. "If the system stays operationd,, if it's safe, welll send arescue team after Robert's group.
If you'd like, | could get you on the team. With the new medical treatments, the Sicknessisno longer a
problem. Y ou could be part of an amazing adventure, Commander.”

The offer was more tempting than she wanted to admit. Jodenny said, "What if the token doesn't come?’
"If it doesn't, welll have to try something else. Can | count on your cooperation, Commander?”’

Jodenny said, "When do you want to try?*

Gayle leaned forward. "Tonight. Tomorrow. Y ou decide.”

Her eagernesswas alittle unsettling. Jodenny said, "L et me cdl you in the morning.”

She was hafway down the passageway, heading for the lift, when Leorah Farber came after her.
"Commander," Farber said. " A word?'

Jodenny replied, "l said I'd cdll inthe morning.”

Farber said, "It's about your husband. We'd appreciate his cooperation aswell. I'vetried talking to him
and understand hisreluctance, but thisisan issuelarger than individua concerns any of us might have.”



The passageway waslong but wide, filled with gleaming white floor tilesand windowlessbeigewalls. A
medbot sat on a perch high above, waiting for emergencies. Jodenny said, "His"individua concerns are

pretty big."

"I know," Farber said. "But I've dso talked to his commanding officer a Supply School. Captain Kuvik
doesn't want him there. Doesn't believe he sets agood role mode for the students or staff. Why should
Chief Myd| continue in such ahostile environment—"

"Wait," Jodenny said hotly. "Not agood role model ? Winner of aSilver Star?'

Farber glanced pointedly at Jodenny's wedding ring. "It's not my opinion, maam. It's Captain Kuvik's,
Thefraternization issue, skipping initiation—these aren't taken lightly. But | promiseyou, here, inthis
project, no onewill makeanissueof it."

Jodenny shook her head in disgust. "If that's your entire sales pitch, Miss Farber, it's no wonder you
didn't win him over."

Shetook public trangportation home, mulling over Farber'swords and rehearsing what to tell Myl
about the project. She wouldn't even mention Gayl€'s casud offer to include her in the rescue mission.
Better that he didn't even think that was an option. She wouldn't go gdlivanting around the universe
without him, anyway.

Jodenny tried pinging him from the monorail, but be didn't repond to his bee. He hadn't |eft any
messages and Betsy reported that he wasn't home.

That was strange, but perhaps he'd gone to the gym and |eft his bee on alocker shelf. Once shewas
home and out of her uniform, Jodenny tried calling him again. No answer. She curled up on the ugly sofa
with her gib, reading the news, watching the daylight fade outside. Karl snuggled between her feet, his
earstwitching.

"Where are you?' she asked the ceiling.

Myell didn't answer.

* k % k %

Myell couldn't reach his bee. It buzzed more than once, and he imagined Jodenny's increasing worry on
the other end. Sooner or later she would call the duty officer at Supply Schoal to find out what time held
left. The duty officer would report that he hadn't flashed hisID at the lobby security scanner on hisway
out. A search might commence. Theideaof anyone finding him here, bound and gagged in the dark, was
utterly humiliating.

He twisted and squirmed for the knots. Some large piece of machinery nearby started to hiss. Warm air
blasted over him, and the dark terror of the hood over his head dissolved into a burnt-red desert that he
hadn't seen since Warramaa.

This landscape was different from the one he/d-experienced then. A watering hole, large and
unexpectedly blue, lay not far from hisfeet. A crocodile wasimmersed init. Only the creature's head and
snout showed. Itsteeth were white like bone, its skin gray verging on black.

"| didn't havetimefor you,” Myd| said, shuddering.

The crocodile gared at him, itseyesflat and green. "Jungdi,” it said, though its mouth didn't move.



Myell tried closing his eyes, but they were dready closed. Jungali was the nickname his mother had given
him as a child. Was the name the Rainbow Serpent had used, in asking him to choose between the
so-caled redl world and the Dreamtime.

"That'snot me" hesaid.

The ground around the watering hole rippled, and another reptile tore free of the ground. It rose onits
hind legs like adinosaur might. Its breath smelled like burnt flesh, like something rancid and rotting left to
dry under the sun. Thunderhead clouds boiled in the sky.

"Jungdi!" the crocodile cried, and scurried out of the waterhole toward him. The dinosaur thing attacked
it with claws and teeth, and their ferocious strugglesripped through the air.

Mydll jerked backward. The vision disappeared, replaced by darkness and the sounds of machinery, the
cut of rope againgt his skin. Oxygen was becoming a problem. He forced himself to cam down, but it
took severd long moments before he could breathe steadily through his nose, and even longer before his
hands were steady enough to get to work.

Hefinaly managed to free himsdlf, at the cost of torn and scraped wrists. The rest of the faculty and
students had long departed the school, and the lobby was empty but for abored-looking AT.

"Night, Chief," he said, as Myl passed through the scanners.

Theair outside was fresh and mild compared to the basement. The after-work crowd had thinned. If he
checked over his shoulder once or twice, that was caution and not parancia. On the train ride home he
worried how hewas going to explain things. Jodenny would want to get involved, pull rank, pull strings,
as she had on the Aral Sea. He didn't need to be rescued by hiswife. He wouldn't allow arepest of the
bullying there to mar histime on Fortune.

His bee was slent, though. Maybe sheld given up trying to contact him. When the monorail drew closeto
Adeline Oaks, he pinged Betsy.

"Commander Scott isadeep,” shetold him. "Shall | wake her? She was eager to reach you."
"No," Myel sad. "Leave her done.

He trudged home from the train station in the darkness. She was dozing on the sofawhen he let himsdlf
in. He hurried to their bedroom and closed the door behind him.

There were no marks on hisface, except for irritation where the tape glue had been. Hiswrists wouldn't
look pretty come morning.

Mydl turned on the shower and climbed in under hot water. Only under its strong torrent did he dlow
himsdlf to close hiseyes, and lean againgt the shower wall, and let himself tremble.

* % % % %

Without meaning to, Jodenny had fallen adeep on the ugly sofa. When she woke the sky wasfull dark
and the shower was running in the master bathroom.

She poked her head into the bathroom. "Terry?"

"Y ou were deeping,” he said from behind the shower screen and acloud of steam. "Didn't want to wake
you."



Jodenny yawned & her mirror reflection. "I tried to reach you. Isyour bee working?'

"It'sbeen frizzing out al day. Sorry | was late—afew unexpected things came up.”

"School was okay?"!

Myell reached for abar of soap. "Every day's something new. I'll get the hang of it. Did you eat?'

Jodenny thought of Farber'swords. Hostile work environment. She said, "I'm starving. Want to go to
Mexwax?'

Hedidn't answer for amoment.
"Comeon," shewheedled. "Quesadillas and tequila.”
"Okay," hesaid.

Jodenny was glad. No doubt they both needed alittle cheering up. She dipped into alittle blue dress and
was surprised when Myel| ducked into his closet to pull on his clothes. Usudly he dressed in front of her.
He emerged wearing dacks and a black shirt, one of her favorites.

"You look great," he said, and kissed her cheek. His skin was till warm from the shower, his hair damp,
and he had alittle rash around his mouth. Jodenny touched it gingerly.

"Did you eat something you werealergic to?"
Helooked a himsdlf in the mirror. "Maybe. | didn't notice.”

They took their own flit. Myell drove, refusing as dwaysto put the car on autopilot. Traffic waslight. A
landscape of darkened stores, empty office parks, and carefully tended public parks did by their
windows, Slvery in the moonlight.

"Did they tell you what you're going to be teaching?' Jodenny asked.
"They'redill trying to figure that out. What about you?Y our day was okay?"

She studied his profile. He had dways been private, reticent, unwilling to complain. But she trusted that if
he was having serious problems with Captain Kuvik or anyone else a school, held tell her about them.
Farber's words had been meant to unsettle her, nothing more.

"| found out more about Dr. Gayle," Jodenny said. " She has a grest reputation.”
He nodded, his attention on the road.

"| spoke to her some more. | don't think what she's asking for is unreasonable.”
Myel said, "Y ou want to hep."

"Wes"

His gaze didn't waver from the windshield. "And if | asked you not to? Because | don't think it'sagood
ideato becomeinvolved, and because | worry about your safety?’

Jodenny reached over and touched hisarm. "Isyour worry worth sacrificing nine lives?

Myell didn't answer. Jodenny listened to the hum of theflit until they reached Mexwax, asprawling



adobe-style restaurant on ahill overlooking Kimberley's western suburbs. They were seated by a
window with agood view, and their food came quickly Jodenny's basil and ricotta enchilada was
excdlent. Myell only picked a soup and sdlad. Shetold him stories about hersdf asayoung ensignin
Supply School and the embarrassing gaffes sheld made. He smiled at dl the right times and ordered two
shots of tequila, though he bardly touched the second.

Hafway through dessert she said, "Tell me what you want meto do.”

Myell squeezed her hand. "Y ou could never turn your back on someonein need. That wastruewhen |
met you, and it's true now. But | don't trust Team Space. Not about this."

She asked, "Areyou seeing... you know. Things?'

He had told her that on the Aral Sea he had seen an Aborigind shaman. During their trip through the
Spheres on Warramaa, he had seen a Rainbow Serpent. She didn't think about those visions too deeply
or too often, because they seemed soillogica and fanciful, so entirdy unlike him.

What could she say, anyway? Shedidn't believein visons. She bdieved in him. As she hoped he
believed in her.

Myell lifted histequilaand studied the depths of it. "A crocodile. In our kitchen."

She didn't know how to respond, so she made ajoke. "I'm glad he wasn't in the bedroom.”
Myell put the glass down. "I don't want you to help them, Kay."

The use of her old nickname made Jodenny's throat tighten. "' can't promise anything. Not yet."
Hesaid, "Y ou promised me. On Baiame. That we wouldn't get involved.”

"Things have changed.”

"I don't think they have."

They drove homein slence.

SX

Myel| stayed awake long after Jodenny fell adeep. He stared at the celling and listened to her dow,
Steady breathing.

Thelittle held esten for dinner was still heavy in his ssomach, or maybe that was the tequila, or maybe the
lingering ache from being punched in the gut. He had managed to hide hiswrigts from Jodenny during
dinner and while getting ready for bed. A small bump ached on the back of hishead but he/d had worse,
and modtly dl hefelt was a burning shame a being bound and blindfolded and gagged. If he hadn't freed
himself, hewould still be there, miserable and afraid.

He closed his eyes and saw the crocodile and dinosaur devouring each other, teeth rending flesh, blood
inrivulets acrosstheworld.

Lying in thedark, his hand resting againgt her thigh, hetried to imagine successin forbidding Jodenny to
help Gayle. Tell me what you want me to do, shed sad, asif it mattered. Myell's hand clenched. Of
course his opinion mattered. But in the end, she had to do as her con-science dictated, or she wouldn't
be the officer hed married.



Woman held married, he reminded himself. Rank had no place in their bedroom.

He dept, hisdreams ajumble of hissing pipes and coiling snakes and the crocodile, neck-deep in the
watering hole. Jodenny was till deeping when he left for work. He had to wear alight sweeter over his
khaki short-deeved shirt to hide the marks on hiswrigts. At school, fifteen minutes before classes began,
he went looking for Senior Chief Tdlic's office and found it on the third deck.

The officewas small but well decorated with plagues and vids. Tdic was on hisway out when Myl
blocked the doorway .

"Out of my way," Talic ordered.

"Fuck initiation,” Mydl said. ™Y ou want to thresten me, you do it by yoursdlf, to my face, wherever you
want. No more chicken-shit attacksin the dark.”

"Areyou crazy?' Talic asked, and tried to push past him.

Myell punched him hard acrossthejaw. That hadn't been part of the plan, but he took immense
satisfaction watching Talic smash backward against abookcase. A moment later Talic rebounded, his
fists catching Myell in theribs, and they crashed to the floor, cursing and struggling.

Thefight didn't last long. The door siwung open and Senior Chief Gooder and Sergeant Etedgy broke
them up. Etedgy wrapped hisarms around Myell and dragged him to a corner to calm down. Gooder
pinned Talic up againgt the wall. Other chiefs were clustered in the doorway, and Gooder
unceremonioudly kicked the door shut for some privacy ...

"What the hell iswrong with the two of you?' Gooder asked, red-faced and breathing hard. ™Y ou want
to get fired? Y ou want Captain Kuvik to bust you down to able technicians?

"He fucking started it." Talic spat out abright wad of blood. "Camein herelike acrazy person.”

Myell had one arm pressed againgt his dready bruised ssomach. He too had blood in his mouth. "I'm
finishing a conversation he sarted last night.”

"Either of you need adoctor?' Etedgy asked, handing Myell some napkinsfrom Talk's desk.

"They'refine," Gooder snapped. " Sergeant, you stand outside and shoo the crowds away. Get someone
to cover Senior Chief'sclass. I'll handle thesetwo idiots.”

Etedgy |eft with abackward, worried glance. Gooder planted himsdlf in the middle of the room and said,
"One of you start.”

"l told you." Tak: wassullen. "He barged in here yelling gibberish.”
Myel| wiped blood from hislip. "He knows exactly what I'm talking about.”

Gooder s gaze shifted to Myéll'sright arm. The deeve of his sweater had ridden up, and the bruises
around hiswrigt werelivid in the overhead light. Mydl| pulled the deave down impatiently.

"l want to press charges,’ Tdic said. "Assault. See how far aSlver Star gets him then.”
"Y ou want to press charges, too?' Gooder asked Myell.

Tdicwasindignant. "Againg who?



"No," Myd| sad. "I'm handling it."
"| can seethat," Gooder said, dryly. "Come on, Phil. Let'stakeawak. Myell, you stay here."

"He getsto say in my office? Tdic asked, indignant, as Gooder steered him out the door. "What the
hdl—"

Left done, Myd | probed the insde of his mouth with histongue, reieved not to find any loose teeth. He
sat in the chair, suddenly cold, and was gazing blankly at pictures of Tdic and histhree towheaded
children when anurse from the clinic came knocking.

"Senior Chief Gooder asked meto check on you," she said. She was abrusque woman in her fifties or
90, dark skinned, with braided hair and civilian clothes. "I'm Sally Clark, in charge of al cuts and bruises
and assorted maladies that befal sailors young and old.”

"] don't need medicd attention,” hetold her.

"That might be, but | don't take orders from you.” Sally put her medica bag down. "He said you fell
down. Naturdly clumsy, areyou?"

Myedll bit back aretort.

"Y ou can make this easy or you can makethis hard, but I've ajob to do, Chief. Y ou're not the first to fall
down some gtairs, walk into a hatch, or suffer some other silly accident. Look into this scanner, please.”

Heglared at her.
Sdly didn't back away. " Sooner you do it, sooner | leave. Otherwise you and | will be heredl morning.”

Reluctantly he gazed into the handheld device. Sally made atsking noise in the back of her throat. She
took his pulse and blood pressure. Without asking permission, she rolled up his deevesto seetherope
marks.

"Y ou do these to yourself?" she asked.

Myel rolled his deeves back down. "None of your business.”
"Hurts when you breathe or piss?’

"I think werre done now,” Mydl said.

She handed him asmal tube. "That's antibiotic cream, with a bit of analgesic and skin sealant mixed in.
Rub it on twice aday for any lacerations or cuts. For headaches, take whatever you normaly do.
Anything getsworse, come by and see uson thefirst deck.”

Sheleft without further ingtructions. Myell waseft to sit done until Senior Chief Gooder returned, this
time carrying two cups of coffee.

"Captain'srightly pissed,” Gooder said, handing one cup over.

The coffee smdled heavenly. Mydll said, "He didn't want me here anyway. Where am | being transferred
(/e

"Oh, you don't escape that easily. Y ou're hisfor three years, he says. Hed be willing to string you up on
the yardarm in the courtyard, except for Kenny Deeds.”



"| don't understand.”

"Custodian. Cameto work this morning, found rope tied to some pipesin the basement. Right near your
office, infact. And the scanners say you didn't leave last night until well after working hours. Lookslike
someone's been pulling shenanigans.”

Myell gulped the coffee. It burned histongue, but hewas glad for the distraction. "I have nothing to say
about it."

"Nothing except you camein herefigsflying, blaming Phil Tdic for something. I'll admit, the man's
stubborn. Not very personable. A stick-in-the-mud. But if you're looking to blame someone for a prank
or two, | don't think he's your man.”

"l wouldn't cdl it aprank.”
"Would you call it an assault?'
Myell remained dlent.

"He's denying everything, of course. Has aright good excuse, too. Left here at fifteen hundred hours
yesterday, went to the denta clinic. All right and proper.”

Myell hadn't accused Talic of being there. He hadn't recognized the main attacker's voice, and wasn't
sureif two or three other men had been with him. But Tdlic could have easily orchestrated it from afar.

Gooder sighed. "For the good of the command, he's not going to be pressing any charges. The two of
you don't have to love each other, but any more of what you did this morning, you'll be sitting in the brig.
Y ou have a problem, you bring it to me. No one in this command goesit done. Understand?’

"Yes" Now that the adrendine of the fight had faded, he was beginning to fed sheepish about losing his
temper. Heredlly did know better than that, though he obvioudy hadn't proven it to anyone here.

"Come on, then," Gooder said. "I told the captain that to keep a proper eye on you, | need you up out of
the dungeon.”

Myeéll's new office wasjust down the passageway from Talic's. From hischair he had aview of the
courtyard, where young sailors were marching in formation to and from classes. Within the hour aclerk
from Etedgy's office was signing over ahand gib for him and telling him how to set up an agent. Another
clerk hauled up the boxes of regulationsthat Myl still needed to catalog. He may have been promoted
out of the basement, but he had no doubts he was still on Captain Kuvik's shitli<t.

Or maybe not. Right before lunchtime, Sergeant Etedgy came by with another assignment.

"Captain said to put you in with the 510s," Etedgy said. "It'sastudy hdl for those needing extra help.
Usudly wejust set them up with Core tutorials and let them go &t their own pace.”

Babysitting. Myell could do that. But he couldn't quite face the ordeal of lunch in the mess. He made do
with food from the vending machines. His esophagus was till smarting from aheping of spicy chili when
he went in search of Classroom 510. It had nice views of Water Street, adozen study cubicles, and a
teacher's desk filled with old newspapers and fishing magazines.

He thought the room was empty, but some whispering led him to a pair of corner cubicles. Putty Romero
was hunched over the gib of ayoung, fair-haired AT.



"But once you run your query, you don't need the additiona parameters—" he was saying.

AT Tingley bit a her thumbnail. She was young, maybe eighteen, with awide-eyed innocence that didn't
seem to take umbrage a Romero's arm inching around her shoulder.

"KT Romero,” Mydl sad, startling them both.

"Chief!" Romero said. Hisarm went back to whereit belonged. "Didn't hear you."
"Afternoon, Chief,” Tingley said, in avery soft voice.

"Speak up, Tingley," Mydl told her. "I don't bite."

"My voca cordsjust aren't very big,” Tingley said, ducking her head.

Romero asked, "Isit true, Chief?' Y ou went and punched Senior Chief Talk?'

Myell didn't touch the bruise that he could fed by hiseye. "Never you mind. What are you studying back
here?'

"Daaflow," shesad.
"Louder, Tingley. They'll never hear you in the flet.”

"Dataflow, Chief!" Tingley said, belting the words out. But then her face screwed up. "It's amakeup
exam. If | don't passit, | can't graduate.”

"I told you," Romero said, "you're going to pass. We're both going to the Kamchatka. Who caresif
Senior Chief Tak cdlsit arust bucket?'

The bravado in Romero's voice was afar cry from the uncertainty hed shown Myell the other day, but
love could do that to a person. Asfor the Kamchatka, it wastrue that it wasn't very exciting duty, but
someone had to do it.

"Tel youwhat," Myd| said. "L et's concentrate on data flow, and worry about graduation later. If you
want to go to the stars, AT Tingley, don't let anyonetell you can't. Isthat clear?”

Shegrinned. "Yes, Chief."
Romero nudged her. "Told you he's not like the other chiefs.”
"Sothey say,” Mydl sad.

* * % % %

Jodenny dept in later than she expected. Myell had |eft her anote on the kitchen counter. "L ove you,”
he'd written. She went for anice five-kilometer run through housing with the paper folded insde her bra.
At thetop of Admird'sHill, shejogged in place with the whole of Kimberley spread out before her. Her
city, her home planet. She knew nothing of the missing scientists, where they'd come from, not even their
names, but she could have grown up with one of them in the North Prosper orphanage, or passed them
inthe street, or known their siblings or met their children.

Love you, Myd| had said. Nothing else.

And what if that crocodile hed seen in their kitchen was asign she couldn't ignore? That she should do



what she could, do her duty, do her best.
Back a home, she called Anna Gayle on a secure channel.
"I'll help you at Bainbridge," she said. "Just to call the token. Nothing more.”

"Excelent!" Gaylesaid. "Let'sget you in for amedical screen and briefing. Civilian clothes, please. The
less attention, the better. Will your hushband be joining us?'

"NO_"

She spent saverd hoursin Gaylé'slab, donating tissue and blood samples, signing additional security
clearances. Admira Mizoguchi's office was contacted and asked to excuse her from work the following
day. Permission was granted. Jodenny had no ideawhat kind of budget Gayle had to work with, but
Team Space didn't seem to be skimping on workspace, manpower, or other resources.

Toledo and Farber werein charge of securing the Bainbridge Spheres from visitors. The monuments sat
on anational park, not Team Space property.

"Just can't block them off without warning,” Toledo said, rolling hislarge shoulders under histoo-tight
shirt. He dwarfed the chair he was gitting in. "Tourists get mad. And then they complain, and the gadfly
press getswind of it, and we don't need that kind of publicity.”

"How will you doif, then?' Jodenny asked.

Farber didn't look up from her gib. "We're pretending to be filming avid for anew virtua-redity game.
Hush-hush, trade secrets, closed st."

"Do you know any of the missing team?" Jodenny asked.

"Good men and women." Toledo was snacking from abowl of jellybeans on the conference table,
assduoudy picking out the purple oneswith hislarge fingers. "Commander Gold, especidly. HesIn
charge”

"| thought Dr. Monnox wasin charge? Dr. Gayl€'s husband?'

Farber glanced up from her gib. Toledo picked up ared jellybean and juggled it from one hand to the
other. He said, "Commander Gold was the mission commander. Dr. Monnox wasthe lead scientist.”

Jodenny was done at Gayl€e's officein timeto swing by Supply School. She hoped to catch Myell by
surprise. Maybe they'd go to dinner again, or catch one of the live theater shows over in the Piccadilly
Digrict. She waited outsde the main gate as atraditiond ship'sbell rang at sSixteen hundred hours.
Students and faculty streamed past. She saw Myell before he saw her, and admired how handsome he
looked in his summer uniform. He was walking with two young able techs, teenagersredly.

"Honey," he said when he saw her.

"| thought 1'd surprise you—" Jodenny took acloser look at hisleft eye. The flesh around it was bruised.
"What happened?’

"ThisisAT Tingley and AT Romero,” Myl said, hurriedly introducing his companions. "Thisis
Lieutenant Commander Scott, my wife."

"Médam!" Romero popped off asdute even though Jodenny wasn't in uniform. Tingley followed. Her lips
moved, but her voice was too soft for Jodenny to hear over the crowd.



"At ease." Jodenny remained focused on the bruises. "Y our eye?”

"My own fault,” Myell said. "l wasgoing to cdl you, seeif you wanted to eat dinner out. Romero and
Tingley are graduating, and they've never had Cuban camarones.”

"We don't want to be an imposition,” Romero said.
Tingley bit her thumbnail and ducked her head.

Myell had asmile pasted on hisface. "Y ou can't go to the fleet without a hefty dose of garlic. It'sgood
luck."

Oh, what a clever husband she had. Jodenny knew a diversion when she saw one, but she did love
camarones. The cantina off Water Street was arowdy, crowded place filled with faux-wooden tables,
colorful artwork, and robot parrots that flitted from one perch to the next. Music blared from alive band
in the corner. Jodenny could bardly hear anything Tingley said, but she could tell from shy amilesthat the
two able technicians were more than just classmates.

Myell was more effusive than usua, cheerfully relating tales from the fleet about what real supply sailors
did. She had heard some of the stories, but not al. His experiences working in Supply Departments were
vadtly different from her own. She couldn't say that enlisted soldiers had more fun, but their shipboard
culture was perhaps more colorful, their adventures on leave alittle more grand than anything shed ever
encountered. Neither Tingley nor Romero had ever been off world, and both had plenty of questions
about life down the Big Alcheringa

"Well, Baamesdtill backward,” Mydl said. "Warramaasal for fun and persond freedom. Mary River's
duller than dirt, and Sundowner'sfull of dl the smart ones. Universities on every block/

"|sthat true, Commander?' Romero asked.
Jodenny signaed the waiter for another beer. "I didn't notice."

Shewanted to haul Myell into aquiet corner and harangue him until he fessed up about the bruises, but
had to wait through dinner and beers and more beers. When her patience ran out she sent Tingley and
Romero back to their barracksin acab. A second cab took Jodenny and Myel through the night streets
of Kimberley and out toward Adeline Oaks.

"Tell me" shesaid, ashelet hishead fal back against the passenger seet. Helooked moretired than
shed seenhiminalong, long time.

Hesad, "Fight. My fault. Misunderstanding, maybe. Maybe not. But | swung firg."

The thought of him brawling in the middle of Supply School made her wince. "What kind of
misundersanding?'

He gave her acrooked smile. "Do | haveto tell? Or will you trust meto work it out on my own?"
Jodenny pursed her lips. "When we got married, we promised to work things out together.”
"I know." Mydll closed hiseyes. "But | cando it done.”

She touched hisarm. He winced alittle, and she tugged up the deeve of his sweater. Now she
understood why he had kept it on al evening, even though the cantina had been hot. The bruisng was
ugly inthe passing lights of other flits.



"That's not amisunderstanding!” she said.
Hetugged hisarm away. "It was a prank."

"A prank?' Jodenny heard the shrillnessin her voice and tried to scae it back. "What prank? How could
it beyour fault?'

Heglared a her. "Trust me or don't. Whichisit?"

Jodenny folded her arms and turned from him. Her heart was thumping painfully fast. She had seen him
bullied onthe Aral Sea, had nearly lost him in the freezing darkness of alocked-down storage tower,
and had watched him dide toward degth on their trip through the Spheres. He was adamned fool if he
thought thiswas about trust.

"I'm sorry,” he said amoment later.
Jodenny shook her head.

They arrived homein silence. Jodenny used ayuro card to pay off the cab's automated driver. The house
lit up asthey stepped insde. Betsy had afew incoming messages for them, including moremedia queries
for interviews. Karl wanted to be held.

"Scratch my ears,” he demanded, and Jodenny obeyed.
"I haveto take ashower." Myell disappeared into the bathroom.

When he came out twenty minutes later she said, "1 told Dr. Gayle I'd help her tomorrow. We're going to
the Spheres out at Bainbridge.”

He rubbed atowel against hisdamp hair. A bathrobe conceded whatever other marks or injuries he
hadn't told her about.

"I don't want you to," he said. "I'm asking you not to."
Jodenny folded her arms across her chest. "I trust her. And if you trust me, youll leaveit a that."

Myel| gazed past her to the darkened living room and the vids glowing softly on the mantelpiece. Family
and friends. Some logt, but never forgotten.

"It's not about trust," he said.

"Then what isit about?' Jodenny stepped toward him, part of her secretly pleased that he edged
backward. If he needed her to challenge him, then she would do it. She hadn't expected that of marriage,
but they'd barely known each other on the Aral Sea. Maybe they'd rushed into things before they were

ready.

Relentlessly Jodenny asked, "Why won't you tell me what's going on at school? When did | become
someone you couldnt tell the truth to?"

Myedll's expression was amix of bleakness and stubbornness. "When did | sign up to be interrogated and
second-guessed? Do | ask you if you're hel ping because of Sam Osherman? Do | wonder if you want to
go out there despite your promise because you want to find him, not some missing scientists?"

She wasn't going to be able to reason with him, not now, maybe not ever.



Karl ambled between them and made a soft querying sound.

"Do what you want,” Myell said, and went into the guest bedroom. The click of the door behind him was
as definitive and final an end to the discussion as Jodenny had ever heard.

SEVEN

It took Myell ten flights of stairsto realize what an idiot he was. The school gym had been crowded when
hefirg arrived, but he'd snagged atraining machinein the corner of the cardio room. News, moviesand
other entertainment played out on the overvids. Beyond the plastiglass windows, sweet-sheened students
were racing around a basketball court, Myell kept focused on his persond display, which rlayed his
progress up the stairwell of ahypothetical skyscraper. He was sweating heavily and feding the burn of
protesting bruises, but the exertion kept him from brooding over Jodenny and whatever she was off
doing.

The display pulsed awarning that he was exceeding his recommended cardio target. Myell dowed a
little, aware of hisheavy

bresthing and the swest soaking through his T-shirt. The young woman beside him was going much faster
than he was, though the age difference between them wasn't more than ten or o years. Hetold himsdlf
that planetside life was making him soft, and started pumping the pedals harder. Hewasn't going to let a
gupid machinelimit hisexertions.

But he was, it seemed, going to let his beloved wife go play around with the Wondjina Transportation
System without him. His eyeswent unwillingly to the clock. She might have aready gone out to
Bainbridge. Already there might be a gleaming ouroboros whisking more people out into the galaxy,
playing around with atechnology that none of them understood or could control.

Hisright calf began to cramp. He dowed down again. He leaned his arms againgt the machine's supports
and sucked in air. Jodenny thought that what she was doing was helpful, and perhapsit was, for the
missing members of theill-fated mission. But Spheretravel was a perilous endeavor full of dangersthat
included the al-powerful Rainbow Serpent. He was sure of that, sure down to his bones, sure asthe
swest soaking his clothes and socks.

Y et the Wondjina, whoever they were, had |ft their system behind to be discovered. Monuments of
stone, empty and forlorn.

But not useless. Not dead. And Team Space was going to use them whether Myell objected or not.

In the men'slocker room, he thumbed open hislocker and groped” for his bee. Jodenny answered on the
third ring, tight lipped and stern.

"l can't redly talk," shesad.

"I'm sorry," Myell said. "For alot of things. | want to help.”

Jodenny gazed at him through the smal screen. "Why the change of heart?'
"Doesit matter?'

"Yes"

"l don't support what you're trying to do. But | support you. it thisiswhat you redlly want, then | want it,
too."



She dipped her chin alittle. "Y ou're sure?'
"Morethan sure."

Jodenny had to go offscreen for amoment, but when she came back shetold him aflit would be by to
pick him up in twenty minutes. Myell put the gib back in hislocker, stripped off his swesty clothes, and
headed for the showers with only atowel and the dilly bag in hand. Superdtitious, hetold himsdlf, but he
didnt liketo leaveit out of hissight.

Five minutes under the hot water was enough to duice him clean and ease thelingering cramp in hisleg.
When he returned to hislocker the door was broken and hanging open. His gym bag, lunch, workout
clothes, and uniform were al gone, and his gib was a usel ess smashed pile of eectronics.

He stood there gaping, his face growing hotter by the moment, only peripherdly aware of other men
moving to and from their own lockers or the showers.

With only the towel around hiswaist, Mydl went out of the locker room and aong the basketball
sdelinesto the regigtration desk. The civilian employee at the desk gawked at him.

"Y ou can't come, out here dressed like that—" she started.

"Someonetook my uniform,” he said, struggling againgt fury. "I need someone to hunt down some clothes
for me"

Her frown was adeep crevice. "'l haveto stay at the counter and Tommy'sgoneto lunch...-"

Myel| seadfastly ignored the attention he was drawing from athletes dl over the gym. Hed stand therein
histowel and drip water dl day long, just to spite them. But the flit was due soon, and he wasn't going to
cal Jodenny to tell her that things had been stolen.

"Areyou sure you checked theright locker?" the clerk asked. A young civilian man emerged from the
back office, astack of neetly folded towelsin hisarms. She said, "Benny, would you go with this
gentleman and seeif you can find histhings?'

"It'snot there," Mydll indsted. "I need to use your gib."

Hetried pinging Senior Chief Gooder, but Gooder's agent said he was off base and unavailable. He tried
Sergeant Etedgy next, but Et-edgy was conducting alunchtime training session.

"Sir, you redly can't sand here haf naked,” the clerk ingsted. Do you want meto cal Security and they
can help you find your bag?'

Shewas entirdly unsympathetic. Myell wanted to snap histowe & her face. Benny had goneto the
locker room and returned with the remains of Myéll's gib, a perplexed look on hisface.

"Thisyours, 9r?'
"I'mnot adr, and yesit'smine," Mydll said, exasperated. "I dropped it."
"Hell of adrop,” Benny said. "It wasin the trash.”

Hedidn't have timefor any of this. He cartainly didn't havetimeto file areport with Security. Myell
considered leaving in just thetowel, but then AT Romero cameto signin a the desk and asked, " Chief?

Everything okay?"



"No, it'snot okay." Myell dragged Romero to the side. "1 need you to get me some clothes.”
Romero offered his gym bag. "I've got some shorts—"

"Not quite my size," Myell said. He dispatched Romero off to the school store, and because he didn't
even have hiswallet, had to ask Romero to pay. Mydll returned to the locker room and paced back and
forth and tried not to count every passing second. Romero must have run al the way back, because he
was red faced and sweating when he returned with a shopping bag.

"Don't have aheart atack,” Mydl told him.

"Senior Chief Talic caught me running, said | couldn't do that, had me do a hundred push-ups," Romero
reported. "1'm not sure | got the right sizes or that the sneakers are going to fit—"

The school store was not known for fashion. Myell tugged on ajersey embroidered with the Supply
emblem and apair of black shorts. The sneskerswere alittle too tight, but he could live with them.

"Yourealife-saver,” Myel told Romero.
"Don't you want to tell Security what happened, Chief?'

"Not now," Myell said. "I need you to ddliver amessage to Senior Chief Gooder for me, can you do
that? Tell him | had an urgent appointment outside of the building, and I'll talk to him firgt thing in the
morning. It's very important.”

A black flit was dready waiting in the parking lot by the time Myell got there. He felt naked without his
Team Space identification, but the young driver said, "Afternoon, Chief," and opened the back door for
him.

The drive up to Bainbridge went more dowly than Myell had expected, thanks to midafternoon trafficin
Kimberley and aroad accident at one of the regiona interchanges. The sedan's air-conditioning left
goossbumps on the back of Myél's neck. Therolling landscape grew more mountainous, forest giving
way to dopes and meadows. The driver stayed silent al the way up, but tuned the radio so that the
afternoon news droned steadily in the background. Asthey drew near the Spheres he saw signs
announcing their temporary closure.

"Security measures?' Myell asked the driver.

"They don't tell me much, Chief," the driver replied.

"What do you think's going on up here?"

The driver'svoice was dry. "They're vidding agame. |zim Extreme, | hear."

They passed trailers and vans, and security guards dressed in casua clothes, and bits of vid equipment
propped up in different areas. The three Spheres were just a hundred meters down the road, in aclearing
surrounded by redwoods. Father, Mother, and Child. The stone triad that repested itself through the
Seven Spheres. The Father loomed largest, amost astall as the redwoods around them. The Mother
was exactly hdf itssze, and the Child haf again. Each Sphere had asingle archway, darkness spilling out
fromindgde.

Leorah Farber met theflit in aparking lot. She was wearing shorts and a T-shirt, with aball cap tucked
over her hair. She gave Myel's gym clothes a specul ative look.



"Don't ak," he said. "Where's Commander Scott?"

"Just up here" she said, walking him toward the Spheres. Activity had picked up alittle, with severa of
thefake vid crew retreating to the vans and other personnd, military by thelook of them, securing the
perimeter. "We haven't started yet. It should be fairly straightforward. Either the Sphere respondsto you
or it doesn't."

Hesad, "To my wife. I'm only hereto observe.”

Farber touched the headset under her ball cap. "On our way," she said to someone, and amoment later
they met up with Jodenny and Teddy Toledo on adirt path through the redwoods.

"Any problem getting away from school?* Jodenny asked, eyeing Myédl's clothes.

"It'sall fine" he assured her. Shewasn't in uniform ether, but instead trousars and a shirt that made her
look like any other member of the pretend vid crew.

Toledo, hisgreen shirt already stained at the underarms, clapped his hands. "I've got a good fedling about
this”

Myel's pdmsfet damp, and he ingtinctively reached for Jodenny™s hand. She squeezed it briefly, gave
him asmile, then let go as Anna Gayle met them.

"Chief Mydl," Gayle said, offering him abrisk handshake. Shewas al business, he decided, very
confident, not asingle red hair daring to stray from the tight braid on her head. Sim, beautiful, hard: That
was her husband out there somewhere, and she was determined to find him. Gayle said, "So very glad
you decided tojoin us."

"I'm not joining you," he said. "1'm supporting Commander Scott.”

Gayle's smile was bright and tight. " Same difference. We're dmost ready, Commander. Asyou've been
briefed, eventswill be direct and straightforward. I'll try activating atoken, aswill two otherswho've
traveled in the network before. Each timewell give the system ten minutesto respond. Then it will be
your turn.”

"I'll do my best," Jodenny said, though they al knew she had no control over it at dl.

"Weve got monitoring equipment set up inside, recording everything. The datals being fed up to that
van," Gaylesad. "Y ou can watch from thereif you'd like, Chief."

Myell squinted at the green van bardly visblein thetrees. "'I'll stay here”

Gayle waked down toward the M other Sphere. Myell sat with Jodenny in the grass by the side of the
path. Farber and Toledo remained standing. The air wasfilled with birdsong and soughing wind, and a
steady crunching sound from Toledo as he chewed on peanuts.

Ten minutes after entering the Mother Sphere, Gayle emerged with aflat expression.
"Nothing," she said.

Two other people whom Myell hadn't met came down the path and took their turns. The Sphere didn't
respond to either of them.

"My turn." Jodenny stood up and brushed grass from her shorts. "No worries."



Myel rose with her and kissed her soundly. "Be careful.”
"Always," shesad.
"Good luck, Commander,” Gayle said, her armstightly folded over her chest.

Jodenny nodded at al of them, and went down to the Mother Sphere. She paused at the archway to
throw Myell aquestioning look. Heforced aamile.

Shewaked insde, and waslost to hissight.

* * % % %

Jodenny didn't know why she was s0 nervous. Even if the token came, she wasn't going anywhere. The
mission to save Dr. Monnox and Commander Gold would fall to others. But she couldn't shake off the
memory of her last trip—the hard yelow light pushing them onward, ever onward, through dusty Spheres
flung across the universe. The sicknessripping through her gut and head. The way Myell had looked
when they finaly returned to Warramaa, hisface dack and limbs cold.

Stepping into the Sphere was like plunging from day to night, despite the half-dozen large floodlights that
had been erected in the interior. Darkness persisted high in the ceiling and at the base of the round walls.
The place smelled cool and dry and musty. Nothing like the deep lushness outside, the redwoods that
stretched like giantsto the sky. Thiswas a different giant, molded by the Wondjina, long before the trees
outside had been saplings, or seeds, or even theidea of seeds.

"Radio check, Commander," said avoice on her headset, and she nodded for the benefit of the cameras.
"Loud and clear," shesad.

She resisted the urge to rub the goosebumps on her skin. Instead she walked back and forth acrossthe
width of the Sphere, watching her boot prints making faint marks in the hard-packed dirt. Shefet slly,
walking around under remote scrutiny and waiting for apiece of aien technology to put in an appearance.
What was Myel| thinking, up on the path? She was glad he had come. Maybe when evening came they
could find anice, intimate restaurant, a place far from the crowds where they could talk and bask in just
being with each other.

She knew after afew minutes that the token wasn't going to come for her. A relief, actudly. If it wouldn't
comefor her, surely she wasn't in any way responsible for the system shutting down in thefirst place.
Nor would she bear the responshility of enabling more people to go off down the network on a second
mission that might end in tragedy. But it was disgppointing, aswell, to find out that she wasn't specid in
any way. Thetoken that wouldn't come for others wouldn't come for her, either.

Her radio clicked. Gayl€e's clipped voice said, "Thank you, Commander. Y ou can come out now."

The sunlight was exceptiondly bright outside, and Jodenny had to blink severd times againg the
harshness. Myel| and Gayle had come to meet her at the archway. Gayle nodded appreciation for
Jodenny's attempt but her gaze was averted.

"I'm not discouraged,’ Gayleinsisted. "I never expected immediate success. We can try the Spheres at
Swedenville next. Still, whileweredl here, I'm wondering if Chief Myell wouldn't agreeto test his
presence aswdll."

Myell kept silent.



Gaylesad, "I understand that to you, this network is more than just ancient technology. More than
machinery. There are severe political, economic, and religiousimplicationsif Team Space findsaway to
make it apractica mode of transportation, and the repercussions cannot be underestimated. | wish |
could seeinto the future and reassure you that the network will be put to only the most beneficid of
purposes, and that al mankind will benefit. But we both know it's not in my power to do so."

Myd| was ill slent. Jodenny couldn't tel what he wasthinking.

"But it isin your power to step into that Mother Sphere, Chief, and I'm asking you to do so. Y ou know
that my husband is out there somewhere. | believe he'sdive. | believe he needs my help. To that end, I'll
do everything | can to try and get this system working again. I'll beg you, if that'swhat you want. I'll get
down on my kneesright here. Because that's how badly | want to have himinmy arms again.”

"Dr. Gayle..." Mydl sounded appalled. "Please don't."

Gayl€'s eyes sarted to glitter. "I believe you came here today not just because you wanted to support
Commander Scott. | believe degp down that you want me to persuade you, that you truly want to help.
It'sadozen steps from here into that Sphere. All you have to do istake them. Twelve steps, and you
could enable my husband to come home again.”

Jodenny watched indecision play out on Myéll'sface. Perhaps he had come out here just to be
persuaded. It stung alittle that Gayle could succeed where Jodenny had not, but then again, the stakes
were much higher for Gayle.

Mydll stared at the archway of the Mother Sphere.
"It won't work for me," he said, but not very strongly.
"Pleasetry," Gaylesad. "Pleasejust try."

Helooked hopdesdy at Jodenny, but she couldn't help him. The decision had always been histo make.
But she doubted that his convictions were strong enough to withstand the force of Gayl€'s grief and hope.

Myell sad, "Only thisonce."

Gaylewasingantly on her radio. "Chief Mydl'sgoing in. Make sure you're monitoring.”
Jodenny squeezed hishand. "Thanks."

He kissed her hard, then disappeared into the Sphere.

"Thank you," Gayle said to Jodenny.

Surprised, Jodenny said, "'l didn't do anything.”

"Y ou could have stopped him."

"Y ou don't know him very well."

Silence from the Mother Sphere. Across the grass, a baby squirrel popped out of afalen log, peered a
them, then darted away again. Gayl€e'sright hand, fisted at her side, looked so painfully clenched that
sheld probably have fingernail marksin her palm for hours. The defeat of hope was such adifficult thing.

Then theloud, clear call of an approaching ouroboros blasted through the air, and that changed
everything.



* * % % %

The horn cut through Myell as surely as adagger.

Hetold himsdf he hadn't expected the system to respond to him. He'd said as much to Gayle and
Jodenny. He was not specid; he had in no way been singled out or chosen.

A lie, heknew. Thewors kind. The kind told to onesdf.

But Gayle had been right. He had come here knowing that they would ask, and perhaps wanting to be
persuaded to try.

The scuffle of boots made him turn. Gayle and Jodenny came through the arch. Gayle shook his hand
with aforceful grip and awide smile.

"Youdidit, Chief," shesad. "I'll dwaysbein your debt.”
Jodenny kissed his cheek. "Thank you."

A hdf-dozen Marinesin gray camouflage uniforms entered the Mother Sphere, each loaded up with
equipment, backpacks, and mazers. Leading them wasatal, muscular commander of Aborigina
descent. His hair was cut close to his skull, and his ordersto the other soldiers were crigp and confident.

" Saadi, make sure your GNATs are ready to go. Collins, we might need that Blue-Q at thefirst station.
Breme, Lavasseur, that anti-grav ded's got to get in position fast. Remember the window."

"Y ou're leaving right now?" Jodenny asked, surprised.

"We can't take the chanceit'll shut down again,”" Gayle said. One of the soldiers brought a backpack to
her. She shrugged into it with practiced ease. "The mission leaves with that token."

Myell said, "But you don't know that the network will continue to work."

An ouroboros flashed into existence on the ground. The circle was larger than Myell remembered, the
cool meta fashioned into asnake devouring itsown tail. He could see theinterior glowing faintly with
symbols. The female soldier and one of the men steered aded into its confines and took up position.

"It could stop,” Myd| said. "Y ou might get one or two stations and the whole thing will shut down again.”
Gayle spared him the briefest of glances. "That's why you're coming with us."
"No, you can't—" Jodenny started to say, but two of the Marines moved to Mydl'sside.

"Chief Myell, I'm Commander Nam," the Aborigina commander said. "Effectiveimmediatdy, you've
been reassigned from Supply School to the Research and Development branch. Y ou are ordered to
accompany and assst thismission. Y ou can go willingly, or you can go carried over our shoulders, but
you are coming.”

Leorah Farber and Teddy Toledo had joined them inside the Sphere—Toledo wide-eyed and gaping,
Farber vocal in her disgpproval.

"Dr. Gayle" she said, "thiswasnt in the plan!™

"ltwasinmy plan," Gayle said tightly.



"Mine, too,” Nam said.
"No," Myell said. Hewouldn't, he couldn'. "I'm not going.”

"Let me beclear.” Nam nodded to the soldiers, who grabbed Myell by the arms. "Y ou don't have a
choice

Everyone was taking at once now—~Farber and Toledo arguing, Jodenny protesting, Nam giving orders.
The Marines tugged Mye| toward the ouroboros. He thought about swinging hisfists but he didn't want
to risk Jodenny getting hurt. He cursed his own stupidity. Of course they had tricked and used him. Of
coursethey had lied.

Jodenny watched helplesdy asthey took her husband away. Shetried to join them, to leap forward, but
Nam's other men restrained her.

Gayle and Nam joined the group in the ouroboros. Gayle said to Jodenny, "If al goeswdl, well be back
soon. If not—well, if not, then perhaps well have been more successful than | hope.™

Myl wasn't saying anything, but Jodenny could seein hisface athousand unsaid things—horror at how
the situation had gotten out of hand, desperation at being dragged into the network againgt hiswill.
Resignation, too. Asif this had always been meant to happen. She remembered how they'd nearly died in
the network, and realized she might never ever seehim again.

"Can't you stop her?" Jodenny said to Farber.

Farber's gaze was |ocked on Gayle. "Thisiswrong, Anna. Y ou're not going to find what you're looking
for."

Gaylesfacelit up in an unexpected smile. "I'll let you know."
Jodenny said, reckledy, "I'll follow you—"
Myell found hisvoice. "Don't. I'll come back. I'll come home. Remember that—"

A flash of hard yellow light took him, Gayle, Nam, and four Marines away before he could complete the
sentence.

Jodenny sank to her knees on the ground, unable to stand on her own.

EIGHT

Sdeair. Plashes of artificid light, painful againg hiseyes. But not as painful asthe dry heavestearing
from his stomach up histhroat. In retrospect, he was glad he hadn't eaten lunch.

Urgent voices swirled over his head.

"GNATs deployed, Commander. Outsde atmosphere cold but clear—"
"No sign of Commander Gold'steam, no radio sgnas—"

"Time eapsed: forty seconds. Forty-five..."

"We haveto sop here," aman said. "He needsto stabilize.”

Gayle, sounding irritated, asked, "Why is he sck so soon, Ensign Collins?!



Collinsanswered, "This wasn't unexpected, after his reaction on Warramaa. Commander Nam?"

Myell curled into himself further, aware of dirt and dust, and someone's hand on his shoulder. Bile burned
at the back of histhroat.

"Y ou're sure he can't make the next one?' Gayle asked.
"Not without therisk of cardiac arrest, maam.”
Nam said, "Haul out, then. Were stopping.”

Gayle cursed. Strong hands reached under MyédlI's shoulders and more hands gripped his ankles. When
they tried to lift him, he struggled againgt the movement.

"It'sokay, Chief," Collinssaid.
"He'sfighting,” said thewoman at Mydl'sankles. -
Nam asked, "Can you sedate him?"

Myell gave up struggling. He was lifted and carried out of the ouroboros. They put him on the ground.
Collins pressed some cold gel on theinside of Myél'sright wrist, and some of the nausea began to pass.

Other voicesin the dark were talking about GNATS, weather reports, recon information. Myell caught
only part of the conversation. Eventualy Collins and the woman carried Myell out of the Mother Sphere.
The new planet's sky was black and clear, without any of Kimberley's city glow. A stream gurgled
nearby and stars glittered above the branches of pinetrees. Theair amdled faintly saty.

"Make camp here," Nam ordered. "l want him ready to travel by morning.”

Myell was eased onto a blanket. Several battery lanterns powered up, the blue-white light acomfort.
"Tentsup, Sir?' someone asked.

"Isthe westher going to hold, Chief Saadi?' Nam asked.

"Too soontotdl, Sr.”

Nam said, "No tents. Not yet."

Coallins, adark-haired man with freckles across his nose, urged Mydl| to drink from awater bottle.
Camouflageinggniaon his collar indicated that he was an ensign, though he was clearly older than Myell.
Former enlisted, perhaps. Or maybe alate addition to the Medica Corps.

"You adoctor?' Myell croaked out.

"Medic," Collins said easily. "Fedling better? Y our temperature's coming back up. I've given you adose
of Blue-Q."

Gayle, standing nearby, said, "So he's better. We can keep going?”
"Not until morning,” Naminssted.

Myell huddled in the bedroll as Nam set up awatch schedule. Sergeant Breme, the only female soldier,
got thefirst watch. Sergeant Lavasseur, alanky blond with a scar on his chin, would stand second watch.
Chief Saadi, with his shaved head and intense stare, would round up with the third. Saadi controlled the



remote-controlled GNATs and comm equipment, which he compulsively checked on the two gibs he
caried with him.

"Hy, babies, fly," hewas saying.
"Lavasseur, you're in charge of dinner," Nam ordered.

"Now, Commander?' Lavasseur asked. Me had a strange accent. American, maybe. Must have come
from Earth. "It's only fifteen hundred hours."

Breme jerked her head toward the dark sky. "Not here, it'snot. Don't want jet lag, do we?"

Saadi consulted hisgibs. "1've got multiple readings coming in. Weve got afix on severa sarsinthe
Rosette Nebula The GNATsare dtill calculating the differential s—okay, here we go. Thisplanet'salittle
bit smaller than Fortune, alittle faster rotation, weather should hold, we should see sunup in about—oh,
roughly, seven and ahdf hours. So it is well withintimefor dinner.”

Lavasseur sad, "Trip isgoing to mess up my circadian rhythm.”
"Isthat acomplaint?' Nam asked.
"No, sr," Lavasseur said eadily. "Just an observation.”

Myell pulled the blanket tighter. He wished Jodenny were there. Thelook on her face asthe soldiers had
dragged him to the ouroboros was everything he had never wanted to see on her—anguish, hel plessness,
fury. She hadn't known Gayl€'s plan. Of course she hadn't known. He was the one who'd fallen for lies
and tears. But if he hadn't volunteered to walk into the Mother Sphere, Nam or the others might have
dragged himin anyway. Theideaof choice had dwaysbeen anilluson.

He dept, somehow, though his chest ached from missing Jodenny. When he opened hiseyesagain, a
gmall firewas burning in acircle of rocks not too far away. Lavasseur had the watch. Gayle was Sitting
againg alog and typing in her gib, her face bathed with its blue glow.

"Better or worse?' Collins asked, from somewhere behind Myell.

Myell rolled over. "Better," he admitted. "Thirsty."

Collins gave him awater bottle and rubbed more of the cool gel against hiswrist.

"What did you call that stuff?* Myell asked.

"Blue-Q. Helpsalot. Weve been receiving treatment for afew days now, but you havent—"
"Endgn,” Gaylesaid, awarningin her voice.

Myell pulled the blanket closer. The temperature had dropped while he was deeping. ™Y ou knew the
network would work for me."

"l had hopes," Gaylereplied, without looking up. "It was hard enough to get you to consider cooperation
inthefirst place. If | told you | wanted you to come adong, you'd have run off screaming.”

Myell said, "So you decided to drag me dong anyway."

"In the service of Team Space."



"Team Space doesn't need this service."
Lavasseur, warming his hands by the fire, watched the two of them.

"Wedisagree." Gayle shut down her gib. "I don't expect you to be happy about it, but there's no turning
back. The token carries us always forward, never backward. Y our cooperation will ensure that we
return as quickly as possible.”

"My cooperation,” he repeated.

"Passive cooperation,” Gayle added. "Nothing is expected of you, Chief, other than you don't impede our
progress. Think of it asavacation.”

Myell ressted the urge to vomit.

Collinssaid, "l suggest you get some deep, Chief.”

"I haveto usethelatrine” Myell said.

Commander Nam sat up in hisbedrall. "I'll take him."

The last thing Myel | wanted was help to the latrine from a commander. But he let Nam walk him down a
narrow path toward the trees. Nam's flashlight led the way. Crickets and the occasiond scuffling sounds
of night animas reminded Myell of home, and home made him think of Jodenny. He finished as quickly as

possible.
"Let'stakealittle detour,” Nam suggested.

Nam steered him down asmall hill to where the grass gave way to sand and the stream joined the sea.
Theroiling black mass of water was the source of the salty smell that Myell had been denying for hours.
He shrank back, because if there was anything worse than the ocean it was the ocean at night, infinite
dark railing terrifying ocean at night.

Nam scowled at him. "What's wrong?”'
"Nothing," Myell forced out, the word half strangled.

Nam thumbed hisradio asif to cal Ensign Callins but then stopped. He took Myell back up to acopse
of evergreens. The view of the ocean was blocked, and they could see Lavasseur's distant figure sitting
by thefire. Myell sank to the grass with his head between his knees.

"That wasntin your file" Nam sad. "Tha assgphobia.”

Several moments passed before. Myell could say, "Doesn't come up much when you're sailing the
Alcheringa. Most people don't know theresaword for it."

Nam's gaze was locked on the dark woods. "My mother had it. Couldn't go near the ocean without
throwing up.”

Myell sucked in another deep breeth. His head no longer felt full of sdt and rotting fish smells.

"Dr. Gayle doesn't think you're going to cooperate.” Nam's dark face wasimpassive. "l told her that of
course you will. Whether you want to be here or not isirrelevant. Thisisaduty assgnment like any
other.”



"1 was brought on thismisson against my will, a gunpoint,” Myell said. "'l wasn't given the chanceto
disobey. | would have taken the brig over this."

Nam made asnorting noise. "If you say so. Likeit or not, you're part of a security project that will have
ramificationsfor centuriesto come. Y ou fed some ownership and possessiveness, maybe a sense of
entitlement. All because you tripped through the Warrama a Spheres and had a hallucination about a
talking snake."

Myell kept his gaze stubbornly on hisknees.

"Let metdl you this, Chief. | don't know why the network stopped working. | don't know why it loves
you enough to start sending tokens again. We've got nine people out here to rescue, nine people who are
ahdl of alot braver than you or me. So you follow the orders you're given, you make sure those tokens
keep coming, and we save that missing team. When we get home you go back to playing Izim and
moaning about how unfair lifeis. Understand? Otherwise I'll have you sedated, and welll carry your body
through the stations until we get back to Fortune.”

"Yes, gr," Myel sad, hisfists clenched. "I understand completely.”

* * % % %

Sunrise arrived on the schedule Saadi had predicted. The landscape was pretty enough, avirgin pine
forest doping east toward the sea. The Mother Sphere stood aone, no other Spheres flanking her. Saadi
and Gayletook vids, drew maps, and collected up the miniature GNAT satellites while Breme and
Collins broke camp.

Lavasseur handed Myell aset of green fatiguesin his size, dong with boots, aflashlight, and awater
bottle. Mydll was glad enough to get out of his Supply School clothesthat he didn't dwell on the fact that
they'd stocked up on equipment for him. He kept the dilly bag around hiswaist, glad for the small,
comforting weight.

"Why aren't we wearing protection?' he asked. "Doesn't anyone worry that the next station might not
have oxygen, or be poisonousin other ways?'

"Therings don't transport organic materid that's sealed up,” Collins said. "Inorganic materid, fine. Crates
and clothes and equipment al go through. Dead things? Sure. They sent some dead micein sealed gear
through Swedenville. But never living humansin protective suits. And never any DNGOs or robots.”

"Therésgot to be apretty senstive scanning system at work,” Myell said. "To differentiate al that.”
Nam sad, "Soit would seem.”

Gayle was bright eyed and eager to tart off, but she wanted to seeif the token in the Mother Sphere
would respond to anyone but Myell. Shetried it, then Nam, then the Marines, but the ouroboros didn't
sng out an approach until Myell stepped inside.

"Why only you?' Gayle asked Mydll.

"I don't know," Mydl said.

"Would you tell usif you did, Chief:" Lavasseur asked.
Breme poked him. " Shut up.”



Nam, who'd been watching Mydll, turned away.

The ouroboroswas just large enough for al of them and the ded, Myell glanced at the glyphs carved
ingde the ring. Thirty-something more stopsto go. He tensed and held his breath, which wasglly.
Transport through the ring never hurt. The aftereffects were the miserable part.

A hand closed on hisarm. Collins said, "Y ou should befine, Chief."

Y dlow flashed at them from al sides. The next station on the Bainbridge loop was as hollow and musty
as any other held visted. To Mydl's surprise, he didn't fed much worse for the wear. Saadi deployed
GNATS past the Spheré's archway and took readings while Lavasseur vidded the interior. Breme kept a
steady countdown for the token departure. They had assumed that the same amount of time would pass
at each station: ninety seconds, give or take asplit second.

"No radio Sgnas," Saadi reported, watching hisgibs. "Exterior looks like aswvamp and it'sraining out.
No sign of Commander Gold'steam. There are two Father Spheres outside.”

Gayle, who was swinging her own gib back, and forth, nodded briskly. She stepped out of the
ouroboross confines. "We need to check them out. Map thelr tokens."

"No," Nam said. "We keep going."
"Commander, we're tasked with learning as much about the network aswe can,” Gayle said.

Nam's gaze was unflinching. "We're not stopping at every station on thisloop so you can gather data, Dr.
Gayle. If the Stuation war rants, I'll be happy to let you do your digging.”

Breme sad, "One minute until we depart, Sr."

Gayle showed no sign of stepping back into the ouroboros. " Team Space gave us a clear mandate,
Commander. Search and recovery of my hushand's team, but intelligence gathering aswell.”

"Commander Gold's team has been trgpped out here for months,” Nam said. "They're our firgt priority. If
you choose to stop I'm not going to argue you with, Doctor. But thisteam and | are going forward.
Hopefully you'll be here the next time a rescue team comes through. If one ever does.”

Coallinswas studioudy ignoring the argument. Myell had the distinct impression thet it wasn't thefirst time
Gayle and Nam had clashed, nor would it be the lagt.

"Thirty seconds, Sir," Breme reported.
Gaylésglare didn't abate, but she stepped back into the ring.

Theyelow light flashed again. The next Mother Sphere gppeared around them. Mydl| felt nauseated and
closed hiseyes againgt: an attack of dizziness.

"With al duefrankness, sir, that one sucked mightily," Lavasseur said, putting his hands on his knees.

"It's probably the distance between ations,”" Collins said, looking queasy himself. " Greater the distance
traveled, worse we might fed."

Breme said, "L ook there. Equipment.”

Four flashlights played over atarpaulin and some smal crates. "Haul out,” Nam ordered, and they left the
ouroboros to continue without them. Myell was happy to sit on the ground and rub the back of hisaching



head. Collins spread more of that miracle gd on hiswrist. Already his skin therewas blue, but it did help.
Lavasseur ingpected the crates. " Serid numbers match Commander Gold's manifest.”
Gayle nodded briskly. "Excdlent.”

Outside was amountain dope of thin green grass, with clear blue skies and anearby dliff that dropped a
thousand metersinto arocky valey. Mydl had never suffered from vertigo, but as he gazed out at the
sweeping visaof green mountains and plunging ravines, he could heartily gppreciate afear of heights.
The Mother Sphere looked like agiant marble, ready to roll down into oblivion with one push of agiant's
hand.

"Jesus" Breme said, gazing a the valeysfar below.
"Good placefor hang diding," Saadi said.

Gayle and Bremetook atrip up the dope. Mydll sat on the grass, happy for the sunshine after the
gloominess of the Sphere. Saadi monitored his GNATswhile Lavasseur conducted an inventory of what
Gold's mission had left behind. Litter, mostly. A dead flashlight. Some freeze-dried ration cartons, empty.
No notes. No messages for anyone who might come after them.

"No sgnsof acampfire, either, Commander," Collinssad. "They didn't stay long."

Gayle and Breme came back down the hill. They'd found nothing of the missing team. Nam ordered them
to move on. At the next station Lavasseur went down on his knees and vomited. Nam caled atime-out
for Collinsto do amedical check on everyone.

"Thought this Blue-Q was supposed to make everything better," Lavasseur said sourly, asthey sat
outsdeintal grass. A savannalike plain stretched out al around them. The air was hot and still under a
cornflower-blue sky. The sun was amost directly overhead.

"It'snot acure-al." Collinswent around to dl of them, pressing sensors againg their skin, collecting
blood samplesfor later analysis, and dispensing more blue gel as needed. "But we'd be far worse off
without it, trust me."

This Mother Sphere was flanked by two Childs. Gayle, who seemed to be tolerating ouroboros travel
better than any of them, went off to investigate. With Nam's permission, Lavasseur stretched out with his
pack asapillow and dozed. Collins busied himself with hismedical duties while Breme scouted the
perimeter. Myd| sat a short distance away with hisface shaded againgt the sun.

Saadi, crouched nearby, was stowing his GNATs back into their cases. He said, "I hear you declined
chief'sinitiaion.”

"Thet'sright,” Mydl said.

"Y ou think you can turn it down?'

Myell swatted at afly. "Yes, Chief Saadi, regulationssay | can.”

"Shit on regulations. Y ou're not achief just because you put on theinggnia.”

Another fly tried to land on Myéll'sarm. "But you are achief after you let someone force-feed you rotten
eggs? After they make you crawl through shit and garbage?"

"Fucking lies, al of that," Saadi said hotly.



Gayle returned from the Child Spheres, afrown carved in her face. "I couldn't trigger atoken in either
one. Welve never called them out in anything but Mother Spheres. But you, Chief Myell, reported that
you and Commander Scott went through a Child when you traveled out of Warramala. | need you to try

Myell sad, "No."

Gayle's gaze hardened. "What?'

Hedidn't move from hisspot inthe grass. "'l refuse.”

Lavasseur lifted hishead. Saadi muttered, "Figures,”" and Gayle turned to Nam.
"Y ou said he was onboard with this" Gayle said.

"Chief," Nam warned.

"I'll support anything that locates Commander Gold's team and gets us home,” Myell said. "Exploring
other Spheresian't part of that. Not without proof the missing team switched loops. We start wandering
off on other branches, welll never get home."

"We're not wandering off!" Gayle said. "All I'm going to do isvid atoken, if it comes. The glyphswill
help us build a better map, might cross-reference back to Fortune or the Seven Sisters—it's absolutely
imperative we accomplish as much as we can a these stations! Am | the only one who understands
thet?"

Nam studied Myéll. "Dr. Gayl€srequest isn't unreasonable.”
"l won'tdoit, ar,” Mydl sad.

Gayleglared a him. "Yes, you will."

A scream from Breme ripped through the air.

Nam and the Marinesjerked to their feet, mazersin hand. The grassto the west rippled and bowed as
Breme appeared, running for her life, followed by four or five extremdy large animals. Dark and fadt,
snarling vicioudy, predators used to catching and devouring their kill. Lions of somekind. Nam,
Lavasseur, and Collinsdl fired their wegpons. Two of the animasfdl ingtantly, and the others scattered
withydps.

"Chase them down, sir?' Lavasseur asked.
"Let them be," Nam ordered.

Breme was shaken but unharmed. The animals had been killed instantly and lay sorawled in the grass
wherethey had fallen. Four-legged, enormoudy large, with large fangs and thick pelts.

Saadi took vids, asking, "Wheat the hdll are they? Look at those fucking teeth!”

"Marsupid lions,” Gayle said, crouched by the larger beast. "Extinct in Austraiaover fifty thousand years

"You're sure?' Nam asked. "None of the Seven Sisters harbor any extinct species.”

"Werrefar from the Seven Sigters,” Gaylereplied.



Collinstook samples of skin, fur, and blood. Saadi suggested cutting off paws for souvenirs, an ideathat
Nam nixed. They l€ft the lionsto rot in the sun and headed back to the cool dimness of the Mother
Sphere. Looking back over his shoulder, Mydll saw alone vulture homein on the corpses. More would
come, with beaksto pluck out eyes and clawsto rip flesh. Just like in the painting in the farmer's market
on Water Street, wherethe girl had called him Jungdli.

The Mother Sphere was dark and comforting, but even as he stepped into the ouroboros, Myell could
hear the vulture outside squawking in victory.

NINE
At the eighth station out of Bainbridge, Breme began vomiting violently.

"We haveto stop, gr,” Collinssaid.

Collinsand Lavasseur carried her out of the ouroboros. Myell tried to help Saadi with the ded, but the
other chief sad, "Leaveit, itsmine.

"Let him help,” Nam ordered.

Snow was spilling through the open archway. Their breath frosted in the air asthey waited for Saadi's
GNATSsto collect data. "Winter wonderland out there," Saadi reported. "L ooks like an apine forest.
Dusk or thereabouts, and below freezing. No sign of other Spheres.”

"Below freezing, snow, forest, dark,” Nam said. "We're better off in here.”

Gaylesad, "If Chief Myel staysin here, hell keep triggering the system. | don't want to risk overtaxing
it"

Myell waited for them to order him outside, to freeze in the snow by himself. Instead, Nam had them
break out thermal sweaters, winter parkas, gloves, and other equipment from the ded. A well-prepared
expedition, Myel| thought. When they ssomped outside, snow was piled high on the north sde of their
Mother Sphere. Bare ground lay exposed on the south.

"Get thetentsup,” Nam said. "Saadi, you'rein charge of thefire."

Collinswas il busy treating Breme, so Mydll pitched in hel ping Lavasseur erect the tents. The winter
landscape was quiet and slvery-white from the light of amoon. Every one of the Seven Sstershad a
satellite moon, just like back on Earth: afundamenta of Wondjina design, people said. Moonswere
necessary to maintain tides. Oceans, those blasted things, didn't rise and fal much on their own. The
moon currently hanging low in the trees had different markings than the ones Myell" knew back on
Baiame and Fortune, but was comforting nonetheless.

"Don't listen to Chief Saadi," Lavasseur said quietly, while they worked on the last tent. 'About that
chief'sthing, that is. | had afriend, back on Earth. He went through it. Said it was dl bullshit.”

"Mog of itis" Myl sad.

Lavasseur pulled the tent zipper open. "They ever pick mefor promotion, I'm going to tell them exactly
whereto shovether initiation.”

MydI's boot brushed againgt something smal lying on the ground. He stared at it for amoment. Sourness
rosein histhroat and coated his tongue.



"Commander Nam?" he called out. "Y ou should see this."

Nam came over. Soon they were al staring down at what Collinsand his gib had identified as ahuman
finger bone. More bones were scattered on the ground or under the edges of snow. The largest wasa
rib. The creepiest, to Myell, was part of alower jaw with three teeth till embedded init.

"Animasmust have dragged off therest,” Lavasseur said.

"No clothing,” Gayle remarked. "No bits of uniform, rubber from boot soles, or meta inggnia.”
"Can you identify thevictims?' Nam asked Collins.

Coallinsreplied, "I'mworking on DNA profiles, ar.”

Gayle shoved her hands deep into her pockets. The skeletal remains could belong to her husband. Nam
looked equally tense. Myell shuffled in the cold air and tried not think about the gruesome discovery held
made back on the Aral Sea, ablue-white corpse crusted withice.

"Lavasseur's right about animals," Nam said. "Everyone keep an eye on the perimeter and your scanners.
| don't want to be surprised by anything like those lions.”

Another long minute passed before Callins said, "There's two different sets of remains here, Commander.
Dr. Jang and Dr. Meredith.”

Nam asked. "Can you tell when they died?"
"No, gr," Collinssaid.

Gayle picked up the jawbone and examined it with cold scrutiny. "If they deceased on arriva, Robert
wouldn't have left the bodies out to decompose. Susan and Eric were friends. The team must have buried
them, and animals dug up the corpses.”

"Commander Gold would have covered them with rocks, given the frozen ground,” Nam said.
"We don't know that it was frozen when they passed thisway," Gayle retorted.

Collinstook the jaw from Gayle, tresting it with areverence she hadn't shown. "Ensign Holt isthe finest
field medic | know. No one on the team should have died because of the token, not unlesshelost dl his
medica equipment and their supply of Blue-Q. These bones have chew marks on them. They could have
been attacked while aive. Like those lionsthat chased Breme.”

Nam tasked Lavasseur and Myell with searching the snowy forest around the Spheres for more remains.
The going was dow. Their scanners picked up rocks and branches and dead leaves that gave fase
readings as clothing. They kept vigilant for wolves and bears and any other large animasthat might come
their way. Thework and cold tired Myell more than he cared to admit. He cast occasiona glances back
at the camp, where Breme was moved into one of the tentsto recuperate and Gayle was working on her
gib by ablazingwarmfire,

"Lavasseur, report,” said Nam's voice over their radios.
"Nothing, sir," Lavasseur reported. Despite the winter gear, histeeth were chattering.
"Come on back, the two of you, and get some hot coffee.”

Myell was happy to oblige. In addition to coffee, Collins had broken out their medl rations. Though it



hadn't been long since lunch, they were il trying to eat smal medls on the schedule of whatever world
they werevisting. A package of sdf-heating chili went along way toward making Mydl| fed warm again.

"Is the temperature going to keep dropping during the night?' Nam asked Saadli.

Saadi was dready deploying more GNATS. They roseinto the treeslike sparksfrom thefire. "Thereésa
high-pressure front coming in from the north, but it's pushing air that's not too much colder. We should be
comfortable in the tents with the heet packs.”

"Y ou don't sound too confident,” Nam said.

"It'snot that, Sr,' Saadi said. "I'm having trouble with astronomical caculations.”

Myell tilted his head back. He could see plenty of stars, but no recognizable congtellations.
Nam poured himsdlf more coffee. "Isit your equipment?’

"No, gr. The bugs arefine. But they re not getting afix. I'll kegp working oniit.”

After dinner, Nam sent Lavasseur and Myell back to the snowy woods. They didn't find any bones or
clothing, but on the fringe of their search area L avasseur found something much, much larger.

"Down there," he said, pointing down a steep dope.

A Father Sphere lay in aravine about two dozen meters below, agreat gray hulk in the moonlight. Part
of its surface was smashed in. A Mother and Child lay nearby, apparently intact but coated with snow.

"Dr. Gaylell loveit," Lavasseur said.

Lavasseur radioed in areport. Within moments Nam and Gayle were traipsing through the woods
toward their position. Gayle wanted to climb down the dope immediately.

"Damaged Spheresarerare,” she said. "If we could find out what happened to it, whether it was natural
or from other causes... and we can seeiif the other two are working.”

Myel| steded himsdf for another argument but Nam forestalled it by saying, "No one's going down there
in the dark. Well assess the climb in the morning. Everyone back to camp.”

Gayle muttered something under her breath. They dl trudged back through the snow to the beckoning
fire. Saadi had been working on his calculations while they were gone. He reported that sunrise would be
another eight hours. The GNATSs had told him that they were in the northern latitudes of the planet, but
they gtill hadn't identified any of the Sars.

"We might be completely out of the Milky Way," Gayle said eagerly. "Thefird interstellar travelersto do
0."

"M81, M31, M10—shouldn't matter. I've got everything loaded here," Saadi said, and went off to
consult more equipmen.

Nam hadn't said anything about Myell's earlier refusal to explore other Spheres on the planet of marsupia
lions. Surely the matter wasn't settled. Mydll could fedd Nam's gaze on him every now and then, a
frowning assessment. Nam split the night watches between Collins, Saadi, Lavasseur) and himsdlf. Breme
and Gayle shared one tent, and Myel got to be in the tent with arotating roommate. Hefell adegp with
Saadi in the adjacent deeping bag and woke when Collinstook his place.



"Y ou could freeze your ass off out there," Collins said, rubbing his hands together. "1'm going to shoot
Saadi. Not much colder, he said.”

Mydl rubbed his eyes. Hed been dreaming of Jodenny and Karl back at home, and the way Jodenny
smelled when she was deeping besde him. "Maybe the GNATs are mdfunctioning.”

"Sure. Whatever."
"Breme okay?"

Coallinsdid into the deeping bag that Saadi had vacated. " Shelll befine. I'm actualy surprised that the
Blue-Qisworking aswell asit is. We didn't get much of achanceto test it, what with the system down."”

"Y ou don' think traveling through the tokenskilled Dr. Jang and Dr. Meredith.”

Collinslifted up one ebow, punched hissmal pillow, and settled down again. "We're dill dive, and our
Blue-Q isno different than theirs. Ensign Holt and Commander Gold wouldn't endanger anyone by
pushing through if they were sick. Neither would Commander Nam.”

Myell stared at the tent walls. Firdight outside cast areddish glow.

"Nam'sagood man, you know," Collinssaid. "Héesalot of things. Completely committed to finding
Commander Gold'steam. We dl trained together at Swedenville. Could have been this team that went
on the Bainbridge loop firgt, but they drew the lucky straw. Nam's not going to let anyone stand in the
way of finding them.”

Myell didn't answer. After awhile Collinss breathing evened out. Myell waited for deep, waited some
more, waited aslong as he could, but finally he crawled back into his parkaand snowpants and boots
and |eft the tent. Lavasseur and Nam were Sitting by the fire, mazers close a hand.

"Wolves" Nam said. "GNATS picked them up. A dozen of them traveling in a pack, two kilometers
north.”

One of thewolves cried out, and the other animals answered in along group howl. They sounded alot
closer than two kilometers. Myell took up residence by the fire, though Nam didn't seefit to givehim a
mazer.

"Did Chief Saadi get hisastronomicd fix?' Myl asked.

Nam shook his head. "The data doesn't make sense. Some of the stars dmost match, but the
congtdlations aren't where they should be."

Myel| gazed skyward at the smattering of stars visible through bare trees. "Those marsupid lionsyou
killed. On Earth, they've been gonefor fifty thousand years. We know that Fortune and the rest of the
Seven Sigersare asold as Earth, share smilar fossi| records and evolution of species. None of these
planets appear any different. So what are fifty-thousand-year-old lions doing running around?’

"You've got atheory?' Nam asked mildly.

"Stars drift and congtdlations shift," Myl said. "Maybe enough, over the millennia, to confuse the
GNATs"

Nam warmed his hands by thefire. "Y ou think were traveling in time aswel| as space.”

Lavasseur choked on his coffee. "Isthat possible, Sr?!



"Anythingspossble” Nam said.

The wolves howled again, closer.

"Maybe we should head out, Sir," Lavasseur said. "If those thingskilled Dr. Jang and Dr. Meredith—"
"We can handle a pack of wolves," Nam said.

Hewouldn't want to retreat, not with the chance of more boneslying under the snow. But Myell doubted
that they could hold off adozen wolveswithout injury.

"Everyone e se could take shelter in the Mother Sphere,” Myell said. "I can stay out here.”
Nam studied hisgib, tracking the wolves. "Not necessary, Chief."

The wolf howls woke the others, who emerged from their tents degpy-eyed and anxious. Even Breme,
who looked much better than she had when they arrived. For the rest of the long, uncomfortable night
they sat huddled around thefire, listening to the circling wolves, making do with hested blankets and
gdlonsof coffee. Mydl must have dept, somehow, because after along space of time with no thought at
al, he opened his eyes and saw Nam looming over him.

"We're off to explore those other Spheres,” Nam said. "Dr. Gayle found evidence of Commander Gold's
team. Y oure coming dong.”

Breme, Saadi, and Collins were left to guard the camp and mind the equipment. Gayle and Lavasseur
were aready out & the hillsde, their breath frosting in the clear morning air. Sunlight bouncing off snow
dazzled Myéll's eyes and the exposed skin on hisface tingled.

"There," Gayle said, for Nam's benefit. "Cables and a harness. Someone climbed down there."

The cable was military-issue, coated with athin layer of ice. It snaked down theincline toward some
bushes, where the yellow safety harness was snagged. Nam and Lavasseur freed it and tested its
srength.

"I'll gofirst,” Nam said. "Dr. Gayle, Chief Myell, you're next. Sergeant Lavasseur, keep an eye out up
here"

Nam descended dowly. Gayle waited impatiently for her turn and told Lavasseur to lower her faster.
Lavasseur rolled his eyes and disobeyed. When the harness came back up, Myell pulled the straps
absurdly tight.

"Afraid of heights, Chief?" Lavasseur asked.
"Afraid of plummeting to my death,’ Myell answered.

Theinclinewas sharp and jagged. He was glad for his gloves and uniform, which protected him from the
sharp bite of rocks and brush. Disturbed snow showed him the path Gayle and Nam had taken. Sowly
he descended, trying not to get his boots caught between jagged outcrops. When he reached the bottom
of the gully, he heard Gayle happily chattering on.

"Imagine what could have happened here," she said. "' A force that smashed through the rock and
wrecked the token."

Hefollowed her voice to the broken Father Sphere. Half of it was crushed in, but the archway was
intact. Thewind smelled like ash and thewalls, in places, looked seared. Daylight fell through breachesin



the ceiling and landed on piles of snow-covered stones. At the Sphere's center, an ouroboros jutted out
of more snow. It was twisted and misshapen.

Gayle patted the dull metal. "If we can bring this back with us, it'll be the treasure of the century.”

Nam frowned. "Bring atoken through another token? Sounds like the kind of thing that doomed the
Yangtze."

"Not the same stuation,” Gayle retorted.

Myel| drifted away from their argument. The gully wasfull of crooked trees and boulders. It doped
downhill and then leveled off. The shin-high snow was easy to ssomp around in. The Mother Sphere lay
several meters away and didn't appear damaged. He didn't go into it. The smell of smoke persisted on
the wind, making hisnoseitch. A forest fire, he thought, but in winter?

Then he rounded the Child Sphere and frozein place.

A few metersaway, afire burned againgt the Child's exterior. Red flameslicked at apile of kindling. A
gmall creature was crouched next to the fire, warming itself. It had two thickly muscled aams and legs
under green leathery skin. The head was bulbous, almost like adinosaur's. Two eyes, nose holes, large
teeth. Tufts of hair stuck out on the back of its head and it had feathers—no, it wore fegthers, acloak of
white and gray thrown over boots and trousers.

Mydl didn't move, didn't dare bresthe.

Lying on the ground nearby was another of the creatures, much larger. It was unmoving and coated with
snow. The smaler creature went to it, patted it fretfully, then went back to thefire. It made a second trip,
patting again, making afaint whining noise. Mourning it. The larger alien—parent? mother>—was
unmoving, and there was ablack pool underneath it that might have been frozen blood.

Mydl had encountered the Rainbow Serpent during hisjourney out of Warramaabut never any diens,
no true-to-life other species. If Team Space had a standard operating procedure for first contacts, he
didn't know it. Mydll shifted hisweight from one foot to the other. 1t would probably be best to get
Commander Nairi or run like hell—

The smal alien snapped its head up, darmed, and flattened itself againgt the Sphere with alittle cry.
"It'sokay,” Mydl said. "I'm not going to hurt you or anything.”
It put its clawed hands over its eyes and trembled.

Myell opened hisarmsin what he hoped was areassuring gesture. “No, redly. It's okay. I'm probably
more scared of you than you are of me."

The alien made a peeping noise.
"Or maybe not,” Myell said. "Are you adone? Can you spesk?'

The dien child—because it was a child, Myell decided, ayoungling of some kind—Iowered its hands and
tilted itshead. It wasintdlligent, certainly. Alonein this frozen wilderness, with only the corpse of its
parent for company.

"Chief Mydl," said Nam's voice from behind him. "Move very dowly. Back away."

Myell risked aglance over his shoulder. Nam had his mazer out and trained on the dien. Gayle€'s mouth



and eyeswere wide with surprise, but she had erred on the side of caution and was hiding, in part,
behind Nam.

Thedien child sniffed thear but didn't cower at the Sight of more humans,
"l think itsonitsown,” Myd| sad. "The parent died.”
"l don't careif it'sthe saddest orphan in the galaxy,” Nam said. "Move. Very dowly."

Myell tried to inch backward but lost his balance on underfoot ice and went down to the snow with a
thump. The child cried out: and darted to the corpse for safety.

"Dont shoot it,” Myl said.
Nam tracked it with hismazer but didn't fire.
"We need to captureit dive," Gayle said. "Bring it back to Fortune."

Nam keyed hisradio. "Thisis Nam. Weve got Yipsin the ravine, two of them, one possibly deceased.
Chief Saadi, send your GNATsto my location. Breme, secure the camp.”

"Yips?' Myell asked. "What'saYip?' z

The child patted the corpse again, tugging at its clothing. A moment later it made a chirping noise and
extended itsright hand toward Myell. The hand had four fingers and thumb, and claws extended out from
the knuckles. The creature offered aclump of dark materia that Myell couldn't easily identify.

Gaylesad, "It'sapeace offering. Takeit, Chief."
"Dead flesh,” Nam said. " Some offering.”

Thedien child must have sensed their disapprovd. It withdrew the gift and swallowed the flesh with one
large gulp.

A chdlenging cry cut through the ar—angry, fearful. Mydl| turned to see athird dien striding out from the
distant woods. It was much larger than the child, probably twice its size, with adark cloak and asilver
helmet. It had awespon in one clawed hand, some kind of rifle that spat out red bolts like drops of
burning lava. It screeched and made clicking noises, and raised the wegpon toward them.

"Run!" Nam ordered.

Gayle sprinted away, nimble despite the snow. Nam grabbed Myell's arm and jerked Mm upright. The
adult continued to advance with screeches and more dripping lava. Nam shoved Myell toward the
Mother Sphere and said, "Take cover!”

Onceinside, Myell fell to hisknees. Gayle was dready there, hands on her kneesas shegulped in air.
Nam fired at the dien from the archway. Myl took a quick peek and estimated it was about thirty
meters away, moving quickly through the snow.

"We're under attack,” Nam radioed to the base camp. " Copy me? Two Yips, one of them armed—"

The adult fired again. Thistime the lava shots merged into atight, hot beam that dammed into Nam. He
collgpsed immediately. Myel| grabbed for hismazer but it fell outside the Sphere, and more lava bolts
made it impossibleto retrieve. The ar smelled burnt and hot, reedy to fry hisskin.



"Thetoken!" Gayle said, and he heard the sweet cdll of an inbound ouroboros. She scrambled to her
feet. "It'sour only chancel"

"WEell belog," Myell said.
"Otherwise well be dead!™

The ouroboros arrived. Nam was unconscious maybe dead. Myell dragged him backward into the ring.
The adult alien appeared in the archway, weapon aiming for Myell's chest, screeching out a protest—

Then theydlow light took them, and Mydll was happy for the void.

TEN

At the next station Myell dragged Nam out of the ouroboros. The Sphere was dark and hot around
them. Gayle followed and went to her knees, vomiting thinly into the dirt.

"Commander," Mydl said. "Wake up."

"Thetoken." Gayleturned to it and starting counting glyphs aoud. "Twenty, thirty, forty, forty-five—I
don't recognize any of these symbols—that's amogt: like Mary River Oakdale, but not quite—"

Nam was breathing, but hisface and limbs were dack. Myell rubbed his breastbone and dapped his
cheeksuntil hiseyes opened into little dits. Behind them, the token departed with aflash of yellow.

Gaylesad, "Goddammit.”
"Whwe?' Nam mumbled.
"What?' Myell asked.
"Where we?'

"Not sureyet." Myell watched Gayle walk to the archway. Sunlight outside, hot air. No more snow.
"How do you fed ?"

Nam didn't sit up. Drool had accumulated at the corner of his mouth. He swiped hislips clumsily with the
back of hishand. "They follow us?'

Myel sat back on hishedls. "You cdl them Yips. Why?'

Nam squinted at him. "Where's Dr. Gayle?"

"Did you know there were diensin the network?"

Nam squeezed the bridge of hisnose. "Gayle. Go with her. Who knows what's out there."

Mydl wanted to argue more, to demand answers, but he hauled himsdlf to hisfeet and passed under the
archway. The marshland surrounding them was cracked and baked from drought. Dried-up creeks
sretched out in al directions, punctuated by eucayptus and gum trees. Insects buzzed in the scrub
bushes that surrounded the M other Sphere and the two Children that flanked it.

Gayle was somping around, glaring at everything asif personaly affronted.

"No equipment whatsoever," she said. "My gib, the Blue Q, al of our resources—back at the base



camp.”

"Who arethe Yips? And why didn't you mention the fact that we might run into them?”
Gayle gave him anarrow look.

"Focus, Chief. We have more important things to worry about right now."

MydI'sfists ached. He unclenched them and rubbed them againgt histhighs. It was ridiculousto keep his
winter coat on and he wrenched it off, and dropped histhermal swesater next to it.

"Don't look so aggrieved,” Gayle said. Y ou knew there was intelligent life out in the network. Y ou spoke
to asnake, didn't you? So if there happen to be some Bunyips running around, that's no surprise.”

"Bunyips?" Mydl asked, "What kind of nameisthat?'

Nam appeared in the Mother Sphere archway, clutching it for support. His pallor was awful. "Old urban
legend.”

"Not an urban legend. A folk myth," Gaylesaid. "A creature in the Australian bush rumored to have
feathers and scales and aterrible screech.”

Nam sgueezed his eyes shut againgt the brilliant sunlight. "Not amyth any longer.”

Myel thought of the aien child proffering dead flesh. "What about everyone else? Do they know about
them?'

Gayle stopped pacing and pulled off her coat. Her T-shirt was aready damp with sweat. "Will you stop
consdering yoursdlf avictim of some conspiracy? Y ou didn't need to know."

"Istherest of theteam safe?" Myell asked icily.
Nam started diding down the archway as his knees buckled. "They can protect themselves."

Myell went to Nam's Side. He lowered the commander and hel ped him out of hiswinter gear. He gave
him water from his own bottle. Gayle went off to investigate the interiors of the two other Spheres. Hies
buzzed in the heated air, and Mydll swatted to keep them away.

"We haveto go back,” Nam said, eyes still closed.

Myell sad, "There wereforty or fifty glyphs on that token. We'd never survive aloop dl the way
around.”

"Can you get us back?'
"How?"' Mydl asked.
"Tak to your snakefriend."

"It'snot my friend." Myell hadn't seen the Rainbow Serpent or accompanying shaman since heand
Jodenny returned to Warramaa. "'l wouldn't even know how."

"Y ou cant improvise?'

Mydl scowled. He was kegping an eye on the interior of the Mother, waiting to seeif the
Bunyips—redly, what a name—followed.



"Why werethey there?' he asked, thinking doud. "Camped out. For awhile, judging by the snow on the
dead one. Two adultsand akid."

"Stuck," Nam said. " Trapped when the system shut down. Y ou're till the only one who can call atoken.
Which meansthe rest of our team istrapped back in the snow until we get back to them.”

Forty or more stationsto get back, and no Blue-Q to ease the way. Myell swatted at moreflies. The
horizon to the west was hazy and gray, and ashift of thewind brought him ahat, bitter smell.

"That'ssmoke," he said, sanding.

"Muck fire, maybe," Nam said.

"No GNATSstotdl for sure."

"Not much of anything,” Nam said. "Inventory?" .

"Winter gear, some emergency hand warmers, three flashlights, three bottles of water, three radios, and
whatever's stashed in your and Dr. Gayl€'s pockets. Y our mazer fell before we were transported.”

Nam opened his eyes reluctantly. "Unarmed, no equipment, no food. Not exactly therescuemisson I'd
planned.”

Theflieswere feasting on Myell's neck. He swatted and squashed some, and gazed out at the dried-up
marshland.

Nam sad, "Evidence of intelligent dienswas found a severd different stations on loops out of Kiwi and
Warramala. Fire pits, crude shelters, animal carcasses that showed evidence of tools. There were three
confirmed sightings of creatures that walked upright and wore feather cloaks. One exchange of hodtile
fire. Two of our own were killed. Then ateam working on K ookaburra captured atoken and tried to
ship it back to the research facilities on Fortune. They thought the risk was small, and it wasimportant to
get ahandle on thistechnology if we were going to be facing hostile species. Y ou know this part.”

"The Yangtze blew up when it tried to enter the Alcheringa,” Myd| said.
"The disassembled token activated. Someone -something—was trying to come through.”

"Jodenny didn't seeany tiling,” Myl said, but even as the words came out of his mouth he knew they
were wrong. Jodenny's memories had been tampered with. Blocked. Sam Osherman had said that Team
Space had doneit, though others had denied it.

"She did see something, didn't she?' Myd| asked. " She saw one of them. That'swhat you'retelling me."
"Team Space thought it prudent to block that information.”
"Tamper with her brain, you mean. Osherman saw it too, didn't he? Son of abitch.”

Nam put a hand out to the Sphere and pushed himself upright. " Saadi, Collins, the others—they didn't
know much more than to be prepared. And so we dl are.”

Gaylereturned with adisgruntled air. "'l can't trigger any tokens. Y ou'll haveto try, Chief. Unlessit
interferes with your persona idea of what thismisson is about.”

Nam said, "Dr. Gayle. There's only the three of us, and he's the only one who can make, the Spheres
work. | think alittlecivility isin order.”



Gayles mouth formed an unhappy littleline. "Fine. Chief Mydl, will you please try to save our asses by
triggering atoken?'

Nam rested outsde while Myell went to try. Thefirst Child responded amost as soon as he entered it.
The token came bearing sixty glyphs. Gayle recognized number thirty as aremote spot on Kiwi.

"Toofar,” shesad. "Even if we got there safdly, it's athousand-kilometer hiketo civilization. Then it
would take us months to ride the Alcheringa back to Fortune.”

They checked on Nam, whose eyes were closed again. His skin was clammy under Myd|I'stouch and his
pulsealittlefast. In the second Child, the arriving token had only two glyphsonit.

Gaylesaid, "An express. | don't recognize the destination. Could lead to more Spheres, could be a dead

The air outsde was growing thicker with the smoke from the muck fire. The sky had darkened and grit
made My dl's eyes sting. Gayle gazed at the M other Sphere and said, "WEell have to keep going on the
loop. | lope that the next station holds more promise.”

"Not today, we won't." Myd| bent low to Nam.. "The commander's too sick. We don't have any Blue-Q
or medica equipment to revive him if he getsworse.”

Nam proved he wasn't adeep by saying, "Don't beridiculous. Fire's coming." The words were durred,
amogt indidinct.

Alarmed, Gayle said, "l agree. We can't Say here.”

"Well retreat until the fire's out, then come back,” Myell said, "These Spheres aren't going to burn down.
I'm sure they've been through worse over the centuries.”

Nam swatted at Myél'sarm. " Go ahead without me.”
"That's not even an option, Sr. Youre going to haveto walk."

Nam cursed, Gayle argued, but Myell told them that they were wasting time. The fire was growing
closer. Unlessthey planned to beincinerated in its path, they had to move now. Finaly Nam let Myell
help him up to his unsteady feet and Gayle shut up and they started east, skirting the marsh, fireand
smoke chasing them.

The air was baking hot, Nam's weight heavy against Myell as he tried to maneuver both of them across
the unsteady ground. Gayle led the way in grim silence, keeping an eye out for snakes or crocodiles or
other predators. Home on Baiame had been less desolate, but the wide open space with no sign of
civilization was familiar to Myell, the sense that the world was endless and forever, horizon to horizon,
with nothing between aman and the madness of the wide open. Black vultures flew east over their heads,
eager to escagpe the inferno, but one bird took an interest in the human party and circled downward with
increasingly loud cries.

Gaylesad, "Kill it, won't you?"

Myell asked, "With what?"

Nam, his breathing labored, only grunted.

The fires pushed them eastward. The hillside became more dense with gum and dried-out creek beds



and scrub bushes. Myell was soaked with swegt, aching from exertion, but strangely enough his skin
bothered him the mogt. Heitched al over. Even histongue itched, which was odd. Gayle was scratching
her arms so often that welts had started to appear.

Myell asked, "That Blue-Q. It'saddictive, isn't it? Werein withdrawa.."
"Itsasmdl priceto pay" Gaylesad.

"How bad will it get?'

Gayle shrugged.

They were hiking above the valey now. The landscape fell away, rugged and harsh but beautiful inits
own strange way. Jodenny would like it for aday hike, aslong asthe day ended with ardiableflit to
carry them back to modern civilization. Thinking of Jodenny comforted him alittle, but he was dready
garting to fear he might never see her again. It would just be him and Gayle and Nam lost on this
outback planet, doomed to wander forever and never find their way home.

"Done" Nam findly said. He sagged so aoruptly that Myell nearly lost hold of him. They were severd
kilometers east of the fires, which were now smudges on the horizon. It wasn't an ideal spot to make
camp, not with dry, loose ground doping toward gullies, but Nam had reached the end of his endurance
and even Gayle looked exhausted.

They drank from their water supplies. "Better in you than in abottle,” Nam muttered, but Myell rationed
himsalf gtrictly. Gayle curled up on the ground, her head pillowed on her arms. She didn't volunteer to go
off and hunt down dinner for everyone. Myell considered the odds of stoning or catching awild animdl.
He wished held thought to stuff his pockets with ration bars that morning.

Though he was bone-tired, someone needed to keep watch on the fire and for wild animals. It waslate
afternoon, the sun burning somewherelow in the smoky west. Gayle and Nam dept. Myl forced himsalf
to walk a perimeter line, to throw rocks at an improvised target, do anything he could to stay awake.
Darkness came, and soon afterward rain started dropping from the sky. The others woke immediately.

"Thank God for small miracles" Gayle said as she played her flashlight over the ground and up into the
ky.

Myell welcomed the wetness. Helet it soak into his skin and onto histongue. Nam, beside him, rolled
onto hisback and spread open hisarms as afather would to a child. But then the water started
hammering down. Lightning arced in ahot blue flash across the sky. Thunder rolled acrossthe clouds a
few seconds|ater, along, low, rumbling explosion.

"We can't say out here!” Gayle said.
"We have nowhere elseto go!" Mydl sad.

More lightning dammed through the air above them. The shock of it made Myél's heart jump.
Automaticaly he pulled into himsdf, hoping to become as smdl atarget as possible. Rain soaked down,
hammering and pummeling. A punishment. HEd never been caught outside like this, never been lashed by
the dements. Sound and light blistered through the air, diminishing hiswill and turning him to spineless
flesh.

Nam pressed againgt him. They both huddled into the mud with their handslaced over their heads. Gayle
ydled againgt the thunder, her words unintdligible. Railing against the unfairness of the universe, perhaps.
Even with hiseyes closed Myd| could seethelightning bolts, hot againgt hiseydids. Electricity Szzled



through the air and was followed by deafening booms that made histeeth ache. The urgeto flee nearly
made him scrambleto hisfeet, but that would be suicidal. Stay away from storms, hismother had
adwaystold him. Stay low. Stay low...

Hetried picturing the Rainbow Serpent, appeding to it for help. Mud and water pushed againgt his mouth
and he choked, spat out. Jodenny would kill him if he drowned. The softening ground sucked at him,
trying to swalow him whole. Quicksand? And il the thunder and lightning chased each other acrossthe
nighttime clouds, aterrible game of one upmanship that had him trembling so wildly that he feared pissing
his own pants.

Nam tugged at hisarm and yelled something, but Mydl's ears had dulled from traumaand he couldn't
make out the words.

"Easing up!" Nam shouted, and Myl risked aglance skyward. Therain was il torrentia, but the storm
itself had passed its pesk of fury.

"I hatethid" Gayle said from nearby. "We should have kept going on the loop! Stupid goddamned
chiefls—'

So sheld been curaing Myell dl thistime, not the universe. He found that funny. So funny that he began to
laugh. Thelaughter made him didealittlein the mud. But his amusement ended when the ground below
dipped away, carrying him like ariver.

"Chief!" Nam screamed, and grabbed for him.
Thegrab missed. Mydll did away.

Rocks gouged into his hips and legs as the hillside collapsed. A dow, inexorabletide carried him down
severd fedt, twisting and turning him. He covered hisface, hoping mud wouldn't bury him dive. But the
ride didn't last long before he thudded to astop. Hetilted hishead back, rain il hitting hard, then
lurched to hisknees and feet in apit of cold mud.

Hefound hisflashlight and played it around. Walls of rock, anarrow channd, strange shapes. He thought
at first they were ghosts. Eagles and crocodiles, and something like awhale, or alarge shark. White and
yellow outlines painted in ocher. Petroglyphs.

Exhausted, sodden, shaking with cold, Myell nevertheless thought the paintings were beautiful and
strange, wondrous.

He glanced up, searching for Nam or Gayle, and saw light gathering in the sky. Boiling white light. How
very strange. Thelight became burning lines and curves shaped like the snout of acrocodile, likea
twigting long tail. More beautiful than any red creature, and more deadly.

Thelines collapsed, the crocodile diminishing to atiny point that exploded outward, downward, a
directed explosion of heat and sound that blasted through Myell and turned the entire world white.

ELEVEN
"l know what | saw," Nam said.
For thethird time, Myell said, "It must have been atrick of thelight, sr. Of the storm.”

Gayle, who was busy examining the petroglyphs on the cave wals around them, spared a glance over her
shoulder. "No entry or exit wounds. Besides, if he had been hit by lightning, held probably be dead.”



Nam didn't look persuaded. Myell rubbed the side of his head. His head felt full of static, but he wasn't
about to admit that. Hed woken up from a sound deep feding muzzy-headed and sore from tumbling
aong inamuddide, but he had no obviousinjuries or burns and no memory of being struck by lightning,
asNam claimed.

Gaylewasright. If held truly been struck by abolt of enormous electricity, hed probably be dead. Or
closetoit.

Daylight spilled through the cave opening. Outside, asteady rain kept falling in the gulley. Thunder rolled
in the distance and the water drummed against mud and into puddles. The cave wasn't very deep but it
was devated, making it adry and safe haven. Gayle was ecstatic over the paintings that covered the
outside gully and rapturous over the onesinsde the cave. Eagles, crocodiles, whales, and other animals
sretched from floor to celling, yellow and red and white and sometimes blue, a cornucopia of artwork, a
zoologica spectrum caught in stone.

"See how they layer over each other? How the style evolves dightly?* Gayle pointed her flashlight at an
example. "There's centuries of work here. Generations of painters. It's not the kind of discovery that will
thrill the military, but | know people who would dieto seethis. If only | could show them..."

Myel| reached for hisrecently refilled water bottle. He ignored the grumbling in his somach. Nam, gazing
out at therainy day, said, "We better get going. Back to the Spheres.”

"Going?' Gayle asked, her voice dhrill. "We can't go anywhere."
"We stay here, well garve,” Nam said.

She turned back to the wall. "I'm not going anywhere until the weather clears. Go hunt something down
and cook it."

Myel| raised an eyebrow. Nam said nothing. He seemed recovered, but his eyes were bloodshot and his
hands shook as he drank from hiswater bottle. Myell had wanted to start asmdll fire, but they had no
chemicd gticks or kindling and Gayle forbade anything that might damage the paintings, such as smoke.

"l can golooking," Myell offered. "Try to caich something.”

"Ever hunt down your own dinner before?!

"Used to catch lizards back on our farm.” Myell didn't mention that he'd alway's rel eased them afterward.
Nam said, "Right now | could et acrocodile.

Theword crocodile struck deep ingde Myell, spasming a muscle that was dready sore and stretched.
He sucked in asharp brezth.

"Chief?' Nam asked.

"Nothing." The memory of acrocodilein the sky flashed through him, too quick to hold on to.
Nam examined hisboots. "It's naturd to be alittle confused after being hit by lightning.”

"l wasn't hit by lightning,” Mydl| said.

Gayle sad, in exasperation, " Shut up, the two of you. Don't you have any idea how sgnificant thisfind is?
Weremillions of light-yearsfrom Earth and there are Aborigind paintingson thewal. Y ou two arejust
gtting therelikelogs"



Nam sad, carefully, "Maybethisis Earth.”
She shone her flashlight on hisface. "Areyou crazy?'
Myell gazed out at therain. A spider was perched in the cave's mouth, one leg flexing inthe air.

"We haven't seen any congdllations,” Nam said, quite reasonably. "We know there aren't any Sphereson
Earth now, but we could be thousands of yearsin the past. Chief Myéll here thinks the Wondjina
Trangportation System moves through time aswell as space.”

Myell shrugged. "That wasjust speculetion.”
"What speculation?' Gayle demanded. Her light shoneinto his eyes, and he waved it off.
"Those marsupid lions," Mydl said. "Saadi's GNATs not getting afix on the stars. | wasthinking doud."

Gayle sghed rather dramatically. "Don't think too hard. "There's no evidence we traverse anything but
digance.”

"Then who painted these wals?' Nam asked. "Interstellar Aboriginas?'
Shesad, "1 hopewefind out.”

Nam studied his boots some more. Despite his Aborigind heritage, he hadn't shown any interest in the
cave paintings. Mydll, for hispart, was till numb with surprise over the Bunyips. Alienswith guns.
Jodenny, having seen one. Compared to that, petroglyphs weren't much to get excited about. Unless...

"Arethey recent?' Myl asked. ‘Are the painters ill around?’
Gaylesaid, "I don't know. My gib's broken, and | don't have any other way to test the paint.”

Mydl's belly rumbled with hunger. Heimagined his somach shrinking up,” folding into itself, lines of white
ghrinking to adistant point—

"Chief?' Nam asked.
"I'mfine" He pushed himself upright. "I'll be right back.”

He stepped carefully out of the cave and into the rain, skirting alow outcrop of rock to the spot they
were using asalatrine. He kept an eye out for crocodiles, Bunyips, and Aborigindss, but the landscape
was desolate and empty. Water ran down his neck and under his uniform. Hewondered if one of them
would catch cold out here, if sickness or exposure would claim them before starvation did. He eyed a
patch of dead shrubs and dug up some weedy-looking plants by the roots.

When hereturned to the cave, Nam said, "Going to eat those?"
"Thinking about it,” Mydl sad.
"Poisonous, probably” Gayle said.

Hewasn't in ahurry to find out, hunger pains be damned. The rain outside danted down harder and the
thunder grew louder. Nam said, "WEéll giveit until morning. Then, weather or not, well have to head
back."

Gayle made anoise in her throat and resumed her studies.



Nam nodded off with his chin against his chest. Mydl|l stretched out tiff muscles, drank more water, and
joined Gaylein examining the back of the cave. Shewas using asmal ink pen to take notes on her arms,
because her paper notebook had been ruined by water. Her handwriting was very fine. On her upper
arms sheld drawn copies of swirlsand symbols.

"What are these?' Myd| asked, pointing to seven odd figures on the wall. "Men with kangaroo heads?"

Gayle said, "Therianthropes. Ancestor gods believed to have entered the rock, merged with it, and | eft
their imprintsbehind.”

"And these people over here?' They were eongated and sticklike, but wearing robes and headdresses.
Some of them carried arrows or spears. They were beautiful and strange, and made him shiver.

Her tonewas codl. "Remarkably similar to the Bradshaw paintings discovered in northwest Austraia
Those were believed to befifty thousand yearsold.”

Myell amost touched the paintings, but one stern look from her quelled his hand. He spread hisfingersa
few centimeters over awhite handprint and eyed afine black boomerang.

"Sorry you can't vid it?" he asked.

"Of course | am. That's astupid question.”

"Y ou couldn't show your colleagues anyway. Top-secret misson and dl that.”

Gayle moved sideways and continued to write on her left arm. "One day it'll be declassfied.”
"And you'l beready to tell theworld."

"Isthere something you need, Chief? Otherwise | prefer to work in silence.”

Myell eyed the kangaroo men again. " Jodenny told me you wanted our help to find your husband. | don't
see how studying cave walls helps you do that."

Her lips pursed. "Expert on heartache, are you?"
"Yes" hereplied.

She stepped away from him. "Robert would be fascinated by this. Hed want meto find out as much as|
can, inthe short time dlotted.”

"Allotted, or created?’
"I have no ideawhat you mean."
Myell took a step her way. He enjoyed that she was discomfited. It was alook that suited her.

"That rope and harness," he said. "Commander Gold's tesam never went down into that ravine. Y ou put
them out there so ther€'d be areason to investigate the other Spheres.”

"Maybe you were hit by lightning, Chief. Youreddusiond.”
"Am |? That harness wasn't very weathered."

"But therewasice onthe cable.”



"A wet cablewill get icy overnight.”

She smiled. "So | snuck out of camp during the middle of the night, when it was dark and wolves were
out, just to loop acable around a tree and throw it down the dope, so that we could go down there and
discover the aliensthat probably killed Dr. Jang and Dr. Meredith. I'm pretty clever, aren't 1?7

Myell said, "I think you'll do anything you can to further your knowledge of the network. Y ou've aready
proven yoursdf aliar."

"Chief," Nam called out. "Dr. Gayle."

They went to where he was standing at the cave mouth. He was staring out into the gray afternoon.
"There's someone out there.”

"Youresure?!
"Up onthet ridge.”

Myell couldn't see anyone. Gayle shook her head. Nam said, "I'm going to check it out. The two of you
stay here, and try not to kill each other."

Myell wished their radios worked, but they'd been ruined in the storm. He watched Nam go down the
gully and gtart up theincline. The threat of muddide was till imminent, and he held hisbresth as Nam
Steadily ascended, hisfigure growing fuzzy in the dusk.

"Y ou should go after him," Gayle said.

"Hesad to Say here"

"Lot of good that will do if hetumbles down the hill."

Myell hesitated, unwilling to disobey an order. Gayle said, "Fine, I'll doit,” and went out into therain.

Left done, Mydl | rubbed the deeves of hisuniform. The fabric had dried out onitsown, asit was
designed to, but he il felt damp. A crack of thunder made him withdraw into the cave. The painted
animals gppeared to shift and change, ever so dightly, at the edges of hisvison. He turned a sharp eye on
ayelow kangaroo.

"No funny stuff," he said. His dilly bag weighed heavily againgt hisleg. "I'm not in the mood."

Rain poured down. The cave was deeper than it had first appeared, folds of rock hidden in darkness. He
swvung hisflashlight over the recesses. Painted animals stared back at him. The stick people, with their
long legs and arms, remained locked in stone. He imagined men knedling in this cave with ocher and
brushes, painstakingly setting down the stories and symbols of their lives. Stories and legends, victories
and losses. The world would spin and seasons pass, sormsrage, generations die off, but still the stories
would remain.

Mydl turned and saw an Aborigind crouched in the cave mouth, spear in hand, teeth bared inthe dim
light.

His heart lurched, but annoyance quickly overrode thefirst cold wave of fear. "I said no funny stuff,”
Mydl snapped. "'l don't havetimefor visonsright now."

The Aborigina cocked his head but said nothing. He was ayoung fellow, sturdy, midnight black.
Feathers and seashd lswere entwined in hislong hair. Swirls of yellow ocher decorated historso from



throat to waist, and wavy lines flowed from his shouldersto hiswrigts. He had adilly bag like Mydl's, but
no clothing. A shark's tooth hung on a cord around his neck. His penis, large and flaccid, hung between
hiswell-muscled thighs.

Mydll edged backward. " Shit. You'rered, aren't you?'

The Aboriginal took that as an invitation to speak, and replied with a series of words that Myell couldn't
understand at dl.

"If thisisyour cave, I'll be happy to leave" Mydl sad.

Shark Tooth-—the name seemed as good as any -took hislong, sharp spear and drew quick linesinthe
dirt. A head, two arms, two legs. He jabbed at the drawing, pointed to Myell, and spoke severa long
words.

"That'sme?' Myd| gestured at the linesand a his own chest. "Me?"

A grunt. Shark Tooth drew another line in the dirt. He clapped his hands together and made arumbling
sound, then stabbed the spear in the shape meant to represent Myell.

Myedl sad, "1 wasn't hit by lightning!"
Shark Tooth leaned back on his haunches, quite satisfied with his artwork.

Myell edged dong the cave wall, inching by Shark Tooth and his spear with deliberate downess. " Sorry
for disturbing the place. We didn't touch anything. Nice to meet you."

He got no farther than the cave entrance before he spied Nam and Gayle up on theridge. Relief was
quickly replaced by disappointment. More Aboriginas flanked them, atribe of young men carrying
spears and knives.

Shark Tooth shouted out something long and triumphant, and the warriors cheered.

TWELVE

Snow and ice blanketed the landscape outside the conference room, bleak gray and white asfar as
Jodenny could see.

Theroom itsaf was smal, well heated, and full of standard Team Space furniture, including along ova
table of faux wood and swivel chairswith blue cushions on them. Thewallswere vidded lime green. In
the two hoursthat Jodenny had been sequestered there, she'd paced asmall track in the beige carpet,
had memorized exactly how many stepstook her from one wall to the next, and knew exactly how many
white ceiling tiles comprised the overhead. An able technician had brought her juice and asandwich ona
tray but hadn't been able to answer any questions. The two guards standing outside the door didn't have
any answersfor her either.

"You'reto stay here, maam, until someone coniesfor you," they said, whenever Jodenny opened the
door and asked.

Shetold hersdf that Myell wasfine. That he could endure atrip through the Sphereswithout her. That
Gayle might be alying bitch but the Marinesweretrained in surviva techniques. All they had to do was
stay on the ouroboros loop, and they'd return to Bainbridge sooner or later.

Jodenny stared out at the snow-swept land. Bainbridge was athree-hour birdie flight away, and she



damn well didn't appreciate the way she'd been taken hereinstead of, say, Kimberley, where she could
even now be kicking up afuss. Compass Bay was asmall base set up for ocean and atmosphere
monitoring, with only asmall staff and limited resources. No civilianslived within severa hundred
kilometers, and the only way in or out was by launch field.

If they thought they were just going to leave her here, let her sew in worry while Myell was off being
dragged around the universe, then they would be sordly surprised. Jodenny already had plansto cal
Admira Mizoguchi the minute she got near acomm. Failing thet, she had other pathsto try. She was il
adecorated hero of the Aral Sea, and had aqueue full of unanswered mediainquiries. Any of those
reporters would be delighted with a scoop on Team Space's most secret project—

But even as she contemplated her options, Jodenny knew she couldn't reved the secret of the Wondjina
Transportation System to the genera population. Sheld end up in the brig for agood twenty or thirty
yearsfor violating her security clearance. Beingin jail wouldn't hdp Myl at all.

Being stuck out here, in the cold armpit of nowhere, wasn't helping him either.

The door clicked open. A Team Space captain with gray bushy hair and a beak shaped nose camein.
Despite her anger, Jodenny gtiffened to attention.

"Sir," shesaid.
Hesad, "At ease, Commander Scott. Sit down.”
Jodenny took a seat across from him. Behind the captain, Leorah

Farber and Teddy Toledo filed in and took up positions standing against thewall. Both had changed into

business attire, and Toledo as usua looked too wide for his shirt. The captain had brought asingle piece

of paper with him, covered with handwriting so tiny that Jodenny could not decipher it upside down. The
row of ribbons on his uniform was easily threetimes aslarge as hers, and his Alcheringa patches covered
one entire deeve. He wore no nametag.

"I'm Captain Fisch," he said, meeting her gaze dead on. "Here to straighten out afew misconceptions and
decide whereto go from here."

Jodenny said, "With al due respect, sir, would that be the misconception that Chief Mydll volunteered for
the mission he was dragged onto by force, by Marines holding weapons on him?"

She was proud of the way her voice stayed level. Fisch didn't blink at the accusation, nor did helook
surprised. Jodenny thought Farber grimaced, but she wasn't looking at her straight on and couldn't say
for sure.

Fisch replied, "Y ou think what Dr. Gayle and Commander Nam did waswrong."

"Yes, gr," shesadflatly.

"Y ou too, Miss Farber," Fisch said, without turning.

"Sir," Farber replied. "l would have advised againgt it, if I'd been told."

"Mr. Toledo?'

Toledo's cheeks turned pink. "1 was very surprised, Sr."

"In retrospect, both Gayle and Nam should have been removed from the project,” Fisch said. He leaned



back in hischair and laced hisfingerstogether. His keen gaze hadn't shifted from Jodenny's face. "Both
aretoo emotionally involved. Gayleis eager to be reunited with her husband, and Commander Nam has
ardationship with Commander Gold."

"Relationship?" Jodenny asked doubtfully.
"It developed while they weretraining in Swedenville" Fisch said. "They were very discreet.”
Toledo coughed alittle.

Jodenny didn't careif Nam and Gold were the most discreet loversin the entire Seven Sisters, but she
refrained from saying so.

Fisch's chair creasked as he shifted hisweight. "Asit so happens, Commander Nam did have
authorization to go with the mission the moment atoken was activated, regardless of who triggered it. It
was our hope that whoever activated it would volunteer to accompany the rescue team. If not, the
commander was authorized to conscript anyone he needed. Miss Farber, Mr. Toledo, your department
wasn't briefed on that. It was on a need-to-know basis!'

Jodenny wished she were outside, in the tundra, wheretheicy air would cool her risng temper. She
knew she had to be very careful, lest she end up in the brig.

"Sir," shesad, "Chief Myell has concerns about using the network. He has the right to refuse adirect
order from Team Space without having aweapon pointed at hisface.

A frown pulled at Fisch's mouth. Do you redly think, Commander, that your husband would risk a
court-martial for refusing adirect order? That he wouldn't want to save the lives of those missing people
on Commander Gold's team?”'

"He wasn't allowed to choose."

"That wasn't my question.”

Deflated, Jodenny shifted her gaze to the tabletop. She stayed silent.
Fisch asked, "Do you trust him, Commander?’

g7

"Do you trust your husband?'

Her temper sarted toriseagain. "Yes, gr.”

Fisch nodded. "Do you trust that helll do his best to keep that token coming, if the lives of two teams
depend onit?

She remembered the surprise on Myd|'s face when the ouroboros arrived. "I don't believe he has control
of it. Thereé's no guarantee the network will keep running. 1t could stop tomorrow, and he wouldn't be
ableto do athing about it."

"But you don't know," Fisch said.

"None of usknow, gr," Farber said from againgt the wall. "That was my whole argument in keeping Chief
Myedll out of the network. He'stoo vauableto risk.”



"What we know isthat we're adamn sight closer to rescuing Commander Gold's team then we were
yesterday" Fisch said. "Whether Chief Myell can control it or not, the system seemsto like him. Hehasa
strong incentive to come home to you, Commander Scott. And he has a penchant for coming up likea
daisy even when covered with shit, judging by his military records both officid and unofficid.”

Jodenny would have argued, but Fisch wasn't done.
"The quegtion is, what do we do with you in the meantime?" he asked.
"I have my own job, gr. In Kimberley," shesad.

His eyebrows lifted. "No one bdieves you're going to go meekly back to your desk and do your duty
likeashy ensign, Miz Scott. Y our penchant for bending orders and jumping ranksto get what you want
iswel known, and fairly effective. Oddsin the betting pool are threeto one that you'll try to go back to
Bainbridge on your own. Four to one that you'll go to other Spheres, maybe up at Waylaid Point. You
trust your husband, Commander, but you aso might be tempted to go out there and join him. Savethe

day.

She didn't know whether to be appalled or flattered that people were taking bets.
"Thequestion is, if you were me, what would you do with you?' Fisch asked.
Shetook her time answering.

"Temporarily reassgn me herein Compass Bay, sr," Jodenny said. "Far from everyone and everything.
Take away my comm. Put meto work in some tedious job no one €l se wants."

Toledo shuffled from one foot to the other. Farber said nothing.

Fisch replied, "Not abad idea. Unfortunately, you know how to fly abirdie, you have the charismato
swindleacomm link out of some unsuspecting sailor, and after aday or so you'd probably do both.”

Jodenny asked, "Work from home back in Addine Oaks?'
Fisch tapped hisfingers on thetable.

"Work from somewhere else?' she asked.

"Not work," Fisch said. "Think of it asa vacation.”
Jodenny muttered to Farber, "I hate everything about this."

Farber nodded. Thebirdiewasfull of civilian passengers, hall of whom were clutching their armrestsin
fear. The other haf were chattering in excitement and peering at the bright blue world of Fortune asit fell
away from the vidded viewports.

"And | currently hate you, too," Jodenny said to Farber.
Farber said only, "I understand, Miss Spring.”

Ellen Spring. A stupid name if Jodenny had ever heard one. She would never remember to respond to it.
Did sheredly look like acivilian librarian? Like someone named Soring? She'd had dl night to deep on
it, and till the name rankled.



Captain Fisch had ingsted on the fictitious cover story for her. "Passenger records are public, and we
don't need any intrepid reporterstracing your temporary resssgnment,” hed said. "You'll go asacivilian,
you'll conduct yoursdlf asacivilian, and in two weeks you'l be back to find the rescue went well and
Chief Myd|'s safe and sound. In the meantime, well al be happy that you're staying out of trouble.”

Sitting on the birdie, Jodenny scowled at the memory and elbowed Farber's arm off the armrest.
"Theresheis," Farber said, adjusting thevid. "The Kamchatka."

Jodenny didn't look. The Kamchatka was one of a haf-dozen freightersthat regularly trangted the Little
Alcheringa between Fortune and Earth. The duty was tedious and unglamorous. The shipswere old and
built for capacity, not grace or speed. The Kamchatka's captain was probably some bitter old officer
only ayear or two from retirement, saddled with a crew who couldn't score better assignments
elsawhere,

"That's our ship, Mommy Kate," said ayoung girl acrosstheaide.

One of thewomen traveling with her said, "That'sit, sweetie. Home sweet home until we get to Earth.”
Another woman in the same row said, "Y ou aren't scared, are you?'

"Yes, sheis," sad agirl gtting nearby. " She's scared of everything, Mommy Alys."

Jodenny counted four young girlstraveling together, dl of them blond and fair skinned. Neither Mommy
Alys nor Mommy Kate looked like the biological mother, but it was hard to say for sure.

It seemed a shame for such a hedlthy family to leave Fortune for the debased and ruined Earth, and
Jodenny wondered if the mothers were missonaries. She couldn't imagine giving up the clean air of
Fortune for the gray ashy skies of Earth, not without adamm good reason.

An old woman sitting behind Jodenny said, "It doesn't ook very big."

"Large enough for ahundred crew and twice as many passengers,” said the old man with her. "Don't
worry. Youll find adrinking buddy or two."

Thewoman said, "Bastard," but she didn't sound vehement about it.
"Yes, but I'm your bastard, aren't 17" he replied.

Jodenny squeezed her eyes shut. Sheld supervised sailorsin the middle of divorces, sailorsin acrimonious
relationships, and it always appalled her how cruel married people could be to each other. She and Myell
hadn't even had a serious argument yet, though they'd disagreed about Gayl€e's experiment, and gone to
bed angry—

She should have listened to him, of course. Should have run from Gayle at first sight. Maybe thingswould
be different now. Maybe not.

Thirty-four stations out of Bainbridge. Two minutes trandt between each station. Just over an hour to
make a complete loop, but of course they would have to stop for rest and food, and exploration, and
who knew what kind of trouble they'd get into on far-flung worlds while they searched for Commander
Gold'steam.

"Do you trust him?" Fisch had asked, asif that had ever been in doubt. She believed Myell would do
what was expected of him, that he would conduct himself with honor and courage, and that he would do



everything he could to fulfill his promise to come home.

But the Sphere technology was unknown, Gayle and Nam harbored their own agendas, and the worlds
they were visiting might be awvash with lava, swept by dust storms, rocked by earthquakes. A thousand
things could go wrong, and Myell was dl aone. No, of course not, not alone. But solitary and quiet by
nature. Uncomplaining. If he got sick or hurt he might not make afuss, and they might overlook him.

Shetold hersdlf that he was more than capable of taking care of himsdf and had been since hewas
elghteen and arunaway from an abusive homelife. Besides, Nam wouldn't bein charge if he weren't at
least competent.

Stll, her eyesfelt suspicioudy watery. What kind of example was she setting asamilitary officer?

But today she was acivilian, and maybe a civilian woman could get alittle teary-eyed at the prospect of
not knowing where her husband was, what kind of danger he might bein, and if he'd ever return.

"We're here" Farber said, asthe birdie docked with aclamping noise. "I won' tell you thetrip will go
fast, but maybe it won't be aslong asyou think."

Every minute will be an hour, Jodenny amost said, but that was too melodramatic.

The docking lounge was along, low compartment that badly needed fresh paint and a carpet cleaning.
The green plastic chairs were scratched and dented. Warning vids on the wall listed prohibitions against
bringing weapons or acohol onboard. One by one the passengers had to file through security
checkpoints, which Jodenny found annoying. They'd already been screened back on Fortune. Two
security techs, both of them sergeants, checked passenger identification and ticket Satus.

The family with the two mothers and four children were the Frasers. The bickering couple who had been
sitting behind Jodenny were an ederly couple named the Zhangs. Jodenny's gaze did over the other
travelers, noting a businessman furioudy typing on his gib, two women with government-issue briefcases,
and an Aborigina man wearing ablack suit and awhite minister's collar. Most seemed patient a the long
wait to pass through the checkpoint, though the Fraser children talked eagerly about exploring the ship
and the Zhangs were bickering about their cabin.

"It won't be big enough for dl those smelly socks you brought,” Mrs. Zhang said.
"Or for your extensve shabby wardrobe,” Mr, Zhang replied.
"Next," one of the techs said, and Jodenny stepped forward.

"Ellen Spring." Jodenny placed her thumb on an antiquated scanner and Stared into aretina device. Part
of her hoped that the ship's database would access Team Space records and flag her true identity, but
Captain Fisch's people would have aready thought of that wrinkle.

"Occupation, Miss Spring?"
"Librarian,” Jodenny replied.
"Bugnessor pleasuretrip, miss?'
"Pleasure” shesad tightly. "Firgt time.”

The sergeant cocked his head, asif something about her features was familiar. Jodenny knew that vids of
her had been on the civilian news channels and in the military media outlets. Celebrated survivor of the



Yangtze, savior of the Aral Sea.
Recognize me, say my name, she urged slently.

"Cabin D-25," he said, instead. "Take the lift over there up three decks and follow the signs. Here's your
PIC. That's a Passenger Information Card. Keep it with you at dl times. It's how you pay for meals and
anything else you purchase onboard. If you loseit, you'll haveto get anew one."

Jodenny took the card. "Thanks so much.”

"Sometime after launch well be having asafety drill,” hesaid. ™Y our lifeboat assgnment ison your PIC.
Stay cdm and follow directions, and you'l be fine. Also be sure to read the emergency information on the
hatch in your cabin. That's what wein Team Space call adoor.”

She dmost said, And you are what we in Team Space call anidiot.

Jodenny waited for Farber to pass through security. They took the dim, oily-smelling lift to D-deck. The
passageway had four burned-out overhead lights and the signs, once polished, were smeared with
fingerprints and grime. Their cabin was awell-worn compartment with two single bunks, two lockers,
and a shower unit that leaked into adark, foul-smelling drain.

"It'smoldy," Jodenny said. " Captain probably hasn't conducted an inspection in months."
"Which bed do you want?' Farber asked.

One bunk had arattling air vent over it, but the other had a vent that was completely blocked. Jodenny
preferred the rattle. She shoved her bag of civilian clothesinto the locker and said, "There. All unpacked.
I'm going to find some coffee.”

"I'll comewith you," Farber said,

"No," Jodenny replied. "l refuse to have you shadowing my every step for the next two weeks. Captain
Fisch gave medirect orders. | may not like them, but I'll follow them. It's bad enough we haveto sharea
cabin. I'm not going to let you control everything | do or everywhere | go. Understand?”’

Farber'sface flushed. Shetook a step forward and put her hand flat against the hatch.

"Just so we're clear, Commander, I'm not the one who lied to your husband and then dragged him off
into the network. I'm not the one willing to sacrifice everyone and everything to find a control station that
may or may not exist. My little girl turnsfive years old next week. | had to cal her and tell her Mommy
can't be there for the party we've been planning for amonth. The last place | want to beison this crappy
ship babysitting you for the next two weeks. So if want acup of coffee, I'm going to get agoddamn cup
of coffee”

Jodenny nodded alittle. "So you do have somefedingsin there. | was wondering about the stoic act.”
"Yes" Farber sad grimly. "I havefedings.”
"Good. Now we know where we stand. Let's get thistrip over with."

Farber let her hand fall from the hatch. " The sooner the better. Find us that coffee, Ellen.”

THIRTEEN



The Kamchatka's passenger galley was antiquated and dingy with a dirty brown overhead and severa
cheerless tables and benches bolted to the deck. Jodenny decided that the Food Service Officer should
be ashamed of himsdlf or hersalf. Couldn't manage afresh coat of paint or new floor tiles? The crew
gdley was probably no better, and the ship's wardroom was probably an embarrassment. Jodenny
scanned arow of prominently displayed pictures and saw that the Food Officer was ayoung ensgn
named Fila Sadiqgi. Ensign Sadigi wore a head scarf and adour expression, asif she knew exactly how
terrible her facilitieslooked.

A dozen passengerswere dready in line, food and drinks balanced on gray plastic trays. Steam drifted
out from the kitchen, where atall, red-faced cook was supervisng two DNGOs.

"Miserable machines!" he was bellowing. "Can't even boil an egg without blowing a gasket!"

The DNGOs, two old class Us, spun in midair and made little squeaks.

Jodenny eyed the battered coffee urn dubioudy, but siphoned someinto a cup and took a cautious Sip.
"How bad isit?" Farber asked.

It was easily the best coffee Jodenny had ever had on a Team Space ship. Dark and complex, not too
bitter, richly roasted, with acaffeine kick that aready delighted her tired brain.

"Like burned dudge,” shetold Farber.
Farber moved on, grumbling, to get sometea.

The cold case held asurprising mixture of sushi, fresh wraps, dark green salads, and luscious-looking
desserts. Jodenny rapidly reassessed her opinion of Ensign Sadigi. She grabbed a cucumber roll and
sweet-potato chips and went to the self-service checkout. Her PIC card recorded the cost. Two of the
older Fraser daughters were using another machine, but awhiny beep-beep-beep indicated that they
were having problems.

Ensign Sadigi herself came out of the kitchen, making atsk-tsk-tsk sound. She was the shortest officer
Jodenny had ever seen, and had probably scraped by the Team Space minimum height requirement.

"Silly machine," she said, scolding it with awagging finger. " So temperamenta. So unhappy.”
The Fraser daughters giggled.

Sadiqi fixed what problem ailed the scanner and sent the children off on their way. Jodenny, fascinated
by thetiny officer, said, "Great coffee.”

"Thank you, maam,” Sadiqi said brightly. "It'saspecid blend, with very carefully requisitioned beans.
Welcome aboard the Kamchatka."

Jodenny and Farber ate at one of the bolted-down tables. The Fraser daughters had brought a deck of
cards with them and began agame Jodenny didn't recognize. The Zhangs arrived, made disparaging
comments about the food, then fell into rapture over helpings of spicy tofu and rice. Other passengers
wandered in and out, some of them stopping to socidize, others off to ingpect the recreationd facilities.

"Theresapool and agym,” Farber said, reading the back of her PIC.'And alibrary. A bar called the
Holeinthe Wall that serves crew and passengers.”

Jodenny gazed at the countdown vid on the bulkhead. Fourteen hours until the ship left orbit. Another



day or soto the Little Alcheringa drop point. Four daysin trangit. Nothing compared to the monthsiit
took freighters on the Big Alcheringato transit between the Seven Sigters. Once at Earth, they'd
discharge cargo and passengers and take on new ones, then make the return trip.

"And thisis Ellen Spring," Farber said, jerking Jodenny's attention back to the table.

Farber wastaking to atal, dark-haired lieutenant with bright blue eyes and dimplesin his cheeks. "Mark
Sweeney," he said, offering a handshake. " Passenger Liaison Officer, among other things. Welcome
aboard. Firg timeto Earth?'

"Yes" Farber said. "For both of us."

Sweeney's smile degpened. Hefolded hisarms over his chest, casua and relaxed. "It's an eye-opener.
Nothing like terrafirma, home sweet home, cradle of humanity. Don't believe anything anyone else says.”

Jodenny asked, "What does a Passenger Liaison Officer do?'

"Passenger complaints, duly noted. Passenger compliments, gratefully passed up to Captain Baandra.
Shelll beleading our happy cruise down the Little A. New to space travel ?"

Farber said, "Brand new."

"And you, Miss Spring?" Sweeney's gaze was direct and earnest, and one she recognized. Passenger
Liaison Officer in more ways than one. Not that he didn't deserve an active socid life, stuck on thismilk
run back and forth to Earth. Once she might have even been inclined to reciprocate the interest, but those
dayswere long behind her.

Shereplied, "I've never been aship likethisbefore,” which wastrue.

"Weve got atradition herein Team Space, for salorson ther fird trip down the Alcheringa. Turnsyou
from anewbie to awe comed member of the club. Civilians areinvited to participate aswell. Interested?”

Jodenny knew al about the shellback ceremony. A day of merriment, sticky substances, arcanerituals,
good-natured humiliation. Asayoung ensgn sheld participated, and been no worse for the wear. But
ever snce Myell had been faced with the prospect of chief'sinitiation, she'd rethought her position on
so-cdled welcoming ceremonies.

"No, thanks." Jodenny picked up her tray. "I'm going to go check out the gym."
"I'll show you whereitis," Sweeney volunteered.

"l canfind my way"

"It'seasy to get turned around on aship thissize."

Jodenny said, "I'll manage. Good day, Lieutenant.”

The passenger gym was one deck down. Though the bulkheads were scuffed and the floor mats well
worn, the treadmills were modern enough. The adjacent swimming pool was closed for maintenance.
Jodenny headed for the library, and found asmall compartment with overflowing bookshelves and some
comfortable furniture. Not abad place to hide out if—when, she admitted—the cabin she shared with
Farber grew too smdll for comfort.

Sheran her finger dong the spines of some mystery novels, trying to figure out which ones Myel might
like



In one of the passenger lounges, afriendly game of farkar had taken up the attention of four adults.
Businesstravelers, or maybeinvestors. An ederly couple with asmall black lapdog were watching a
movie on the wall screen. Retirees, maybe, on their way home after many years on Fortune. Two
teenagers Sitting on a chaise-longue shared a gib back and forth, their gazes shy and brief.

It surprised Jodenny that such arange of people would actually be heading back to Earth, to the debased
land, but she didn't dwell onit.

Instead she went back to cabin D-25 and started counting the hours until launch.
* % % % %
At T-minustwo hours, the overhead comm clicked to life.

"Thisisyour captain spesking,” awoman said. She sounded confident and assured, utterly in charge. "l
regret to inform you we've had an engineering delay. Launch countdown is on hold. Enjoy your evening,
and I'll be back to give you an update come morning.”

Lying on her bunk, Farber said, "That doesn't sound good.”
"It'snot,” Jodenny replied, from where sheld been doing sit-ups and push-ups on the deck.
Farber sighed and went back to reading her gib.

"Don't you think you should check in with your department? In case Commander Nam's team has
returned aready?' Jodenny asked.

"| cdled them after dinner. Therewas no word."

Nam's team had been gone long enough to go al the way around the Bainbridge loop if both the network
and Blue-Q gd were working properly. Obvioudy something—illness, accident, discovery of themissing
team—nhad prompted them to step off the loop.

Jodenny showered, brushed out her hair, and put on ajersey and dacks.
"Going somewhere?' Farber asked.
"You said therewas abar. I'm on a reconnai ssance mission.”

The decor of the Hole in the Wall was no better than anywhere € se on the ship, and the dark interior felt
more claustrophobic than anything e se, but the beer was cold enough. Jodenny sat at the long plastic bar
and eyed some off-duty crew. Admin types, not engineering. Some passengers were conferring around
the dartboards, and others were playing eight ball.

"Think wéell be launching come morning?' she asked the bartender, astocky civilian with abristly red
beard.

He had his gaze on an overhead, where a soccer game was under way. "Doulbt it."
"Engines bresk down alot?"
"Pieces of shit that Team Space won't upgrade. Thisisno shipto beonif youreinahurry.”

Jodenny nursed a growing resentment. Longer they ddlied in orbit, longer the trip would take, longer she
would suffer not knowing where Mydll was, how he was faring.



Two sailors passed behind her, giggling, in love, and one accidentaly jostled Jodenny's arm.
"Sorry," themade sailor said. Hiseyeswidened. "Miz Scott, it'syou!”

Jodenny recognized AT Putty Romero a once. With himwas AT Tingley. Myél's sudents at Supply
School. She did off her stool, her back to the bartender, and steered the two young sailorstoward a
private booth that smdlled like faux lesther.

"So niceto seeyou again,” she said, with/forced cheer, until she got them seated. "Listen. I'm not me. I'm
assigned here under adifferent name, understand? Y ou can't call me Commander or malam. That'sa
direct order. Asfar asyou know, I'm acivilian named Ellen Spring."

"Why, maam?" Tingley asked, her voice as soft asever.
"Long story. And don't call me ma'am. What are you two doing here? Shouldn't you still bein school 7
"We graduated,” Romero said. " Got: the night off, and reported here this morning. We got married.”

Hehedd up hisring finger. Tingley held up hersaswell, her face bright. Gold knots gleamed in the bar's
low light.

"We thought it would be easier to get acabin together,” she said. "But we didn't even get one! Everyone
below therank of E-5 degpsin open bay. It'snot: very nice.”

Open-bay berthing had been abolished on the Big Alcheringa, but the Kamchatka was old and Team
Space probably didn't want to pay for aretrofit.

"It doesn't matter,” Tingley said. "Thisisour honeymoon, either way."

Jodenny had seen too many impulsive marriages on ships, too many young people who didn't think things
through before they legdly entangled their fortunes. She wasn't going to think much about her own
honeymoon brochures il sitting at homein Adedline Oaks.

"Chief Myd| didn't make it to the ceremony/' Romero said. "Is he okay? | know what they did to him at
thegym.”

"What did they do?' Jodenny ask.

Her tone of voice made Romero look uneasy. ™Y ou know, taking his stuff. Trying to hasde him for not
going to chief'sinitiation. Everyone knows that's why Captain Kuvik gave him the jobsno oneelse
wanted.”

Funny how Myell hadn't mentioned that part.
"And then that fistfight—" Tingley started, then fell silent.

It took some persuasion on Jodenny's part, but soon she had the story of the fistfight, the locker-room
theft, and, even worse, the rumors of an assault in the basement. Neither Tingley nor Romero was clear
on what exactly had happened, but most people blamed Chief Tak for some kind of prank.

"He kept denying he had anything to do with it," Romero reported. "Maybe, maybe not. He's kind of old
fashioned. Y ou didn't know, did you?'

"Sorry," Tingley said, sympatheticaly.



Jodenny didn't want sympathy. It wasn't hisfault if her very own husband neglected to tell her crucia
details of hisday. She wished she could reach through the nearest ouroboros and shake him by the
shouldersfor being so secretive.

| didn't want to worry you, hewould say, asif that excuse meant anything.

Abruptly sherose. "Congratul ations on your wedding,” she said. "But remember, thisisn't your
honeymoon, it's your first duty assgnment. Duty first, persond lives second, right?"

"Yes, mdam," Romero sad.
Tingley nodded earnedtly.
Jodenny went back to the cabin and stayed awake, staring up at the rattling fan, for most of the night.

At oh seven-hundred the comm clicked. A man's cheerful voice said, "Wake wakey. All hands rouse out.
Morning has commenced. Today's weather will be sunny and dry. Beach attireis authorized for those
lazing about the pool. Crew membersto duty stations, and passengers are reminded to eat a hedthy
breskfast. Launch countdown is now T-mi-nus-two hours and counting. Thank you and have anice day.”

"What the hell wasthat?' Farber asked, and switched on the cabin's overhead light.

Jodenny used her arm to shield her gritty eyes. "Morning cal. A tradition that's been thankfully
abandoned on the Big Alcheringa.”

"Every morning he's going to do that?'
"Every morming.”
Farber muttered something unintdlligible and locked hersdlf in the head.

They were about to go to breakfast when Teddy Toledo came by, carrying arucksack and wearing a
chief'suniform. Jodenny stared at the patches and ribbons he'd appropriated to decorateit. She
supposed he looked the part, with his short hair and overal fitness, but the ideaof him impersonating a
chief made her unaccountably itchy.

"Brought you what you wanted from your house," Toledo said, unmindful of her stare. He put the sack on
her bed. "Think I got everything. Oh, and something ese.”

The sack moved on the bed. Karl the Koala poked his head out and made afaint mewling noise.
"How cute," Farber said dryly.

Jodenny scooped Karl up and let him cuddle in her arms. He smelled like clean bedsheets and eucdyptus
leaves. Y ou should have left him & home."

"It was pretty ingstent,” Toledo said.
"Scratch belly," Karl said, and tugged on Jodenny's shirt.
Farber asked, "Why the launch delay?"

"Vave problems” Toledo said. "Apparently nothing new around these parts. Word is, Team Space
sgueezes as much profit asit can out of the Fortune-to-Earth run, keeping what they make on cargo and
passengers and putting aslittle as possble back into maintenance.”



Farber blanched. "That makes mefed safe”

"Ship's safe enough, just not very pretty,” Toledo said. " Captain Balandra has a good reputation with the
crew. Chief'swardroom'’s happy enough. Should be afast trip to Earth and back.”

"Oncewe actudly get going,” Jodenny reminded him.

Breskfast was an excellent buffet of pancakes, waffles, fruit dishes, and omelets. Afterward dl
passengers were asked to return to quarters for launch. Farber gripped her chair with both hands during
the countdown.

"Haveyou ever been in space before?' Jodenny asked her.
"Not so much," Farber said.

Three, two, one. The trangition out of orbit was alittle rockier than Jodenny expected, but still amarked
improvement over doing nothing at dl. She vidded a picture of Fortune and felt somach pangs asit
retreated into the distance. Down there somewhere was Bainbridge, and a Mother Sphere that held the
key to Myell'sreturn.

"Y ou better be herewhen | get back,” she murmured.
She switched off the vid and et the screen stay dark.

It took about an hour for Farber to get violently spacesick. One of the ship's medical ass stants siwung by
with some medication. He said, "No worries. Happens alot around here. Good thing we've got gravity,
eh? Otherwise the vomit woul d—"

"Y es, thank you," Jodenny said.
"I'm never going into space again,” Farber said as she lurched off toward the head.

Jodenny grabbed her exercise clothes and left Farber to her misery. On the way to the gym she passed
the passenger lounge, which was crowded with the Fraser family, the bickering Zhangs, and the business
travelerswith their farkar game. After five kilometers on the treadmill, she showered off, grabbed lunch
from avending machine, and sought out the library. The deskgib there had a connection back to Fortune.
She was Hill able to access the Supply School's public site and read the profiles on Captain Kuvik and
Senior Chief Tdlic.

Kuvik had an impressive biography and a stern, commanding photo. Taic'srecord wasn't asimpressive,
but he had made ten Alcheringa runs and been awarded three commendation medals.

Bastard, she thought, just asthe gib fizzled out and died. She tried the power button and thumped its
edges, to no avail. When she pulled out the unit to check the connections, someone behind her said,
"Y ou could get e ectrocuted doing that."

The spesker was akid about twelve years old, with long brown hair framing histhin, frowning face. He
was short and skinny, al elbows and knees, and he was wearing long brown shorts that had black stains
on them.

"l won't eectrocute myself," Jodenny said. "Thereésabuilt-in safety.”

"Safetiesfall." Me scratched hisnose. "'Y ou should put in amaintenance request instead of rip apart the
console”



"I'm not ripping it gpart. Who are you?'

"Mdachy. Who areyou?'

"Ellen." Jodenny did the gib back into place and tried the interface again. " See? | fixed it."
"It just bresk again. Nothing on this ship stays fixed for long."

He said it with an unhappiness that spoke of long experience. Jodenny asked, "Y ou're sure?’
"My mom's assigned here. | makethistripalot.”

Jodenny was accustomed to crew having families on the Big Alcheringa, where afull loop took a
minimum of nine months. She'd thought the short runsto Earth would enable more people to leave their
spouses and kids behind.

She turned to the gib, hoping he would go away. He lingered by abookcase, chewing on ahangnall.
"l have some work to do," she said.

Malachy asked, "Are you atechnician? Mogt civilians don't know how to fix gibs."

Jodenny replied, "I'm only a passenger. With work to do.”

He continued to linger. Jodenny decided he was probably alonely kid, no oneto play with, neglected by
hismom. Socidly inept. Not athletic. Some caring adult maybe needed to take him in under the wing, but
that caring adult would have to be someonedlse.

"Y ou could work in your cabin,” he said. "Unless you didn't want your roommeate to see what you were
doing."

"Y ou could work in yours and stop bothering me," she retorted, and after amoment he went away.

She concentrated on the gib for afull moment before her guilty conscience nudged her out of her seat.
Shefound Maachy gitting at acorner table, meticuloudy drawing on atablet. He was using hisright hand
to shape images and his|eft to manipulate color, texture, and pattern.

Jodenny said, "That's beautiful.”
Hedidn't turn from the tablet. "I'm working."
She sat down at thetable. "I'm sorry. | wasrude.”

The corner of hismouth turned up in an unhappy little quirk. "People usudly are, when they first meet me.
| get on their nerves. Then they meet my mom, and they'redl niceagain.”

"Why isthat?'
"She'sthe captain.”
Madachy Bdandra. Well, then.

Jodenny said, "I'm till sorry, and that has nothing to do with your mom. Thistrip ismaking mealittle
unhappy.”

"Y ou don't want to see Earth?"



"It'salittle more complicated than that." Jodenny eyed the drawing. "Isthat adinosaur?’
“No."
"Some other kind of reptile?"

"It'saKomodo dragon.” He eyed her crookedly, came to some kind of internal decision, and did closer
to her chair with the tablet in tow. Hisknee bumped againgt hers. "They're extinct on Earth, but you can
find themin the Seven Sigers.”

"Areyou anaturdig?'
To her surprise, he pulled the tablet back. "No. | like science.”

Jodenny wasn't sure what he meant, but before she could ask he said, "'l have to check in with my mom,”
and dashed off with thetablet in hisarms.

Shereturned to her Sde of the library, mulling over Kuvik and Talic again, wondering if she could
persuade Myell to file acomplaint against Supply School when he returned. Part of her wondered if
Captain Fisch's group hadn't encouraged some kind of harassment to make Myell more amenable to the
Sphere project. She typed up notes on what Tingley and Romero had said, then put a password on the
text and tried assigning it to her passenger account. The gib asked for her PIC, but Jodenny couldn't
immediatdy find it.

She patted her pockets. She'd used the card to access the gym and the library. 1t had been poking her
hip while she was fixing the gib. Jodenny checked under the table, traced her route to Maachy'stable,
and ingpected under the chairsthere.

Sheremembered him pulling his chair closer, the amost imperceptible brush of their kneestouching.
Thelittle bastard had stolen her card. Captain Balandra's son was athief.

* % % % %

Space was limited on the Kamchatka, and officers and chiefs worked out of their cabins. Jodenny
tracked down Lieutenant Sweeney in officers berthing. His hatch was open, and he was Sitting at a desk
covered with paperwork.

"Miss Spring,” he said, pushing it aside. "Delighted to see you. Enjoying your trip?"

"I need anew PIC," shesaid. "The quartermaster said | had to get you to authorizeit.”

"Bureaucracy, rules, regulations. Have a seet.”

Jodenny preferred to remain standing rather than St on his bunk. "No, thanks. I've been Sitting al day.”

"Tell meabout it."" Hereached for aform. "If it'sany consolation at dl, you're my second customer today.
Thoselittle cards are easy to lose.”

"l didn't lose mine. It was stolen.”
Hisamilefaded alittle. "Redly? Y ou're sure?!

"I had it one moment, and afew minutes later it was gone."



"They're easy to drop.”
"Mine disappeared after | met aboy who said he was Captain Balandra's son."”

Sweeney bent over hisform and filled it in with apen. "Madachy'sagreat kid. Did he show you his
artwork?'

"Hedid," shesaid, and waited.

Sweeney checked off asmal black box and initided aline of text. Theair ventsin hiscabin didn't rattle,
but they made a high-pitched whine that was amogt, but not quite, too faint to hear. The second locker
had an ensign's nametag on it, and the desk was precisay arranged.

"Hereyou go," Sweeney said. "Take this back to the quartermaster. Any suspicious charges show tip on
your account, just let me know."

"Areyou going to tell the captain, or shal 17"

Two ensigns passing by outside cast curious glances into the cabin. Sweeney scratched the side of his
head, pursed hislipsfor amoment, and closed the hatch.

"Mdachy Baandrais amixed-up kid with amom who'strying her best,”" he said. "Theré's nothing you
can tell her about him that she doesn't know already. If you want adirect apology from he—"

"Not from her," Jodenny said. "From him."

Sweeney gave her anintent look. "Y ou'realibrarian, right?'Y ou must ded with kidsdl thetime.”
"Did you read up on my passenger info, Lieutenant?'

He blushed. "I check everyones.”

Jodenny doubted that. "Kids who screw up aren't going to stop screwing up if you coddle them.”

Sweeney leaned back againgt hislocker. "Let me guess. You got in trouble asakid yourself. Thenyou
found arole model and straightened up and became a better person.”

She arched her eyebrows. "Isthat your officid Team Space response?’

"I'll talk to the captain,” he said. "Malachy's going to deny it, like he has every other time. Shell
apologize, and worry some more about him. Y ou'll disembark at Earth and go about your business, and
never think of usagain. Would you like to have dinner with me?"

"No," Jodenny said, opening the hatch. "I'm committed to someone else.”
"No wedding ring."

It hung on asilver chain around her neck, tucked deep inside her shirt. Jodenny said, "Don't need aring,”
and left him with thet.

She was hdfway to the quartermaster's when she redlized what he had said.
"When are we coming back?" she demanded of Farber when she reached their cabin.
Farber waslying in her bunk, still pasty-faced and miserable. "What?'



"We're not booked for the return trip on this ship, are we? Lieutenant Siweeney thinks were getting off a
Earth. Captain Fisch promised me two weeks, no more—"

"Relax." Farber fumbled for her vomit bag. "We have seats on the Yellowstone. It'sabigger liner,
scheduled to return sooner than the Kamchatka. Don't you think you could trust mealittle bit?"

With that, Farber threw up. Karl made a squeaking noise and burrowed under Jodenny™s blanketsin
distress. Jodenny fetched Farber a glass of water and said, "'Y ou want to see the doctor again?”'

Farber said, "No. | just want to die herein privacy."
Jodenny took that as permission to leave.

On second thought, she took Karl with her.
Everyoneloved Karl.

"Oh, how cute," the Fraser daughters cooed when Jodenny visited the passenger lounge. They each
wanted to hold him and cuddle him and stroke hisfine golden fur. They cried, "Moms! Can't we get
one?'

Mommy Alyswas abit reserved on the idea, but Mommy Kate promised to think abouit it. "Where did
you get it?" she asked Jodenny.

Jodenny replied, "Hewas agift.”
"All you ever givemearelice" Mrs. Zhang said, pinching her husband'sarm.
"What more do you deserve?' he asked, rubbing the spot.

Thelounge was along rectangular compartment with several sofas, walvids, game consoles, card tables,
and even an old-fashioned poal table. Maachy Balandrawas playing 1zim. He dunk out the door before
she could confront him. She thought about following him, but he was fast on hisfeet, and knew the ship a
whole lot better than shedid.

"That'sthe cgptain's son,” Mommy Kate said, following her gaze. " Seemslike agood kid."
"Seemslike," Jodenny agreed blandly.

Sitting at the farkar table were the four business travelers Jodenny recognized from the night before. They
introduced themsalves as Lou Eterno, Louise Sharp, Baylou Owenstein, and Greg Smith, who said, "l
get to be an honorary Lou. Hullaba oo, to be exact.”

"Join usin agame and you could be another honorary Lou,' Baylou said. Y ou can be"Lu-lu.”
"No, thanks," Jodenny said.

But ashort timelater Lou Eterno excused himself to go read, and three remaining L ous recruited Jodenny
to play agame of pool.

Jodenny eyed thetable. "1 don't know the rules.”

"Neither dowe." Louise Sharp raised aglass of beer. Shewas atall woman with magentahair and



dangling gold earrings. "Hit thingsinto pockets. That's our plan.”

Hullaba oo said, "Be my partner. I'll show you how to doit.”

"What are playing for?"

"Jdlybeans," Louise said. "The high stakes chocolate-bar wager comes later.”

Jodenny szed up apoal stick, rubbed the end dutifully with chak, and followed Hullaba oo's friendly
ingtructions. Her aim was okay, but twice she hit the cue ball so hard that it jumped off the table.

"Got alittle pent-up frusiration there?" Louise asked, not unkindly. "Hullabaloo, go get the girl adrink.”
"I'mfine" Jodenny said.

Two hours and three beers | ater, she and Hullabal oo had lost dl their jellybeans. Hullabaloo didn't seem
to mind. He was her age, maybe younger, with asmile aimed most of the time at Baylou, who seemed to
enjoy the attention. Karl was busy napping on the sofaiin the lap of the youngest Fraser daughter, who
waswatching amovie.

"Thanksfor bringing him,"” Mommy Alys said. Sheld been watching the game from anearby stoal. "We
promised the girls adog when we get to Earth.”

"Y ou're not going on vacation?" Jodenny asked.
Mommy Kate, curled up in acorner chair with abook, said, "Moving."

"Permanently?* Jodenny didn't mean to sound so surprised, but debased Earth hardly seemed fit for a
young family Then again, it didn't seem like a suitable vacation spot, either.

"Aslong asthey'll have us" Mommy Alyssaid, and dropped a sweeter atop the deeping child.

The overhead comm clicked, and an emergency klaxon began to walil. Jodenny'sfist tightened on the
pool stick so hard that she was surprised it didn't snap in two.

"Attention, al passengersand crew,” Captain Balandrasaid. "Thisisaemergency evacuation drill. Please
consult your passenger information cards or the nearest crew member and report to your evacuation
pods. | repest, thisisadrill, but your participation is mandatory.”

"Bloody rules," Louise Sharp said, downing the rest of her drink.

Jodenny had forgotten the mandatory drill. Her PIC directed her to C-deck, pod 7. Not afar distance at
al. The Frasers were adso heading that way, as was Hullabal 0o. Sailors stood by at every lift and ladder
to direct traffic. It wasdl very orderly and cam, and the gray-green emergency pod waswell outfitted
with surviva gear and medbots.

The officer in charge, a portly man named Chief Reed, made sure dl twenty occupants were belted in
and understood their responsbilitiesin case of atrue emergency.

"This part of the pod ismy area,”" he said. "Passengers aren't dlowed to touch it. Were fully automated,
no steering whed or navigation controls, but through this console | can talk to our onboard computer,
and the computers aboard the Kamchatka, and communicate planetsde.”

"Have you ever had to launch?' one of the Fraser girls asked.



Chief Reed patted her head. "Never, my dear. No emergencies are alowed around here. This ship has
the best safety record in the flet.”

Jodenny kept her gaze on the bulkhead and bit her lip. She knew what it was like to hear Genera
Quartersklaxon for red, to smell burning flesh and fud, to fed her lungs sear and heart trip-hammer in
terror. But she was past that now. She was calm and collected.

"Ellen?' said Hullabal oo, from beside her. "Y ou're going to break my arm.”
Sheredlized that the armrest she'd been using was human, not plastic. "Sorry."
"I've made thistrip adozen times. Trust me. They just do this because regulations say so."

Thedrill lasted thirty minutes. Afterward, the Frasers asked Jodenny to join them for dinner. All she
wanted was to crawl off to her cabin and recuperate. First she had to collect Karl from the lounge, where
sheld left him curled up in the sofa cushions. But thelittle robot wasn't there. Jodenny searched under dl
the furniture and behind the vending machines. She remembered Maachy Baandralingering earlier. The
little weasdl. She went up to senior-officer berthing on B-deck. A sign warned that the areawas off-limits
to passengers, but the captain's cabin wasn't hard to find.

She buzzed the hatch, and Maachy answered with Karl in hisarms.

"What do you think you're doing?" Jodenny demanded.

"Hewasin the passageway!" Mdachy protested. "I saved him from being ssomped or getting lost."
"Whoisit, Ma?" asked awoman'svoice from insde.

Maachy opened the hatch wider. Captain Balandrawas standing in the middle of the suite, Sgning off a
gib held by ayoung ensign. Baandrawastdl, sturdy, and olive skinned, with a sweetheart-shaped face
and neatly coiled dark hair.

"Thisisthe bot'smom," Maachy said, handing Karl over.

"Such acute pet," Baandrasaid pleasantly. "Now I'm going to have to get him one when we return to
Fortune. Miss Spring, isit?'

"Ellen Spring, maam,” Jodenny said.
"Enjoying your trip so far?'
Karl nuzzled againgt Jodenny's neck. She said, "It's been educationd..”

Captain Balandralaughed. "I'll take that in a positive way. Mai tells me you were able to fix one of our
library gibs. I'd like to say our Maintenance Department would have been right on that, but thanks for
taking theinitiative.” Totheensgn shesaid, "That'sal, Mr. Ingstrom. Back to the bridge for you."

"Maam," Ingstrom said, and edged past Jodenny.

Bdandragazed frankly at Jodenny. "Know you, don't I?'Y our faceisawfully familiar.”
"| get that alot,” Jodenny said.

Malachy tilted hisheed, asif memorizing her features.

"I'm having some passengers over later to enjoy the drop into the Little Alcheringa," Baandrasaid. "Can



| interest you in some wine and cheese, at around twenty-one hundred hours?’

Farber would beirate if Jodenny took up the captain'sinvitation. For that, if no other reason, the offer
was tempting. But Jodenny said, "Sorry, | have another commitment.”

"Maybe dinner some evening, before we reach Earth?
"Maybe," Jodenny said. "Thanksfor watching Karl. Good evening, Captain.”

Sheintended to experience the shift from norma spaceinto the Little Alcheringa from the safety of her
cabin, but Hullaba oo and Baylou came by and nagged her into coming down to the Hole in the Wall.
Passengers and crew aike had crowded into the bar, shouting to be heard over the music. Dancers
bumped and gyrated on the dance floor and beer doshed freely over the rims of glasses everywhere.

"Bit frantic about it, aren't they?' Hullaba 0o asked. "Trying too hard to be merry.”
"What do you mean?"

Baylou said, "Didn't you hear about that ship? The one that blew up off Kookaburrawhen it tried to
enter the Big A? It wasin the newslast month."

Jodenny took a steadying gulp of beer and said, "Thought that was separatists. Y ou know. The Colonial
Freedom Project.”

"That'swhat they want you to think," Baylou said.
Hullabdoo sad, "Don't lisen to him. He's alittle nervous himsdlf."
"Nothing's going to go wrong," Jodenny said.

Thewalvids were programmed to show Fortune's system. Fortune was till visible, but only asasmal
blue and green orb. She thought about her little housein Addine Oaks, and about Myell out there
somewherein the network, and about al the Yangtze's dead, and raised her glass.

A countdown appeared on the overhead, bright white letters on a sea of blue. The crowd took up the
chant.

"Ten... nire... eight...”

They were dl shouting now, good-natured, maybe alittle frightened, but Jodenny was suddenly happy to
be with them and not locked up with Farber in the cabin. Most of this group had long forgotten their
school lessons about Jackie MacBride, thefirst captain to pilot aship dong the Little Alcheringa. But
Jodenny raised aglass and made a second toast to Jackie and her crew, logt astronauts from Earth who
d changed the course of humanity with their discovery.

"Just like New Year's Eve" Hullabaloo said, eyes glittering.
"So kissme, you fool," Baylou said.

Jodenny saw Ensign Fila Sadiqi in the crowd, her long hair streaming down her shoulders as she danced
inthearms of the gdlley cook. AT Romero and AT Tingley were perched on stools at the bar, their ams
wrapped around each other.

" .. threg, two, ongl"



The ship shifted, ever so dightly. Thewallvid went blank, as expected. No stars shone in the Alcheringa.
The crowd cheered and kissed and Jodenny sighed in happy relief. The beer in her glasswent down
smooth and cold, and she turned to order another.

Then the Kamchatka's engines shuddered and failed, and the entire ship plunged into darkness.

FOURTEEN

The Aborigind warriors spent the night talking and singing around a campfire at the edge of the
petroglyph cave. Myell couldn't understand aword of their quick language, but he very much appreciated
the dinner they provided—soft chewy tubers, tiny corncobs, and little brown things he couldn't quite
identify.

"Baked grubs," Nam said.

Myell wasn't very hungry after that.

Gayle spent hourstrying to communicate. "Gayle," she said, laying her hand flat on her chest. "I'm Anna
Gayle. My nameisAnnaGayle."

The nativeslaughed at her efforts and poked at her fair skin and blonde hair. Nam watched carefully,
tensgly. Maybe waiting to seeif thingswould get out of hand. Myl didn't think the Aboriginals posed
any risk to Gayl€e's virtue, but he kept watch aswell.

Shark Tooth was fond of his drawing on thefloor, and referred to it several times during the evening.
Nam sad, "He must have seen the lightning hit you."

Myell squeezed the bridge of hisnose. "1 wasn't hit by lightning.”

Therain continued overnight. Myell spent arestless night listening to the Aboriginas snore. Two of Shark
Tooth's men kept watch, preventing any attempts at escape. Come morning, Shark Tooth led the way
out of the cave and up the gully. Already the landscape was changing, turning green. They walked toward
the morning sun blistering in the eastern sky.

Nam said, "Y ou wanted to meet thelocals, Dr. Gayle. | guessyou're going to get your chance.”

Shark Tooth's men began to sing asthey walked. After severa hoursthe plateau trangitioned to alush
rain forest of tree roots that entangled their feet, mud that sucked at their legs, rot and moss everywhere,
nettle plants that Shark Tooth's men beat back with sticks. For hours they continued east with no bresks
for food or rest.

"How far arewe going to go?' Myel| asked.
Nam sad, "Asfar asthey take us."

Bright birds fluttered in the canopy of leaves overhead. Mye| wished he were abird, light and quick, so
that he could fly back to the Spheres and end this misadventure. Jodenny would love to be part of such a
momentous occasion, this meeting of civilizations. But even she might find the heat and pace daunting, the
prospects ahead alittle frightening.

"We should have tried to escape when we could,” Nam said, swatting aside an oversized palm frond.

Come midafternoon, the rain forest abruptly gave way to ancient brown cliffs and the most terrifying view
of an ocean Myell had ever seen. Hislegsfroze up. All he could see was unlimited blue, the rising and



faling water that stretched from arounded bay and reached to forever. St water, billions of liters of it,
heaving and frothing—

Nam's hand closed on Myéll'sarm. "Y ou'd better walk over here," he said, and blocked the view with
his own body.

But not seeing the ocean made things even worse, because Myd| could till hear it smashing on the rocks
and spiresand smell the sdt and rot.

"Chief." Nam dapped his cheekslightly. "Stay with me, here.”

Gayle and the Aborigina s were walking north ong the cliff line. Shark Tooth turned back to investigate
the delay. Mydll tried to suck in asteadying breath but his throat wastoo tight, his chest an aching block
of frozen muscle.

Nam forced his chin up with thetip of hisfinger. "There's no ocean over there. Y ou hear me? No ocean
adl"

"There's a huge fucking ocean there, Sir,” Myell managed to say.

"I'm your commanding officer, and | say there's not. So move your ass, Chief. Thisnature hikeisn't over
ya"

Myell managed to take one small step, then another. It helped that Nam's grip was till tight on hisarm,
and that there were plenty of dusty feet around to concentrate on. By the time Myell felt ready to walk on
his own they were at avillage st back ahundred meters from the cliff's edge. The sdty smell was ill
prevalent, but now mixed with pine and smoke and burning mesat and the swesat of unwashed bodies.

Thevillageitself consisted of thirty or so leaf-thatched homes sharing gardens and pigpens. Naked
children ran fredly about, laughing and shouting. Adults weering dightly more clothing rose from their
chores and closed in on the returning group. Myell lost Sight of Nam. Voicesjabbered a him and fingers
poked hiswhite skin.

"Commander!" heydled out, panicking.
"Stay cam!™ Nam shouted back from somewhere behind him. "They're not going to hurt you!

Easer to hear than believe. Easier to start swatting people away than stay till and endure. Hands
pinched and probed, and bodies pressed close. He was going to drown in an ocean of people. Then
Shark Tooth intervened with abellow, brandishing his spear until the villagers pulled back. The next pair
of handsthat grabbed him belonged to Nam.

"They do loveyou." Nam glared at the crowd. "What's your secret alure?!
"l don't know." Myell tried to catch his breath, but he was shaking too hard.

Shark Tooth ushered them to an open-air structure where a palm-frond roof rose over the beaten sand
of thefloor. In the center was a squared-off area protected by large, rough stones and fallen logs. A
stream of bare-breasted women with feathersin their hair brought food and other offerings—mango
fruits, dried fish, small woven baskets, gourds of fresh water, totems carved from wood.

"We're honored vigtors,” Gayle said.

"Some of us more honored than others, maybe,” Nam said.



Gayletried to talk to their captors. Nam watched but didn't participate. Myell stretched againgt one of
thelogs, glad for the fresh breeze and the dimness under the thatched roof. Hislegs ached from the long
march and alittle rest seemed like agood idea. After afew minutes he opened his eyes. Darkness had
comeon. A large bonfire blazed in the sand far from the buildings.

"No dinner yet," Nam said. "'If these are my ancestors, they need some hospitdity training.”
Myell rubbed the back of his head. "That amost sounded like ajoke, Sir."

Nam said, "Don't get used to it.”

"WherésDr. Gayle?'

"They took her."

Hesat up. "You didn't stop them?”

"Shewanted to go,” Nam said grimly. "Thinks she can communicate with them, heaven help us.”

Six of the native women gpproached, shy and giggling. They carried basins of water and roughly woven
towds.

"Washing-up committee." Nam's hands clenched. "I hope thisisn't the part where we get prepared for
theritud sacrifice”

The cleansing consisted of having their feet and hands washed, rubbed with oil, and decorated with
ocher. Thethick, swirly designs made Myell's skin itch. After the washing, they were escorted out to the
bonfire. Dozens of logs blazed upward from atall pyre. Ten or so old men and women had arranged
themsdvesin asemicircle nearby.

Gayle was ditting on her haunchesin the sand before the elders. White feathers had been tied to her hair
and multiple strings of seashells hung around her neck.

"Been making friends?’ Nam asked.

"Beentrying," Gayle said, her eyeson the oldest of the male elders. "'l think he'stheir chief. The others
defer tohim.”

Shark Tooth approached and crouched before Chief Elder, who put ahand on his head. The villagers
around thefire, sixty or seventy men and women and children, observed in silence. Gayle climbed to her
feet. The only sounds now were the wind and the crackle of flames, the distant roar of the ocean, and the
occasiond cry of ababy who could not be hushed.

The Chief Elder poke along monologue of syllablesthat shifted and climbed over one another. Shark
Tooth turned and motioned for Myell to step forward.

"Do asthey say, Chief," Gayle cautioned. "Everything.”
"| thought we didn't know what they were saying,” Nam said.

Mydl was presented to Chief Elder with aflurry of words. Shark Tooth's arms and hands made great
sweeping motions from the sky as he poke. Heimitated thunder and then fell wildly, asif struck by
lightning. The crowd murmured in gppreciation, and Chief Elder gave Myell a speculative look.

Shark Tooth stood up. While he brushed dirt off himsdlf, atall figure moved through the parting crowd. It



wore asilver helmet over its hammer-shaped head, and along white feathered cloak swirled downward
from its broad shoulders.

A Bunyip.
"Chrig," Nam said.

The alien's skin was scaly, its black eyes narrow. 1t opened itsjaw to reveal rows of razor-sharp teeth.
The villagers murmured in gppreciation. The Bunyip didn't seemed interested in Nam, but it stared at
Mydl. The clawed knuckles and scaly fingers flexed widdly, their points dark with mud or blood.

"Their god," Gaylesad. "Y ou've chdlenged him by surviving thet lightning strike.”
"That'sterrific,” Mydl sad.
Namsad, "Stay cam.”

Gayle continued, "Thelocalsaren't afraid of it. It may have been here along time. On the other hand,
we'retotd strangers. They could kill usif were perceived as athreat.”

The Bunyip turned to the Chief Elder and spoke. Its chirps and cries were trandated into the local
language through a silvery box hanging around itswaist. The Chief Elder replied, hisvoicerich and loud.
After more exchange, ayoung boy brought forward a cage of leaf fronds. Shark Tooth extracted asmall
green gecko and let it dangle by itstail.

Gaylesad, "Smdll reptiles often symbolize evil. They'll want you to vanquish it.”

"Vanquish how?' Myell asked.

Shark Tooth handed the squirming gecko to Myell. Itslegs and forearms scrabbled frantically in midair.
Shark Tooth gestured toward Myell's mouth and spoke several words.

Gaylesad, "They want you to et it."

Myedll thrust the gecko back toward Shark Tooth. " Absolutely not.”

Gayle cameto hisside and rested her hand on hisforearm. Her voice waslow. "Chief Myell. Swalowing
it will demondirate to the villagers your strength and courage. It'll raise you up in their eyes. Elevate dl of
lﬁ"

"No," Myell sad.
Her expression sharpened. "'If you don't, you could be endangering usdl,” sheinssted. "Commander?”
Nam hadn't taken his eyes off the alien. "'l suggest you open wide, Chief."

Myell held the gecko higher. He remembered Koo, the gecko that briefly had been his companion on
the Aral Sea. She had enjoyed darting around the terrarium on his desk with her head held high and her
tall curled up. Rumor had it that inducteesin chief'sinitiation were made to swalow goldfish. A gecko, its
arms and legs and tail scrabbling for purchase, would be alot more difficult. .

But he could doit, if he needed to.

If hewanted to.



The gecko totemsin his dilly bag weighed heavily againgt his skin, so warm they nearly burned.

"No. ' Myell dropped the creature to the sand. The gecko darted toward the trees and disappeared
within seconds.

The crowd hissed at him, their tongues between their teeth. Gayle said, "Y ou shouldn't have done that,
Chief,” and Nam made a disapproving sound.

"I wont doit,” Mydl told Shark Tooth.

The boy with the basket produced a second gecko, and Shark Tooth handed it by the tail to the Bunyip.
The Bunyip swept it high into the air and dangled it over its cavernous mouth. The crowd murmured in
anticipation. Mydl's somach twisted.

The gecko dropped into the Bunyip's mouth.

The crowd cheered.

The Bunyip held one clawed hand high in triumph.
"If that wasthefirs test," Gaylesad, "you failed.”

Chief Elder spoke again. Shark Tooth smiled and repeated the ingtructions. The Bunyip bowed its head
and began stripping off its helmet, cloak, and boots. Myell watched dumbly until Shark Tooth poked his
arm and tugged at his clothes.

"Oh, comeon," he protested. "Naked?'
"Wewon't look," Nam promised.

Hetold himsdlf that stripping barein this seaside village in front of total strangerswasn't so bad. No
worse, surely, than the communa showersin Team Space barracks. But he could fed the hotnessin his
face as heleft hisuniform, boots, and underwear in the sand. A quick glance at the Bunyip proved that it
too had externd genitdia Myell didn't want to know more than that.

Shark Tooth motioned to two young girls, who brought forth more ocher. Additiond designswere
painted on his back and stomach. He stood till, trying to ignore their close presence and bare breasts
and thetickle of their fingers. He took several deep breaths and thought about supply regulations. About
Senior Chief Talk's sequencing lecture. The bonfire was a blaze of heat and light in the corner of his
vison.

"How you doing there, Chief?' Nam asked.
"Fne, gr."

After the body painting was done, Shark Tooth led Myell and the Bunyip to an enormous tree that
towered over the clearing. The trunk was smooth wood with thick knobs and dozens of branches. The
branches arced off in crazy curves, heavy with fronds and vines. Myell could hear birds or smdl animas
moving in its dark depths—snakes, maybe, or owls, or even monkeys. Hetilted his head back and saw a
few stars through the thick cover.

Shark Tooth spoke and motioned.

The Bunyip grabbed the lowest branch and started climbing.



"Good thing you're not afraid of heights,” Nam said.

Myell swore under his breath. Eating geckos. Stripped naked. And now he was supposed to climb a
tree, bare-assed without even aflashlight?

"I want hazard pay,” Myell told Nam, He reached up for the branch and hoisted himsdlf up. "A lot of it."

The climbing wasn't hard, actualy. The branches were closaly spaced and thick enough to support his
weight. The darkness hampered him, though, and the ropy vines were dippery. The Bunyip, dready a
few meters above him, didn't seem to be having the same problems. It climbed swiftly, making clicking
noises asits claws dug into the wood. If this contest depended on being the swiftest, Myell was probably
going tolose.

Without warning the Bunyip made a grunting noise and stopped. Myel immediately halted. He peered
upward but couldn't see much. He shifted against the trunk and brushed hisright hand acrossalarge,
leathery frond. Almost immediately his skin began to burn asif seared by drops of acid.

"Jesus," he muttered. A gtinging tree. Jodenny had been victim to a stinging bush during their trip out of
Warramda. In the starlight his pam was dready turning pink. He jammed his hand under hisleft armpit,
but the burning eased only alittle.

The Bunyip made another noise and began climbing again. Myel| followed, being extraordinarily careful
not to touch anything but the bark. Asthe fronds grew thicker and closer he had to shimmy hisbare
shoulders sideways, or pull hislong legs close. Despite the cool air, sweat broke out on his back and
neck. Far down below he could see Shark Tooth holding up aburning torch. Red light playing off Nam's
concerned face.

"How'sit going?' Nam shouted up.

"| hate thistree.” He didn't actually mean it. Then, suddenly, he did. The tree seemed dive—not in the
botanica sense, but instead as a sentient, menacing being that didn't want supply chiefs climbing its
branches. Animosity rolled out of it in wavesliketiny gnats. The muddy green smdll of it intensified,
became acrid. The vineswrithed in an unnatural breeze. Myell hoped it hated the Bunyip aswdll, that the
hodtility wasn't persondl.

The Bunyip dowed down asit too tried to climb close to the trunk without touching the offending fronds.
Itsbulk and sze worked againgt it. Within afew minutes, Myell found himself closeto itsscaly heds. He
didn't particularly want to passit, and didn't get the chance. When the Bunyip saw him it smashed itsleg
down and hit Mydl's shoulder, trying to disodge him.

"Hey!" Mydll shouted. He teetered off balance, grabbed at the nearest branch, felt astinging race across
hisleft thigh. "Shit."

"Chief?" Nam called up.

Myel| gritted histeeth. His hand gtill hurt, but not as badly asthe welt rising on hisleg. He clung to the
trunk and shivered. "Nothing. Son of abitch.”

The Bunyip made asound like ahuffing. Myell couldn't be sure, but he thought it was laughing a him.
Asshole. Then the laughing choked off inayep. Theaien lost its baance, crashed down past some
branches, and then dropped like deadweight past Myell. Sickening cracking noisesfollowed it downto a
heavy, thumping landing on the ground.

Nam ydled, "What happened?”



"l don't know!" Myell replied. "Isit dead?'

Soft velvety rain began to fall againgt Myell's shoulders. He glanced up, startled, but the stars till shone
over thetregsheight. The raindrops landed on his skin and began to scurry with tiny tickling legs.

"Oh—" he started, and then shut his mouth., his eyes, against an army of tree spiders. He buried his nose
againg the crook of hisarm and clung desperately to the trunk. Thetiny creatures raced across him like
the scratching of amillion little fingernails. He could fed them crawling between hislegs, down hisflanks,
trying to squirm into him—

He nearly began screaming then, and would surely have lost his balance if not for the sense of thetree
changing itsmind about him. It murmured words that made no sense and reached long Sinuous vines
toward him. Gently the vines brushed the offending creatures asde. With his eyes closed he saw no such
thing, but after amoment the scratching faded and disappeared, leaving him naked but unmolested.

Thank you, he thought. No answer came in the darkness. The tree's presence had faded, and maybe
had never redly been there at dl.

"Chief!l" Nam sounded frantic. "What's going on up there?"
"Nothing," heforced out. "I'm coming down."

He descended as quickly as he could, earning stinging welts on the soles of hisfeet and hisass. He
dropped from the lowest branch to the ground and huddled there, shaking, asthe sizzle blazed across his
nerves. When something cool and wet touched hisleg he looked up and saw Shark Tooth with abowl
full of creamy padesdve.

Nam crouched down low beside him, ahand on Myell's shoulders. "Wheat the hell happened?”
"Tdl you later,” Mydl said. "More of that Suff, please. Wheresthe dien?!
"Over there" Gayle sald.

He gazed at the Bunyip, which was far from dead. It was pacing an areanear the tree, obvioudy agitated
at having fallen. One of the village women tried to offer it salve for itswounds, but it brushed her off.

"So much for that,” Nam said. "Hopefully that'sthe last of this nonsense.”
But there was one more challenge to go.

* % % % %

"No," Myell said. "Not inamillion years."

The hour was very late. A moon hung over the ocean, slvery red and distant. It cast along wide path on
the. water, and the waves|ooked full of blood.

Chief Elder spoke again. The Bunyip gazed across the ocean with its teeth showing. Myell, dressed once
morein hisuniform but not his boots, tried not to stare at the rounded bay bel ow, the rocky idands and
mounts and shadowed places. The ocean crashed ashore, hammered sand against rocks, and drained
away with a cascade of roars. Degth lay down there, degth in the most gruesome fashion, and he had to
breathe hard to keep from panicking.

Gaylesad, "It'sredly not that far down."



"I'm not diving off adliff,” Mydl said with absolute certainty.

Chief Elder spoke afew harsh words. Shark Tooth motioned to his warriors, who seized Gayle and put
Spearsto her throat.

"No," Myl repeated, speaking directly to Chief Elder. "I can't. I'll swallow agecko. I'll go back up that
fucking tree. But I'm not diving into that ocean.”

"I'm avery valuable scientist,” Gayle said to the warriors. "Y ou redlly don't want to hurt me—"

She was marched back toward the main part of the village. Nam, who hadn't been touched, gazed
Seedily a Myell.

"| can't order youto doit," hesaid.

"And I'm not going to," Myell said, tired and sore and still hurting despite Shark Tooth's medicine. "Find
someonedse”

Helimped off to alittle frond tepee near the cliff's edge. The Bunyip had its own shelter, ten or so meters
away Separate lines of well-wishers had formed to bring gifts and offerings, and through word gestures
ask for benedictions.

Nam had been dlowed to sit with Myell. The shelter was ceremonia, wouldn't hold up under agood
storm, but at least it diverted some of the cool ocean breeze.

"How arethe burns?' Nam asked.
"Not so bad."

Myell accepted astring of shellsfrom a pretty young girl. She bowed her head and he reluctantly touched
it. She moved to the Bunyip'sline, apparently eager to get itsblessing aswell. Y ou're agood swimmer,"
Nam said.

"I'm okay," Myedll said. In pools. In ponds. In bodies of water that didn't have large deadly crestures
circling inther depths. He gave Nam asidewayslook. "That'sin my file? That I'm agood swimmer?”

"It saysyou're not so bad.”

Another villager approached Mydl, carrying ajug of what smelled like wine. Jungle hooch. Myd| took a
swalow, felt it burnitsway into his chest, and passed it to Nam.

Nam drank a hedlthy gulp, hiseyesgoing wide.
"Enough of that, maybe, and you'll have no trouble going over the Sde?' Nam asked.

Myell stared glumly at his own hands. He couldn't see the ocean, but its nearby presencelay like an
enormous weight on his skull and ches—aheaving, rolling, smashing waight. "If | drink mysaif
unconscious, maybe. Then you can push me over.”

"I won't push,” Nam said.

Back at the bonfire, villagers were dancing in circles and passing around large conch shells. A ritud of
somekind. Gresat party, he supposed. The cliff diveswould probably come at dawn, when the gory
resultswould bevisbleto dl.



"My mother had a phobia about insects," Nam said. "Used to turn her shoes over before she put them
on, just to make sure nothing had crawled insgde while we dept.”

"Wedid that on our farm," Myell said.
"Welived in the city. In afifth-floor gpartment.”

Across the divide between them, the Bunyip shooed away the last of itswell wishersand crouched on its
hind legs with its face toward the horizon. It closed its eyes and breathed deeply, its chest expanding and
contracting.

Myd| suggested, "Y ou could push him over."
"Maybe you should get some deep,” Nam suggested.

The villagers were settling down now. Some went back to their huts, but others stretched out on the
ground in clusters of two or three or more, family units, lovers, grandparents with grandchildren. They
stroked one another's backs and whispered words and gazed up at the sky. The constellations here were
unfamiliar, but Mydll could figure out his own patternsin the bright, distant sars. ashark, agtingray, a
jdlyfish. The sky wasjust adifferent kind of ocean.

"You'd doit, wouldn't you? Jump without hesitation?' Myell asked.
Nam handed over thewinejug. "Thisisn't about me."

Myell leaned back. He imagined himsdlf standing at the edge of the cliff, arms stretched overhead, the
breeze buffeting him as he peered down into the churning, heaving water that would suck himin and
swallow him up. He could swim, yes, but he couldn't swim in that. And so he would never go home,
never hold Jodenny again, never smdl her skin and fed her heart thrum under his outstretched palm.

Hetried to deep, to close his eyes and think of Jodenny, but the ocean roared and hissed nearby,
keeping him terrified.

When the horizon began to brighten he consdered fleeing into the jungle. As an dternative he dug around
in hisvest and came up with apencil. Unfortunately he had no paper. Nothing at dl to write on. He
searched the gift pile, hoping for parchment or tree bark or anything at all.

"All thetechnology inthe Universe" Mydl'svoice was hoarsein hisown ears. "I'd tradeit dl for one
piece of paper.”

The horizon started to turn gold. The Bunyip rose from its crouch with fluid ease. Villagers came forward
for thefind challenge. Shark Tooth came and beckoned Mydll to hisfeet. Myéll'slegsfelt weak, and he
had the appalling urgeto find alarge rock and crawl under it.

Nam stood with hislists tensed, but if he had any ideas, he wasn't sharing them.

"Will you tell Commander Scott that | thought of her until the end?' Myell asked, appaled at the tremble
inhisvoice. "That | love her?'

"Youll tdl her yoursdf," Nam said fiercely.

Another joke. Who knew Nam was such a comedian? Because even if he survived the plunge, he
wouldn't survive the water and rocks. Myell went to the cliff's edge and waited severa metersfrom the
Bunyip. He couldn't look down. The ocean, the damned terrible ocean, spread asfar as he could see.



Chief Elder approached. A dozen drums started begting like thunder.
"I'll doit,” Nam said to Chief Elder, stepping forward and barring Myell. "I'min charge. I'm responsible.”

Chief Elder made asharp, quick motion. Warriors grabbed Nam by the arms and pulled him back from
thediff'sedge.

"Don't doit, Chief," Nam ordered. "It's suicide!"

The drums begt faster, louder, drowning out reason, demanding action. The sun ascended over the
horizon with ablast of light and the villagers began cheering.

The Bunyip lifted itsarms and pitched over the edge.

Mydl couldn't. He was breathing too hard, his knees were knocking together, his thoughts were
fragmenting into tiny shiny piecesthat made no sense at al. He wastoo frightened to make his body
move one way or the other—

But he did it anyway, he dived, dived over the crumbling edge, threw himsdlf into goddamn nothingness,
away from the safety of land into along, frantic fall toward the rocks and froth of the bay below.

FIFTEEN

"It's been eighteen hourd" Mr. Zhang said angrily. "How long doesit take to fix avave?'

Agreement swept through the passengers assembled in the gdley. Jodenny standing near the empty buffet
with Farber and Hullaba oo, sensed mutiny in the air. Not true mutiny, not the passengersrising up to
unseat the captain and crew, but certainly anger and frustration. She suspected that there would be soon
be severa strongly worded letters of complaint to Team Space.

Lieutenant Sweeney, who'd been given the thankless task of keeping the passengers updated, rubbed at
the side of his head.

"The Engineering Officer isworking as hard ashe can," he said. "The problem isnot smply abroken
vave. The mafunctioning parts are ones we normally don't carry sparesfor, and can't be manufactured
onboard. But that doesn't mean we can't work around them. In the meantime, the batteries are supplying
al essentia services and could do so for months, if need be. | redizeit'sinconvenient, but were till going
to arrive on time. Engine thrust has nothing to do with speed in the Little Alcheringa”

"Isthat true?' Hullabal oo asked Jodenny.

"Absolutely,” she said. "If we can't thrust and maneuver once we're back in norma space, Demos
Command will send atug to see usinto orbit.”

Farber said, "No more fancy sandwiches. Nothing too hard about that."

Jodenny agreed. True, the Kamchatka was abit dimmer with only emergency lighting in the
passageways and cabins. Showers had been redtricted to cold-water dousings only, All entertainment
units were offline. The gym was closed, and meals had been reduced to cold rations only. Even the
coffeewas cold.

But the ship giill had air, gravity, climate control, and comm systems. The trip might be alittle
inconvenient for the passengers, but certainly not life threatening.



The same couldn't be said for the moments just after the lights had gone out, when theréd been anear
panic inthe Holein the Wall. Patrons started pushing toward the exits so franticaly that some peoplefdll
underfoot. Jodenny was shoved from behind, but Hullabal oo caught her arm and kept her from faling.
Then hetoo was pushed, and the air grew hot and claustrophobic, and Jodenny remembered fire and
smoke, screams, burning flesh. After afew seconds, battery power switched on. Sharp commands rang
out from some of the crew.

"Kegp cam!" Ensgn Sadigi shouted out, climbing to the top of the bar. "Don't panic!”

Chief Reed, who wasin charge of Jodenny'slifeboat, likewiseyelled out, "It'sdl right! Everything's under
control!"

Jodenny told hersdlf they were fine aslong asthe GQ didn't start shrieking. It was usdess to deploy
lifeboatsinthe Little Alcheringa

Transit speed depended on mass, and evacuees would die of dehydration or oxygen deprivation long
before their lifeboats reached Earth.

"I need everyone to calm down/' Chief Reed repeated, climbing onto achair. "Probably alittle glitch, the
engineswill come back on soon.”

But the engines hadn't come on soon. Hadn't come back yet, hence this briefing with many of the
passengers crammed into the galley and Lieutenant Swweeney |ooking as unhappy as the passengers.

"We paid alot of money for thistrip," someone said from the back of the room.
"Arewe going to get refunds?’ someone el se asked.

Jodenny idly wondered if shewasacurse. First the Yangtze disagter, then the assault on the Aral Sea,
now the Kamchatka's engineering woes.

"You'll have to take up any refund requests with Team Space passenger office,” Sweeney was saying,
which wasjust about when Jodenny lost interest in the conversation. She headed for the exit and happily
stepped out into the cooler air of the passage. So many bodies crammed into one spaceirritated her.
Hulabal oo and Farber were close behind her.

"Fancy adrink?' Hullabal 0o asked. "The bar's open. Beer's probably warm, though.”
"I had enough beer last night,” Jodenny said.

"l don't drink," Farber said.

"Suit yourselves." Hullaba oo headed off.

Farber asked, inalow voice, "Y ou think Sweeney'stelling the truth?"

"Dont seewhy not."

"Are people going to get refunds?”

"Not even if they hold their breath and turn blue," Jodenny predicted. "They paid for passage. They didn't
pay for passagein comfort.”

"I'm going to go find Teddy," Farber said.



Jodenny went upladder to D-deck. Several passenger hatches were open and people werelingering in
the passageway's, driven to sociability by the shutdown of the entertainment unitsin their cabins. Karl,
entrusted to the care of the Fraser daughters, was batting asmal yellow ball between his paws. Jodenny
patted his neck as she stepped by. Louise Sharpe, her magenta hair as brilliant as ever, was sitting on the
deck outside D-18. She shuffled a deck of oversize cards between her hands.

"Hey, Lulu," Louise sad. "Come kegp me company.”
"l was going to try to nap," Jodenny said.

"Oh, sure, like degp's more interesting than me." Louise gave her acrooked grin. "Sit down and rest your
weary dogs.”

"Dogs?" Jodenny asked.
"Dogs. Feet. Earth dang.”

Jodenny sat and leaned her head against the bulkhead. It was niceto rest her feet, after al. "Y ou've been
there often? Earth.”

"We make this run about twice ayear, checking on company investments. It's not haf the cesspool
people make it out to be, though | wouldn't exactly call it hospitable in most places. Ruined cities and
burned-away ozone do that to aworld. Makes the naturalists cranky."

"Thewho?" Jodenny asked, thinking of Maachy Baandra

"Big movement. Back to nature, anti technology, dl that, but they need the tech to clean up the mess|eft
from the Debasement. What brings you there?"

"I'm on vacation. Wanted to see something different.”

"Different, itis" Louiseflipped acard down on the deck and said, 'Ah, the wallaby. Changeis coming
soon.”

"What arethose?'
"Aborigind tarot cards.”

Jodenny examined the card more closdly. It was old and frayed at the edges, but the artwork was
intricate and carefully inked. "I thought tarot cards were European.”

"Well, like everything el se European, they found their way to Austrdia,” Louise said. "Hocus-pocus
cockeyed bullshit, dl of it, except when it isn't.”

She tossed another card down on the deck. It showed brown and orange koada clinging to agum tree as
storm clouds raged overhead. " See there? Turmoil. Not surprising. The future shapes the present, you
know. Something up ahead of usis significantly different than what's behind us."

Jodenny didn't want to think about the future unlessit specificaly involved reuniting with Mydl. Y ou
don't seem like the mysticd type."

"I believein the great unknown, and the great unknowable. And amartini every evening after work.”
L ouise shuffled the cards. "I'll do areading for you."

"l don't redlly need one."



"Free of charge. Kegpsmein practice.” Louise put four cards down on the deck in the shape of a
diamond. "Romance, Finance, Carear, Fortune. First card: Will our dear Ellen find true love?"

Two male passengers stepped over Jodenny "'s outstretched legs on their way down the passage. It was
cool in the ship, the heating éements only on haf power, and she rubbed her bare arms.

L ouise turned the romance card over. A dark figure, arms and legs akimbo, stared up at them.

"The Lightning Man," Louise said, impressed. "Very powerful. And you dready know him, don't you?
Hisfeet areflat: on the ground, not on tiptoes, indicating certainty. He caresfor you very deeply.'

Jodenny tried to keep her expression blank. Her wedding ring burned on its chain around her neck.

Louise sad, "Thing about the Lightning Man isthat he's very powerful, but aso very dangerous. Doesn't
know his own strength. Brings destruction, and in the aftermath, rebirth. Y ou jeopardize yoursdlf by
keeping company with the likesof him."

"I don't know who you're talking about,” Jodenny said.

Louise's mouth quirked. "If you say so. Whoever heis, you'll probably see him soon. Lightning Men, they
tend to stick around whether you want them to or not. Next question: Will Ellen berich?!

Louise overturned the second card. A blue and white seal swam through golden waves.

"Congratulations. The sed indicates you'll have al you need. Maybe you're going to win the lottery. Or
you could berich in other ways, money notwithstanding. Next comes Career. Will Ellen achieve greeat
professona success?

A great white egret stared up at them with black eyes.

Louise was Slent for amoment.

"Determined, perastent, strong,” shefindly said. "When you set out to do something, you doit.”
"Not dways," Jodenny said.

"What did you say your job was?'

"Librarian."

Louisetwirled acurl of magenta hair between her fingers. "Thing is, it'sinverted. See? Upside down.
Compromised. Subject to the power of the next card: Fortune. Go ahead and turn it over."

Jodenny touched the card gingerly and then flipped it. A Rainbow Serpent around the card's surface,
gleaming gold and bronze, yellow and white. She could dmost smell its hat, rotting bresth.

"The Creator.” Louise's gaze narrowed. "First among al in the Dreamtime, the land that was and isand
will dwaysbe. But it'sreversed, too. Y our connection isthrough someone dse. Y our Lightning Man,

perhaps?’

The passageway was getting more crowded. The meseting in the galley must have broken up. Jodenny put
her hand on top of the Rainbow Serpent and then swept up the other three cards. Let Louise do readings
for other passengers. Let her peer into artwork on their behalf and presume to know anything at all.

Jodenny said, "There'sno Lightning Man, and no Snake. | haveto go."



Louise cocked her head. "Go where? We're dl trapped here until we get to Earth.”

Jodenny started to get up anyway. Louise peeled one last card from the deck and put it facedown on the
deck. Louise asked, "What about this ship? What's our fate going to be?!

Sheturned the card over. It showed acrocodile, itsjaws wide and tail high.

Despite hersdlf, Jodenny asked, "What does that mean?”

Louisetook her time answering.

"Undecided,” shefinadly said. "And it'saso inverted. A bad sign. Thingsdon't look so good.”

Rubbish, Jodenny amost said. She left Louise with her cards and headed back to her cabin. The
prospect of staring at bulkheads didn't make her happy at al. She climbed downladder instead,
bypassing the gdley for the library. It was more crowded than she'd expected, with severa passengers
tucked into the comfy chairs and either reading or doing puzzles by flashlight. She detoured by the
passenger lounge, found that too crowded aswell. She was heading for Toledo's cabin, hoping he might
have an update, when AT Tingley caught up to her in an E-deck passageway.

"Commander,” shesad. "I've been looking al over—"

"Miss Spring," Jodenny corrected, with aquick look around. No one else wasin the passageway, but
eavesdroppers were never far away. "What'swrong?

Tingley took adeep breath. "It's Putty. He got in fight and they put him in the brig and it's not hisfault, be
wastrying to get my ring back!"

They had no privacy while standing right there in the passageway. Jodenny spied a unisex head and
towed Tingley ingde. The stalswere empty, and the thin red light from the emergency light left most in
shadows.

"Tel mewhat happened,” Jodenny said.

"My wedding ring! | took it off this morning when | was washing up and Ieft it on the sink shelf by
accident. Everyone else was dready off to breakfast. So then an hour later | remembered, and | went
back, but it was gone. Someone told Putty this kid Maachy was hanging around berthing, and he was
seen in the bathroom, and he picked it up.”

Jodenny squeezed the bridge of her nose. Junior sailors on the Kamchatka shared not only berthing but
acommuna head. She could easily imagine Maachy Baandradipping in after everyone had gone off to
ther daily duty assgnments.

"Putty didn't know he was the captain's son!" Tingley said, unshed tears beginning to glimmer. "He went
off to find him, and they got in afight, and the kid's till got my ring, and Putty's going to be charged with
fighting, and what arethey going to do to him?"

"Someone actually saw Maachy Baandratake thering?' Jodenny asked.
Tingley nodded emphaticaly. "Bobby Shu saw with his own eyed

But now hewon't swear to it because he doesn't want the captain mad at him, and Putty didn't even
punch firg, thekid did that."

That was alittle hard to believe. Mdachy didn't seem like the violent type.



"What isit you want meto do?" Jodenny asked.

"Tak to the cagptain! Or to Security. Can't you? Because they can keep himin the brig until we get dl the
way back to Fortune, and hell just hate that, he hates little places, and then helll haveto get alawyer, and

Team Space doesn't like him anyway—"

"Take abreath,” Jodenny ordered. "Deep bresth. In and out through your nose. Y ou're going to
hyperventilate.

Tingley did so, and wiped at her eyes.

"I'm not asealawyer," Jodenny said. "Asfar as anyone on this ship knows, I'm not even alieutenant
commander.”

"But you know him!" Tingley said. ™Y ou can stand up for him. No one eseisgoing to do that.”

Myell had been thrown in the brig once, accused of a crime he hadn't committed. Jodenny hadn't known
him at the time, but she knew it hadn't been good for him. Shetried to imagine being nineteen yearsold
and assigned to aship for thefirg time, and being committed of acrimefor trying to recover your wife's
wedding ring.

Shesad, "I'll gotalk to Security.”

"Thank you, maam!" Tingley threw her arms around Jodenny and hugged her in adecidedly
unprofessiona way. She pulled back amost instantly, her face flushed. "Sorry. | didn't mean to do that.”

"We're on aship with no power and your husband'sinjail,” Jodenny said gruffly. "I guess you're alowed
ahug."

"Thank you, maam," Tingley said, and dragged her deeve across her nose.

"Just don't let it happen again,” Jodenny said, and went off to talk to Security.

SIXTEEN
Fdling off acliff took forever.
One thousand, two thousand. ..

Wind rushed at him. The dark and ominous sea expanded beyond the edges of hisvision. The sharp
rocks below waited for him with hardened teeth and jagged claws. Myl saw his desth, clear asthe sky:
his body damming into stone, bones cracking and splintering under the train, his lungs punctured and
skull shattered like an egg.

Three thousand, four...

Theterror of the cliff had been replaced by a strange, cold calm. No sense worrying about the inevitable.
In afew seconds everything would be over, and if anything lurked beyond the blackness of death held
find out.

Still, calm notwithstanding, he scrabbled for some kind of purchasein the air, anything to grab on to,
anythinga dl.

Five thousand, six, the pull of gravity, the onrushing rocks, awarenessthat the Bunyip had already gone



into the water and had not surfaced, the flegting lament Jodenny, and he hit.

* % % % %

Cold. Shockingly cold, and dark, and his mouth and nose and lungs and chest and body were full of
water, atorrent of it flooding into him, making breath and life impossible. In terror and desperation he
tried to suck inair, air that didn't exist, his chest muscles parayzed, hislungsturned to sone, and his
heart beat wildly out of control in abattle that was aready lost, dready far beyond his control.

He didn't remember sinking, but here he was deep in sdlty blackness, unable to see, unable to focus, his
limbs heavy and fingers dack, freezing cold, bitterly cold, no sense of up or down, no way back to the
surface, dl logt, s0 lost, and when seaweed brushed againgt his lips he couldn't even recoil, because the
water carried him and drowned him and he was dimming, al of him was dimming, and going into the
darkness.

Come, awoman's voice said, avoice like asong. Open your eyes.

Impossible, but he did it anyway. Hisvision was a blurred landscape of black and dark blue and there, a
woman'sslvery face. She shimmered in the darkness like a beacon. Her eyesweretiny burning fires of
green, her smilefull of sharp gray teeth. Her hands did over Mydl'sarms and up to histhroat and cupped
hisface, oh so cold, and dimy likeafish.

Come and live, she coaxed.

Her lips brushed his. Her tongue did into histhroat, aviolation that brought blessed air. Myell choked,
gasped, and bolted upright on adamp bed of rock. Around him, the walls of a sea cave shone green with
luminescent plants. He clutched histhroat, sure that he couldn't breathe, but air flowed fredly down into
his chest, where aresidua achetold him that he hadn't dreamed the ordedl. He had jumped from a cliff
into the ocean and lived to tell the tale.

Unlessthiswas some odd kind of afterlife, an afterlife that was wet and salty and cold, and in which he
was naked again.

Shivering, he clutched at a coverlet of seagull feathers that had been wrapped around him. The feathers
smelled moldy. Heingpected hisarms and legs, looking for injuries. A few scratches, abruise or two.
The wdtsfrom the stinging tree had faded. But something was missng—

Hisdilly bag was gone.

He patted the coverlet, searched the bed of rock, scanned the floor. No sign of it. Silly to be sentimental
about acloth sack, but the loss cut him anyway.

You've got bigger problems, hetold himsdf.

He staggered upright, paused to let his spinning head settle down, and limped giffly toward alow
archway of rock. A large crocodile in the doorway snapped at him with teeth like knives.

Myell jerked back severd frightened steps. The crocodilestail twitched, long and heavy, but it made no
moves toward him. He glanced around for some kind of club or stick, anything that could be used asa
weapon. The sea cave gave him nothing.

"Shewon' egt you," awoman'svoice said.

Myell turned back to see a young woman standing beside the crocodile. The woman had dark hair that



curled in luxurious wavesto her hips, and asilvery-white face that seemed familiar. She wore ascrap of
fabric around her waist. A string of fish bones and pam fronds hung around her neck.

"She'sjust curious,”" the woman continued. " She thinks Nogomain who pretend they are birds must have
spent too much timein the sun.”

All the questions Mydll wanted to ask jammed up in histhroat. The woman stepped farther into the
chamber, her dainty feet pale againgt the wet rock. Her lipswere bluein the glowing light.

"I don't think you're Nogomain yet, and you would make aterrible bird." She advanced on him with
delicate steps. Thetip of her head reached only to his shoulders. "Still, you're welcome here. At least until
you tire of fish and salt and the sharks who circle you even now."

She put one hand on his chest. Her fingers were short and stubby, her nails green. Her bare, firm breasts
were covered with tranducent scales, and the nipples were black. She gazed at him steadily, her eyes
betraying nothing.

"Who areyou?' he asked.

"Names are secrets,” she said. ™Y ou can call me Free-not-chained.”
"Areyou... human?'

Shelaughed. "Areyou?’

Free-not-chained turned away before he could answer. She glided from the cave asif the rocky wet
floor were made of ice. Mydll followed very carefully, eyes on the crocodile. It let him pass unmolested.
Free-not-chained led him through more narrow, low caves. In some the luminescent walls faded to faint
glows, leaving him stumbling. In others, open pools of seawater |apped at rock, and silvery fish splashed
at their surfaces.

Free-not-chained's destination was awide, high chamber where sunlight broke through large gapsin the
ceiling and walls. He could hear birds cawing and the wind whistling, and see chunks of the distant blue
sky. The cavern floor was littered with birdshit-stained rocks and women like Free-not-chained basking
in pools of sunlight. Crocodiles dept among the women, curled up like pets.

"Helives" one of the women murmured, opening her eyesa Myd|'sarriva.
"He'sonly aman,” another said, arching her spine and licking at her fingers.

Free-not-chained showed him aflat expanse of damp sand and bade him to sit down. "He's Jungdli,” she
said, which made goose-bumps run down his spine.

"Where did you hear that name?' Myell demanded. His mother had given him that secret nickname. The
Rainbow Serpent had called him by it. But no one else, not even Jodenny knew it.

"Whispered by the gods," Free-not-chained said. "Murmured in awe and fear.”

She gave him acup of fresh water. Though he didn't expect to be thirsty after inhaing half an ocean, he
finished al of it with dow, even swalows. When she offered him bits of raw fish, he shook his head.

"What about the Bunyip?' he asked. "The creature that dived into the ssawhen | did.”

"Stranger,” said one woman.



"Interloper!” said another.

Free-not-chained leaned againgt an old, scarred crocodile. She stroked itstail with one hand and gave
Mydl along look from under her black eyelashes. "He swam to shore. They took him. They celebrate
him asthe Lightning God, in error. We kept you.”

Myd| pulled the seagull leatherstighter. "Why?"
"So curious," said one of the others, and rubbed her legslanguidly againgt each other.

To Free-not-chained he said, "I am thankful that you saved my life. But | need to get back to my friends.
Will you take me?"

Shelicked her lips. "Not curious. Denying. But your friends, they will come soon to take you to the
Nogomain."

"Who are the Nogomain?' he asked. "I don't know that word. Are they gods? Like the Rainbow
Serpent?

None of the women answered. Free-not-chained continued to stroke her crocodile. Sea spray shot over
the rocks above them, sending down water dropsthat chilled Mydl's skin.

"I have awife" hesaid. "I have to go hometo her."

Free-not-chained closed her eyes. The other women also seemed to doze. Some of the crocodiles
stayed awake, their eyesflat and watchful. Myell edged to hisfeet, tiptoed past tails and claws, and tried
to avoid the clamp of jaws around his ankles. Sweet trickled down his neck and made the feather
coverlet gtick to hisskin. It wouldn't be so funny to survive acliff dive only to be devoured by wild
reptiles, but he was their Jungdi, whatever that meant, so maybe they wouldn't rip hislimbs gpart,
wouldn't snap his bones and chew up his organs.

At thefar end of the chamber was ajumble of bouldersthat twisted up to the sky. Hed never been much
for rock climbing, had never even attempted it beyond afew triesin shipboard gyms, but he could see
footholds and handholds. The rocks were rough and sharp, and diced into his palms and bare feet ashe
ascended.

Blood, he thought. A great way to attract a crocodil€'s attention.

Hedid his best not to look down and instead focused on each purchase and each heft upward. The
coverlet fluttered around his ankles and feathers clung to his knees. He abandoned it for expediency's
sake. Bare-assed was not hisfavorite way to brave an incline of mercilessy sharp rock, but it wouldn't
matter oneway or the other if hefell to hisdesth.

Despite the coal air he was soon sweeting. He couldn't climb steadily upward but instead had to zigzag
and double back at times when the rock proved too steep. He imagined that at the top of the climb held
find Jodenny, warm clothes, ahot medl, and an ouroboras, in that exact order, but the list was depressing
because of itsimprobability, and so he concentrated instead on not dipping and crashing to the ground
below.

Hedid look down, at one point, and was startled to see that al the women had vanished, and in their
places were more crocodiles: crocodiles with red eyes and green nails, crocodileslolling with their
tummies turned to the sun.

Myl dimbed higher.



The surfacefindly came within reach, and he hauled himsdlf into adazzling, overwhe ming jumble of rock
and sky and clouds. For amoment al he could do was sit and shake and tremble. Impossible task
number one, accomplished. Then helifted his head and saw ocean in every direction. The caveswere
part of an underwater reef and idands whose jagged tips rose above the tide and currents. He couldn't
seethe mainland. Evenif he dared swim, he didn't know which direction to swim in, which way to safety
and shore.

He sat back, dready fedling the sun burning his skin, unable to contemplate a climb back down into the
crocodile pit. He had no fresh water, no food, and no hopeto cling to.

No clothes, ether.
If only Jodenny could see him now.

Hewas il Stting there when along wooden canoe curved into view with two women insideit. Thefirst
had dark skin and white hair, her face marked with scars. The second was ayoung woman of Asian
descent whom Myell had last seen onthe Aral Sea several months earlier, and who he'd presumed was
dead.

"Hi there," Able Technician Ishikawasaid with asmile. "Can we give you alift, Sergeant?'
"Chief," hesaid dumbly. "I'm achief now."
Ishikawa gave amock saute. "Chief. I'm glad they promoted you."

Myell considered severd responsesto that, but went with the one most obvious. ™Y ou're not redl.
Nether of you."

Ishikawa's smile grew wider. "Red or not, maybe you'd like aride somewhere with afew more
amenities?'

He considered the boat, the waves, the sea. Hislegs were gill shaky from the climb. Hetipped his head
back and et the sun warm hisface. "Nope."

"He's crazy." That was the second woman in the canoe, the woman he didn't know, spesking with an
accent that he couldn't quite place.

"I'm not kidding. Weve got anice place for you to deep, good food, tree houses, gods..." Ishikawa
sad.

Myell cracked an eyelid at them but didn't commit.
Ishikawa added, " Or you can stay here until thetide comesin,” and that did the trick.

Hed been in afew situations more humiliating than climbing naked down the rocks and into their canoe,
but a the moment he couldn't think of any. Ishikawa handed him ared-and-blue woven blanket. He
pulled it over his shoulders and tucked it under hisass, but till felt exposed. The boat rose and fell with
the waves, twisting from sideto side. Hetried not to look at al the water.

"| should ask you the norma questions," he said to Ishikawa. "Who, what, everything."
"All good thingsin good time" shereplied. "Thisismy dgter Sirys.”

Silrys began paddling. "Y ou're Jungdi," she said over her shoulder, and she didn't sound like she
approved.



Myel pulled the blanket tighter. "I wish people would stop caling methat.”

The women exchanged looks he couldn't read, which annoyed him more than anything el se had that day .
But helogt hisgrip on hisirritation as the canoe started across the water. Oddly enough, plunging into the
ocean from aterrifying height hadn't cured his phobiaof it. He closed hiseyes and tried to breathe
steadily, an exercise that was supposed to cam him, but the back of histhroat began to burn and he
knew, with certainty, that he was about to vomit.

"Chief, here." 1shikawa pushed ajug into his hands. "Drink, it helpsme. | aways get seasick.”

Theliquid wasthick wine that tasted like honey. He dit his eyes open and saw that they were il
surrounded by water, by the treacherous and merciless sea, but they were headed for alarge, doping
idand not too far away. He nursed Ishikawa's brew and ignored the dizzying motion of the canoe.

"Sharks" Slryssaid, sounding very casud about it.
Fins diced through the water off their starboard bow.
"No worries," Ishikawasaid, and patted Myd|'s back.

They reached the hilly idand without being besieged by sharks, dolphins, whales, or other mongters of the
deep. Ishikawa helped Myd | from the canoe and past salt-crusted rocks. The dcohol had left him alittle
tipsy. The shoreline was rough. No scenic beaches here, no curving ribbons of sand.

"Nice place youve got,” Mydl said, keeping atight grasp on Ishikawaswine jug.

The rocks quickly gave way to sea grass, then to aforest where acanopy of green leavestinted the
sunlight. There were no houses or other sheltersimmediately visible, but as the two women took him
farther from shore he began to see rope bridges up in the trees, platforms made from hewn logs, thatched
huts nestled in branches. Colorful birds flitted from tree to tree and women's faces peeked down at
him—sunburned faces, dark-skinned faces, young faces, faces of old women.

"Thisisour village" Ishikawvasad.
Myl tilted his head back. "Y ou live up there?!
Ishikawasad, "Modly."

The tree houses grew more numerous and complex. Most were clustered in concentric rings around a
Child Sphere gitting by itself in adirt clearing. Unlike other Spheresthat Mydll had seen, thisonewas
covered with Aboriginal paintings that mirrored the ones they'd discovered in the cave. Crocodiles and
birds, animas and reptiles of al kinds, and one lone, large figure that looked like aman or agod holding
arrowsin hishand.

Flower offerings, bits of food, and carved wooden totem surrounded the Painted Child, whose dark
archway called to Mydl like no other Sphere had ever done.

"Up here, Chief," Ishikawasaid, steering him toward aladder fastened to one of the trees. "I know you
renot afraid of heights."

Not normaly, no. But as Myell tipped his gaze up the tree, he thought about spiders and stinging fronds.
"I think I'll stay here," he said. He did to the base of the tree with the jug and blanket for company.

Silrysglowered down at him. "He's drunk.”



"Am not,” Mydll protested, and swallowed morewine.

More women agppeared around him, some of them barely clothed, afew of them muttering
disgpprovingly. Some of them giggled. Smal boys and girls poked at hisarms or hung seashdl strands
around his neck. The sunlight through the trees dazzled his eyes. The blanket scratched hisskin. He
began telling Ishikawa, with earnestness and gresat detail, how he'd been promoted to chief and then
turned down initiation and now some other chiefs hated him, and officers too, and Commander Nam. But
hafway through the story he fdll adeep, and when he next woke up he wasin one of the tree houses.
Green leaves and colorful birds and brown rope bridges surrounded him. The sun had fdlen far in the
sky, and someone nearby was roasting spiced mest.

"Thereyou are," Ishikawasaid as he stirred.

Myell sat up groggily. The tree house was a single room ouitfitted with weavings and sea treasures and
wooden carvings. His bladder was close to burgting. I shikawa handed over aclay pot and turned her
back until he was done.

"Theréswater in that jug over there," she said. "No more hooch for you. Dinner should be ready soon.”
Myell peered at the tree huts and bridges and platforms. "What isthis place?

"|dand of the Amazons" shesad.

"Yourekidding."

She amiled. "Wel, that'swhat some of uscal it. | don't think you could pronounce the loca word for it.
Home sweet home."

Myél pressed the pam of hisright hand againgt hisright eye, wishing Ensign Collins were nearby with his
medkit. Then again, hed survived worse hangovers.

"Do the villagers back on the mainland know you're here?!
"The People? They have rumors. Folk tales. Wetry to keep our distance.”
"How'd you get to Team Space?' he asked.

"l grew up here. When | was old enough, | was sent to Fortune—as were many others—to look for the
man caled Jungdli. | joined Team Space, hoping to find him aong the Seven Sigers. So there | was, on
the Aral Sea, and fate put mein your department. It all worked out.”

Myedll's headache was easing. "It dmost didn't. Commander Osherman ordered you to tell the ship's
bridge that Lieutenant Scott and | were trapped in that cargo tower. We nearly died.”

"The Rainbow Serpent came to me, told me who you were, said you had your own path to follow.
Honest!" Ishikawa crossed her heart. "He told me to come back here. And so | did. Now you're here,
too. That's destiny for you."

"It'ssomething,”" he agreed. "But just because my mother picked a strange nickname for me doesn't mean
I'm the man you're looking for. Who told you about that nickname, anyway?*

Ishikawa put her smal hand on hisarm. "The Snake."
Hesighed.



"Y our mother gave you the name Jungdi because the Rainbow Serpent whispered it in her ear while she
dept. Y ou were chosen for thisalong time ago. The Nogomain need you. Garanwa needs you."

"I'm afraid to ask. Who are the Nogomain? Who's Garanwa?"'

I shikawa brushed her hands on her knees and stood up. ™Y ambli will tell you. She getsto tell dl the good
stories. Silrysisour leader, but Yambli'slike our grandmother. She wantsto seeyou.”

He glanced down at himsdlf. "Maybe you could find me some clothesfirg.”

While she was gone Myell watched the tree village and the children who dashed across the rope bridges
without a care. Mothers were cooking medsin carefully tended stone ovens, and someone was playing a
didgeridoo. A traditionally male musica instrument, if he remembered correctly. Y et he didn't see any
men besides himsdlf, which led to the question of who had sired dl the kids,

I shikawa returned with abrown woven shirt and ared skirt.
"We don't have any trousers,” shesaid. "Sorry."

He eyed the kirt judicioudy.

"Yambli sent it hersdlf," Ishikawasad.

When he was presentable, 1shikawaled him across the nearest bridge. Myl didn't like the swing and
buck of it, but it held their weight easily. Across platforms and huts and more swaying bridges they went,
the chatter of women in the air. The sun was lower now, streaking the sky red, leaving theforest in
deepening darkness. Bugstried to feast on hisarmsand legs.

"Here, smear thison," Ishikawa said. "Insect repellent. The good stuff, too. Imported from Fortune.”

At last they cameto alarge hut. Theinside glowed ydlow from thelight of oil lamps. The singleroom
held severd hand-carved chairs and rugs woven from palm fronds. Tree-bark masks hung on the walls,
their mouths and eyes wide, their faces decorated with shells, flowers, and paint. Seven or eight women,
including Silrys, were in attendance around the oldest person Myd|l had ever seen.

Shewastiny and shriveled, with gray hair cropped closeto her skull. Her dark skin looked fragile and
bruised. Her right arm was bent awkwardly against her chest and the hand was atightened knot, useless.
Her legswere like abird's, sticking out from under ablue blanket. But her eyeswere il lively, and her
mouth stretched wide in asmile when she saw him.

"Jungdi,” she rasped out.
The other women stared at Myell, not dl of them so welcoming.

"Sit here," Ishikawa said, and showed him to aspot very closeto Yambli. Mydll sat cross-legged, careful
not to expose himsdlf under the ridiculous red skirt. Most of the other women sat aswell. Somewhere
nearby, incense was burning. It smelled like lavender and sdlt.

"Chief Mydl," Yambli said, "l am so pleased to be meeting the son of my daughter.”

"Y our daughter?' he asked, Sartled.

Sheraised her good hand and said, "All are my daughters.”

White streaks of light flashed from her fingers and spread across the ceiling. Tangled lines, twisted, the



roots of avast eucdyptustree, and hewas at thetail end of one of the tiniest threads, and she was farther
up the convolution, and the whole tree itself pulsed with energy, ancient and enormous power.

Yambli said, Y our mother came from Augtrdia, the lost People of the northern coadt, the same as my
mother, and her mother before her. That's how we measure families here: through the mother, aways.

The People of theland are the same way. They believe you to be the next incarnation of the Lightning

God."

Mydl blinked. Y ambli's house reassembled itsalf around him. The other women were gazing at him with
careful eyes. Yambli hersdf amiled toothlesdly.

She said, "The People were taken out of Augtrdiaand through the Egg severa generations ago, by the
Nogomain. The Nogomain serve the Wondjina. We serve the Nogomain. Y ou are Jungdi. Favored by
the Rainbow Serpent, destined to join the Nogomain. We've been searching for you for generations.
Since Garanwatold usto. When you step through the Egg below, you'll be part of them."

Y ambli coughed, adry and raspy sound. | shikawa pressed ateacup into her hand. The incense smell was
very srong.

"The Egg," Mydl sad. "The Child Sphere below?'

Silrys stepped forward, her expression grim. "Garanwaisthe last of the Nogomain. He needs Jungdi's
help. To take hisplacein the First of al Eggs, and to keep the interlopers from taking the helm. The ones
you cal the Bunyips. Lie cdlsthem the Roon.”

Myell wished he had Ishikawaswine jug again. He gazed at the women's faces and saw fervent belief,
irrationa hope, skepticism. The lavender and sdt smellswere very strong now, and the insect repellent
made hisskinitch. Hewas gtting in askirt in ahut in avillage of women who wanted him to help the
gods.

"Your wife" Yambli said. Her smile was long gone. " She saw the Roon. She knows the threat. Bring us
to dugt, they will, unless Jungdi stopsthem.”

Mydll stood up. "Look. I'm sure you're al great people and you mean well, but I'm not the one you're
looking for; I'm sorry.”

Yambli stretched her useless hand to him. The skin on it was withered and sagging, and the bones
underneath looked too thin to bear weight.

"I'm sorry," he said, and lightly touched her fingers.
Theworld dissolved into chaos.

* * % % %

Light and dark, everywhere mixed, vibration and not-vibration, cacophony and silencein swirl, and he
was without shape or form, but his mind soared through the world like a bird, or a spear thrown by an
unseen warrior.

"Thebeginning,” Yambli whispered in hisear.

The chaos separated into brown land and blue sky, and sun o bright that he feared blistering his
nonexistent eyes. His physica body was a memory, fleeting and inconsequentid. He barely missed it dll.
He was free (Free-not-chained, he remembered, giddily) and nothing would ever bind him to Earth again.



It was paradise and perfection and power that could never be tamed.

Around him, balls of light dropped to the ground like shooting stars, and where they landed, the land
humped and moved. The humps rose into shapes like crocodiles, birds, gum trees, dark warriors. The
beginning, he understood. The newly created shapes trekked across the flatland, over hillsraising
themsdvesfrom the dugt, over lakes springing in great gushing geysers, over rivers mingling and twisting
together in shining blue paths.

He swooped in lower, his nonbody dipping and lifting, laughing in spirit if nothing se. The ground
reached and pulled him into an embrace that |eft him in the shape of a gecko, agecko crawling forward
through an enormous world of rocks and blades of grass. He felt lessjoy, now, dwarfed to insignificance,
the stomping dark feet of children making the ground shake around him. He darted through the brush and
an ocean bay opened up beneath his vantage point: abay of shimmering blue, awooden ship salling into
it with great white sails made in England, white men come to clam and stedl land—

Abruptly Myl lost the shape of agecko. He was aman now, an aborigina standing on the shore with
the men of histribe, their fists wrapped around spears that were no match for pistols. He was decorated
with feathers and sticksin histhick hair, and his skin was painted with ocher. Swest itched between his
shoulder blades. The English ship was drawing closer. The world was about to change forever.

But before the cannons fired, before the gunshots discharged, the great Rainbow Serpent curled down
from the sky and dropped a stone egg. From the egg emerged the Nogomain and their shaman,
Garanwa, who bade the People to journey to the stars.

To thisland, where People would be safe.
"But what do | have to do with any of this?* Myell asked, with amouth that had no lips, no voice.
The Snake swalowed him whole.

SEVENTEEN

Night on theidand of women. Myéll felt drunk again, though he hadn't had any wine. Torchlight stresked
across hisvison like the burning trails of comets. He was a planet spinning itsway through avoid, but the
void wasfull of pam trees and beautiful women, and dirt between histoes, and children Snging.

"I'm going to be sick," he said to Ishikawa.
She pulled him to afine wooden chair carved from atree trunk. "Sit down."

The party swirled on without him. Flower petals drifted down from above, soft likerain. Mydl| caught
some and crushed them againgt hisface, thinking of Jodenny's perfume. The archway of Painted Child
had been decorated with garlands and wreaths. The darkness ingde soothed him, steadied hisvision.

"Y ou want meto go through there," he said.
"It'swhat you were born to do," Ishikawa said.

He leaned back in the chair—the throne. . .-and let his head loll. The women's music was bright and fat,
no more didgeridoos here. In harmony they sang words he didn't know. The little boys of the village
banged on drums made of skin and wood. Whenever Myl closed his eyes he saw white trees and red
landscapes and Jodenny, cdling to him.

"My wife" hesad.



"Lieutenant Scott understands duty,” Ishikawa said. " She of al people would want you to do what's
right.”

He corrected her. "Lieutenant Commander Scott.”

Ishikawa's hand pressed againgt his. "Y ou'll have the power of the entire network in your hands. Y our
control, your will. Otherwise the power of the First Egg will fal to the Roon.”

The Roon. The Bunyips, with their white feather cloaks and silver hedmets and clawed hands. Fantastica
and strange. Surdly creatures from adream, or anightmare.

Ishikawa's voice was close to hisear. "Y ou're aways going to do the right thing, Chief. It'sjust the way
you are. So you might aswell walk into that Egg and face what needs to be done. Stop the Roon.”

Damn her for making sense.

Mydll stood up, straightened the red skirt tied around his waist, and stepped toward the Painted Child. If
he could dive off acliff, he could do this. Embrace his destiny, whatever it was. Be their Jungdi, at least
until they redlized that they had the wrong man. It wouldn't be thefirst time held been mistaken for
someone better than he was, but maybe it would be the last.

The music stopped and the drumsfdl slent.

He kept walking, aware of Ishikawatrailing arespectful distance. He amost asked her to accompany
him but that would be sdlfish, unfair. He had no ideawhat lay ahead. Some paths could only be walked
done.

Mydl saw Y ambli watching him, her eyes bright. Beside the old woman, Silrys stood with afrown. She
didn't believein him at al, which was strangdly comforting.

| don't believe in me either, he wanted to say. But I'll try.

A smdll boy stepped in front of Myell to give him abouquet of flowers. Feding absurdly like abride,
Mydl took the flowers and patted the boy on the head. Jodenny had carried flowers during their
wedding. The ceremony had been short and efficient, both of them still recuperating from injuries, well
aware of therisk of fraternization charges and retdiation, but worth the danger. If anyone had ever told
him held marry an officer, he would have laughed at theidea.

The flowersin his hand were red, not white. Tropical and wild, not carefully cultivated and cut from a
ship's hydroponics bed. They smelled like wild honey, and the dirt on their roots, and the fresh green of
their stalks.

The Painted Child called to him, beckoned.

Jungali. Save usall.

"Chief?" |shikawa asked.

Thewords came out on their own, unbidden. "I can't.”
Panic crossed her face. "Of course you can.”

"| can't leave her." Hishead felt clearer, his knees steadier. He hadn't redlized how hard they were
trembling. Mydll clutched the flowers closer to his chest and gave Ishikawaa quick kiss on the cheek.
"I'm sorry. It's selfish and wrong, but | made apromise. I'm going hometo my wife."



Hewalked off into the jangle, taking the red bouquet with him.

* % % % %

Mye| walked through the jungle toward the moon. When he found a clearing he dept with hisarms
pillowed benesth his head, and when he woke the sun was up and Silryswas Sitting next to him.

"Youreasurprise," shesad. "I'll giveyou that."

She had water and fruit for him, and he was famished enough to accept both. As he chewed he said,
"Y ou're not here to persuade me to go through the Child Sphere. Y ou don't think I'm the guy for the job

anyway."

Shesad, "All my life, I've been taught the importance of finding the man named Jungali. Garanwa
commanded it, and he's our god.”

"Jungdi hasto beaman?' Myell asked. "Kind of sexigt, isn't that?"
Her gaze narrowed. "The Nogomain picked. We didn't.”
"ThisGaranwa. What's he like?"

"He was a boy, once. Now he's something else.”

Thefruit, some kind of mango, left Mydl'sfingers sticky. He wiped them on his skirt. " So you send
women out to go looking for Jungdli. Ever go yourself?*

Silryss gaze was on the trees. "For fifteen years| lived on Mary River, waiting for asign that didn't
come."

"That'sthe thing about Sgns,” Myel said, not unkindly "Sometimesthey're right, sometimesthey're
wrong. Some of your people think I'm destined to join the Nogomain. The villagers back on land thought
| was the reincarnation of their Lightning God. Did you know there's one of those—what do you call
them?—Roon among them?'

Silryssface creased with afrown. "Yes. It's been trapped there for severad months, as have al who've
tried to use the Eggs. It cdlsitself agod. It studiesthe People, learns their habits."

"Y ou think it's dangerous. The whole species.”

"Garanwafears nothing, but he fearsthem,” Slrys said, in ahushed voice. "Hetdls uslittle about them
other than that they are interlopers. That they don't worship the Wondjina. But they mean to cause great
degtruction.”

Myd| pushed down the lump of shamein hischest. "I'm not your man."

Silryssaid, "Y ou bear the name. The Rainbow Serpent has curled around your legs. Garanwadlows
you, and only you, to use the Eggs. I've been stubborn and wrong in my disbelief."

"l haveto go." Mydl stood up and, after amoment's reflection, picked up the wilted red bouquet from
the ground. "Thank everyone for their hospitality, okay?1'm sorry if | disgppointed. But one man, againgt
an entire alien species? It was never going to work in thefirst place.”

He started through the jungle toward the beach. The path was worn well enough for him to follow, but
the foliage was thicker than he remembered, the going alittle tougher. He wiped sweat from his



face—damn, but the day was hot—and tried not to cut his bare feet on anything sharp. He fought his
way past low-hanging branches and stepped over vines and decided that what he really needed was a
vacation in a city somewhere, concrete and glass and every imaginable amenity.

The aroma of st and seaweed grew stronger on the breeze, but when he stumbled clear of the forest
Mydl saw awide stretch of sand instead of the rocky beach he remembered. The ocean was abright,
glinting carpet of blue and green. He hated it.

Y ambli waswaiting for him, standing thin and fragilein the sea.grass. |shikawawas with her.
"Chief," Yambli said, and held out ahand.

"Maam." Myell waswary of touching her, but he and Ishikawa hel ped her to sit on along, sat-crusted
piece of driftwood.

Y ambli wagged her fingers at Ishikawa. "Leave us. The chief and | must spesk alone.”
"But, Grandmother—"

"Go," Yambli indsted.

Ishikawa retreated to the trees, her armsfolded in worry.

Mydll squatted down low to be at Yambli'seyelevel. "I can't stay here. | have to go back to my wife.
And to my friends, trapped in the network."

"Who can stop Jungali?* she asked, with affection. But her head was cocked, asif she waslistening to
something just out of his hearing range. A song from the sea, maybe, or somewhere beyond it.

"Why does Garanwa nheed someone to help him against the Roon?”

"Heisthelast remaining Nogomain," she whispered. He strained forward to hear her more clearly.
Yambli said, "Only one, the boy named Burringurrah, and like me heisvery old."

Ocean waves pounded ashore and drained away, an inexorable pattern.
"l can't help,” Mydl said. "I'm sorry."
Hetried to pull away, but Y ambli's hand closed on hisfingerswith acrushing grip.

"Theresonly theone," she said fiercely, her rheumy brown eyes|ocked on him. "Only the boy. The Roon
would stedl the First Egg and try to destroy the Rainbow Serpent himself. Will you stand with them or
againgt them? Will you be the inheritor? Take the helm, or let the boat go unruddered?!

Shereleased her grip and covered her face, sobbing dryly.

* * % % %

On Y ambli's orders, the women brought Myell a canoe. Long and low, it had an elaborately carved bow
shaped like abird's head. Well made. Solidly built. It would fetch agood price back on Fortune, maybe
at aboat show or Aborigina corroboree. The paddlies were sturdy, and he'd paddled before on lakes
and inrivers, so hedidn't think it would be too hard to paddle on open sea.

The ocean, as always, would be a problem. He was trying hard not to think about that.



They were gone now, Yambli and her followers, leaving him to the seaand sky Silrys had given him
sometips on how to navigate the waves and currents. His plan was to aim for the coast and pray for the
best. He didn't have alife preserver, akit for patching holes, or wegponsfor defending himself against
sharks. He was probably doomed.

"Or am |?" he asked the crocodile that had been sitting in the surf eyeing him for the last fifteen minutes.

The crocodile opened her jaw and then snapped it closed again. Myell thought the creature was
Free-not-chained, though he couldn't be sure.

Hesad, "Destiny, herel come."

Waves broke on the beach, lapping at the edge of the canoe. Mydll peeked at the roiling, wild, and
unfriendly ocean, his nemesis. He wasn't hyperventilating yet, but he could fed his breaths beginning to
shorten, his palms growing cold and wet, and soon he would vomit, and then his heart would explode
from anxiety.

"Hey," Ishikawasaid, from farther up the sand.

Myel| shidded his eyes againg the sun. "Cometo tell me how I'm destined to join the Nogomain and ruin
the Rainbow Serpent's plan for dl mankind?'

"Something likethat." | shikawa approached, her skirt flapping in the breeze. "I wanted to give you agift.
A bdated wedding gift, asit were."

The knifewas small but sharp, with afine wooden handle inlaid with seashells. "Thanks. I'm sure
Commander Scott will likeit."

"Thisonesfrom Y ambli. She saysyou lost your last one.”

He accepted the gift of asmal, woven dilly bag. Insde it were small wooden carvings of acrocodile and
agecko. The totems made him blink several times. The wood was golden and lustrous, warm to his

fingers
"Thank you," he said. "Can | order you to come with me, to return to your duties?'

"| serve the Nogomain before anyone else.” Ishikawaleaned forward and kissed his cheek. "Take care
of yoursdlf, Sergeant."

"Chief,?"he said.
She grinned and retreated, and he was done again.

Before he could think of a dozen different reasonsto delay, he pushed the canoe into the water and
jumped in. He banged his shin on the side so hard that little drops of blood welled up on the skin like
swest. The canoe rocked, the paddle nearly dipped from his grip, and the waves push-pulled,
push-pulled him toward the beach and back again. Free-not-chained did off the sand and di sappeared
into the surf, abandoning him to hisfate.

Myell thought maybe he wouldn't be so nervousif he could see bottom, but the land beneath the water
quickly dropped off, leaving him with only sunlit blue and the deeper depths of green, and fish darting
under the canoe's bow. Silrys had advised him to circle west around theidand and stick closeto shore.
He dternated paddling to port and starboard, trying to find arhythm for it, failing miserably. The waves
kept him off balance and the breeze buffeted him from al sdes.



Thisisnot the ocean, hetold himsdlf, just aredly huge lake.
A river with no banks, perhaps.
Thelargest bathtub ever. It needed only arubber duck or two.

He steadfastly tried not to look any farther out into the water than he had to, afraid that he might see
shark fins or whale humps or something e seintent on devouring him. Theidand fell away on hisright.
Ishikawa, Silrys, and Y ambli were standing at the edge of a sandy point, watching him. Ishikawaand
Silrysraised handsin farewdl. Yambli clutched her staff and tipped her face to the sky

Hewaved, just once, and kept paddling.

More small idands appeared, astring of them, and in the hazy distance were the cliffsthat he and the
Bunyip had plunged from. He kept theidandsto hisright and continued paddling. Waves kept trying to
sweep him to shore, currents under the canoe tried to pull him out to sea, and the canoe's bow kept
swinging left. Paddling at seawas ridiculoudy harder than paddling on adtill lake.

Hewaslondy for the sound of another human, any human. The wind, the smash of waves againgt the
hull, and the birds irritating squawking were dl egting at his brain. One of Mydl's old friends back on the
Aral Sea had been in arock band, but none of the lyrics came when he tried to remember them.

Terror was edging up on him again, the ocean everywhere, the water and the waves and darkness
pressing in. He sucked in deep breaths, tried to keep paddling, and pretended that Jodenny wasin the
bow.

"Well, Yambli did say you were aconjurer,” Jodenny said, her long, pretty hair fluttering in thewind. She
was wearing white shorts and ablue bikini top. Her skin was pink from the sun. ™Y ou can conjure up me
or anyone e'se you need to talk to."

Myedll replied, "She asked if | werethe inheritor, not conjurer. And something about ahelm. Besides, |
don't need to talk. | need to be distracted.”

"Didraction's not what you need at dl. Y ou need to stay focused.”
"I'd prefer abeer.”
Jodenny smiled. "Not in this neighborhood, partner.”

Something white glided through the wavesto his|eft, too quickly goneto identify. Myell started paddling
fagter, though aready hisarms and shoulderswere beginning to ache.

Hesad, "Wish | were homewith you."

"What makesyou think I'm pining away a home, waiting for my man to return from sea?* Jodenny
leaned back, basking in the sun. "Would you have stayed home, if our positions were reversed?”

The shark fin regppeared, closer to the canoe. Myell tried to judge the distance to the nearest idand.
"| can't save you and everyone else, t0o," he said.
She smiled ruefully. "Save yoursdf first. Y ou're the one with ashark off your bow."

Hewastrying not to think of that. He had the knife that Ishikawa had given him, and the paddle. If the
canoe sank under the shark's jaws or weight, he'd likely be injured in the process. More sharks would



come at the scent of blood. As a preemptive strike he could maybe bash the anima's head in with the
paddle, but he had no idea how hard a shark's skull might be.

"ldeas?' he asked tensdly.
Jodenny peered over the bow. "L et deeping sharkslie.”

Myell kept paddling. The shark circled, came back, glided closer. Thefar cliffswere likeamirage,
dancing at the edge of hisvision and never drawing nearer. He fell into aquick, rhythmic stroke, but
paddling againgt the currents was exhaudting.

"I'm thinking of the mountainsfor our honeymaoon,”" Jodenny said. "Mountains and snow—"
Then she was gone, shadows and al, and the shark bumped the canoe with its snout.

"Shit, shit." With the paddlein one hand, Myell yanked out the knife. If he could stab it in an eye, or
some part of its neck—

The shark rammed the canoe, sending him hurtling over the sde.

He surfaced quickly, choking on vile-tasting seawater, the knife in hand. The canoe was floating nearby,
capsized but not Sinking. Not yet. The shark glided by. Long, lethd, playing with him. Toying with dinner
before edtingit.

Mydl could swim, seawater be damned, but he had no place to swim to, except the overturned canoe.
Hetreaded water carefully, dowly, hislegsterribly exposed. The shark could easily rip one off asan
appetizer. He was sure held lost control of hisbladder. Was urine arepdlent? He told himself he wasn't
going to die, here in the ocean, without ever saying goodbye to Jodenny.

"Nice shark." Hisvoice shook. "Nicelittlefish."

The shark did by him, so close that he could amost fedl the sandpaper of its skin, so quickly that it was
maybe a phantom of hisimagination. Y es, he'd conjured one up, as he/d conjured Jodenny—

The shark reversed course and barreled toward him. Another large shape dashed through the water and
attacked first. Free-not-chained clamped her mammoth jaws around the shark and gouged at him with
her razor claws. Thewater around Myl | exploded with the force of the two creatures thrashing and
smashing. He swam away asfast as he could, making for the overturned canoe, but in his panic he lost
his sense of direction, and blood splashing into hisface blinded him.

Not his own blood, not yet. The animal s were snapped and grappled with each other, Free-not-chained
grunting, the shark'stail dapping the water asit fought. Myell choked on the bloody water, spat it out in
terror, flailled ashefdt himsdf anking. His handsfell on the hull of the canoe. He hauled himself on top of
it anyway, ameager refuge. Hisarms and legs were shaking uncontrollably. Ingtinct told him to try to
swim for shore, but he couldn't move.

Swim, Jodenny said in hishead.

The shark clamped its teeth around Free-not-chained and shook her like arag doll. Mydll couldn't tell
how badly she was injured, but surely she couldn't last much longer.

Snvim! Jodenny ordered.

Myel|l pushed off the canoe and started kicking. The waves and undertow and tide tossed him like



driftwood. He kept his arms and legs moving as quickly as possible, trying not to suck in more salt water.
The ocean was everywhere, in his ears and mouth and stinging his eyes, soaking into hisskin like hewas
apickle, or maybe he was just another creature of the seanow, in amindless struggle for survival.

He could il tell up from down, at least, the dazzling sun hot in his eyes when he turned his head upward
and coughed out water. Y ambli's vison cameto him, the creatures forming themselves out of land and
seain the eternd Dreamtime. And maybe he was doing that, maybe he was forming himsalf out of the
water into man, or man going back into the water, and had been forever, and would be until the seas of
this planet had dried up and |ft the ocean plains bone dry.

Stroke, stroke, keep kicking, and now abump against hisleg, abump he could hardly ignore. He sucked
in air thewrong way, choked, wheezed in breath. He was drowning.

Another bump, rough skin under his hands, and he pushed the shark away.
"Stubborn,” awoman'svoice said.

Myell flailed in surprise, and felt himsdlf pulled into Free-not-chained's embrace. She was strong and cold
and naked in hisarms, her dark hair streaming around her, bleeding bite marks on her shoulders.

"You'reinjured," hesad.
"In body, not spirit," shesaid.

She was astronger swimmer than he was, even with the shark wounds. Her embrace was both
comforting and disconcerting. Her feet were kicking, and with one arm she was pulling them aong, the
other wrapped around him. He was faceup, hislimbslax, hisheart still pounding furioudly.

"What areyou?' he asked.

"The crocodile who dreams she'sawoman,"” Free-not-chained said. " The woman who dreams she'sa
crocodile. Y ou dready knew that."

"Why hdp me?'

"We serve the same gods." Her voice was sihilant in his ears, soothing beneath the waves. Her hands
cupped his cheeks, and her fingers were surprisingly hot. "Listen to the ocean the way | do. Hear it."

Birds, waves, wind, the frantic emptiness. Myell coughed up more water. "I'm listening.”
"Not with your spirit."

Thiswas hardly theidedl circumstance to start meditating. Then again, Mydll didn't think she was going to
let him drown. Didn't think he could be any safer than in the arms of awoman-reptile who could kill a
great white shark.

"Closeyour eyes," Free-not-chained whispered.

He closed them. The eternal ocean persisted. He heard the wind pushing the waves up and down, the
birds swirling, fish jJumping, and benegth the surface there were newly arrived sharks chomping on the
remains of Free-not-chained's victim, and whaes circling beneath the sharks, and shrimp making noise,
fish making noise, too, and the soft whish of anemones opening and closing their ddlicate fingers.

The sounds merged into along, sustained sigh, the exdtation of agod, the wind of the Dreaming asit
rolled on over everything, asit carried the world on its shoulders.



Free-not-chained turned him, her hands on his hips, her lips on his mouth, the world splitting between his
legs as he entered into her, and the Dreaming, and dl there was. Hisface burned under her touch, his
cheekson fire, hiswhole body tensed and aching.

Then she reeased him so that he was floating in the seaon his own, buffeted by the waves, the undertow.
She retreated into the ocean with aflip of her crocodiletall. Before he could panic at being on hisown,
his feet touched sand. Mydll hauled himsalf up onto the shore near the yelow cliffsand collapsed in the
sand, dl boneless and drained.

A long time later, he pulled himself upright and went to find lunch.

EIGHTEEN
Putty Romero wasin the brig for dmost afull day before Jodenny succeeded in seeing him.

Thefirgt time shetried, visiting hours were over. The second time she went, after breskfast the next day,
Romero wasin an "interview" and unavailable. The third time she went, right after lunch, the sergeant on
duty tried to dissuade Jodenny from getting involved.

"It'smilitary business, Miss Spring,” he said. Like the rest of the ship, the security office waslit only by
emergency lights. The sergeant's eyes glinted red. "Nothing for passengersto worry about.”

"I'm not just apassenger,” Jodenny said. "I'm hisaunt.”

That was the story she and Tingley had agreed on, at least.

A littlewhitelie was permissible, under the circumstances.

"Family or not," the sergeant said, patience wearing thin on his sharp face, "it's military business”

"Yes, you said that. Still, | think the passengers have aright to know there's athief onboard. No matter
who hisfamily is”

The sergeant's face twisted up. He disappeared into the back of the office. Jodenny heard murmured
voices. A tdl chief with abushy mustache stepped out and put his handsflat on the counter.

"Miss Spring," hesaid. "I'm Chief Prescott.”

Jodenny said, "Niceto meet you, Chief. I've left three messagesin your queue sSince last night. Did you
receive them?'

Prescott was severd centimeterstaller than Jodenny, with arunner's physique. He peered down at her
and said, easily, "Y ou may have noticed that were having afew problemswith the ship. Sorry to say, it's
not been an easy cruise. But rest assured, AT Romero's caseis being handled as best we can.”

"He punched the captain's son," Jodenny said. "How impartiad can anyone beif they work for her?!
Prescott's hands lifted, spread. "We have safeguardsin place, | promise. Regulations and rules.”

"One of which isthat an accused sailor hasthe right to counsdl, achaplain, and visitsfrom family,"
Jodenny said. "TEAMSPACEJAGINST 14.01.2. There's no chaplain onboard, there's no legal-service
officefor sallors, and hiswifeand | are hisonly family.”

Prescott'sfingers wagged a bit. "Hiswifesbeen in to see him.”



"And now | want to see him, too."
"Y ou know alot about regulations, do you, Miss Spring?'
"The ship hasalibrary, Chief Prescott.”

"Soit does." Prescott pursed hislips, thought for amoment, and then nodded. " Come on back. The
brigsthisway."

Asfar asbrigswent, it wasn't much. Two small compartments with locked hatches, a conference area,
and a holding area where another guard kept watch. Very dim, and somewhat cold. Romero was
escorted out by afemae RT armed with amazer. His expression was glum until he saw Jodenny.

"Aunt Ellen!" hesaid.

They were seated at the conference table, and the female RT seemed determined to stay, until Jodenny
said to Chief Prescott, "14.01.03, sub-paragraph 27" and Prescott took her out of the room with him.

Romero |leaned across the tabletop and said, urgently, "I didn't doit! Well, 1 did, but | didn't mean to."
Jodenny said, "What have they told you?'

"That if | sgnafew forms, I'll get fined and be on probation and there will be a service-record entry, but
it won't affect further promotions. But | don't care about getting promoted. I'm getting out when my
enligment ends.”

She had certainly heard that before. From Mydl, in fact.

"If I don't Sign," Romero continued, “then | can have ahearing, but it won't take place until we get back
to Fortune, and | have to stay in the brig for two or three more weeks, and they're trying to blackmail
me, aren't they?"

"I wouldn't use the word blackmail, "Jodenny said carefully. ™Y ou do have theright to ahearing, and to
legd counsd.”

"Y ou could be my lega counsd!™
"I'm not alawyer," she said, appdled.

"But you don't haveto be! A lawyer, that is. Anyone can be your counsdl. Hanne looked it up in the
regulations”

"AT Romero, I'm getting off thisship at Earth. All the captain hasto do is schedule your hearing for after
that."

Hisexpression fell into pessmism. "Y ou think | should sign their forms. Plead no-contest.”

"It would be the easy thing to do," Jodenny said. And if Romero really wasn't concerned about ever
advancing in rank, that was good, because no matter what they told him on the Kamchatka, the
promotion board wouldn't look kindly on ano-contest assault charge. ™Y ou're sure he took the ring?
Maybeit fell down into the drain. Someone maybe pulled apractica joke, telling you it was the captain's

"Bobby Shuwasn't fooling,” Romero said tightly. "Everyone knowsthe kid'sathief.”



"Y ou have to be careful of what everyone knows," Jodenny said.
"Does that mean you won't help me?”
"Il dowhat | can,” shesaid. "Don't sgn anything yet."

Jodenny tried tracking down Romero's division chief, but the man didn't return her cdls. She didn't want
totak to AT Shu yet, not without more information. The ship wasn't large enough to have afull-timelega
officer, so that collateral duty had gone to Lieutenant Sweeney.

"Figures" Jodenny said, and went off to officer berthing.

He raised his hands when she appeared in his hatchway. "Whatever it is, | didnt do it.”

"AT Romero. Y ou haveto drop the charges.”

Sweeney leaned back in his chair and crossed hislegs at hisankles. "Do 1?7

"Y ou know thet it'sthe only fair thing to do.”

He picked up apiece of paper and squinted &t it. Y ou're saying thisasimpartia Aunt Ellen?’

Jodenny looked for aplaceto sit down. His bunk was the only option. She remained standing. " Putty just
graduated from Supply School last week. The same night, he got married. Thisishisfirst ship, weve logt
al engine power, and someone steals his wifes wedding ring. Maybe he could have handled it better. But
no, he punches Captain Baandra's son, who shouldn't have been down in crew berthing in thefirst place,
and who we know to be athief."

"He says hewasn't in berthing yesterday morning.”

"Y ou have surveillance cameras dl over thisship.”

"We're on battery power," Sweeney reminded her.

"The cameras are designed to work on battery power," she retorted.

Sweeney leaned back farther. His chair creaked. ™Y ou know alot about spaceship design.”
"I know common sense. Why punish Romero for what Maachy did?"

"Romero punched the kid," Sweeney reminded her. "Broke his nose. The ship's doctor fixed it right up
again, but that's not the point.”

Jodenny said, "If you ruin Romero's career now, helll never be agood sailor. If you let Malachy get away
with theft, hell never be agood man. | can't believe Captain Baandrawants either of those things.”

"Neither does she want the crew thinking you can hit someone when you don't agree with them. She
takesfighting very serioudy.”

Jodenny tried adifferent tack.

"She can't hold acaptain's mast or award nonjudicia punishment. He could appeal on the grounds that
she's not impartial, and Fleet would have to review the case back on Fortune. Meanwhile, news leaks
out to the media, and suddenly something that could have been taken care of very easily isapublic
relaions stain for the military and for Captain Balandrahersdlf,” Jodenny said. "For the good of the



sarvice, if nothing else, this needs to be resolved here and now, and fairly.”
"What do you consider fair?' Sweeney asked.

Jodenny pursed her lips. "Firg off, the return of AT Tingley'swedding ring.”
"Asuming it can be found. Next?'

"AT Romero attends an anger-management seminar, and does aweek's extra duty as assigned by his
divison officer. No entriesin his service record or performance eva .

Sweeney laced his hands over his chest. "Three weeks."

“Two."

"Fne. Anything ds?'

"Mdachy Bdandraisredtricted to quarters until the ship returnsto Fortune.”
Sweeney snorted. "Captain might not go for that."

"Shewill," Jodenny predicted. "She knows aswell as anyonethat it's bad for her command if the kid
continuesto run amuck."

"Youresureyourealibrarian?' Sweeney asked,
"Sureasran,” shesad.

She didn't hear anything morefor the rest of the day. Tingley pinged to say that Romero was growing
despondent and talking about signing the no-contest agreement just to get out of the brig.

"Don't you let him," Jodenny said. "What he does affects his career and yours now. I'll talk to Lieutenant

Tingley promised and hung up. From her bunk, Farber said, "What's al that about?"
"Nothing," Jodenny said.
"Ellen," Farber said.

The hatch was open and the dim passage again full of passengers. The air both inside and outside had
begun to smell rank. Jodenny didn't mind the odors, though she would kill for ahot cup of coffee.

"A sailor asked me for some help,” Jodenny said.

"What kind of help?"

"Doesn't matter."

Farber said, "Y ou're supposed to be keeping alow profile’
"I'mlow," Jodenny promised. "Very low."

She didn't deep much that night, worried over Myel on the Bainbridge loop. She dreamed he waslost a
seq, floating on araft surrounded by water dragons. He was dying of razor-sharp thirst and bone-racking
hunger. When she woke, she thought about Putty Romero locked up in the brig, dowly going nuts. At



breskfast in the cold, dim gdlley, she eyed other passengersin sweaters and coats and thought how many
problems Captain Balandra aready had, Putty Romero notwithstanding.

At noon, with thirty hours or so until the drop into Earth's solar system, Lieutenant Sweeney came
looking for her.

"Weve got amesting,” he said.
"When?'
"NO/V."

Jodenny followed him up to the C-deck conference room, asmal square of acompartment barely large
enough for atable and six chairs. Captain Baandraand Maachy were aready there, the latter dressed in
awhite shirt with al the buttons done up. His face was pinched and unhappy, but no unhappier than his
mother's.

"Miss Spring," Captain Balandra said. "Please St down. Y ou too, Maachy.”

A security tech arrived amoment later with Romero in” tow. Romero's nervous expresson eased when
he saw Jodenny, but he paled at the sight of Captain Balandra.

"Sit," Sweeney told him.

Once the hatch was closed, Captain Baandrasaid, "Thisismy attempt at informal mediation. | shouldn't
even betrying it, and if it backfires I'm the one to blame, but Miss Spring here has suggested it'sin the
best interests of al concerned that we settle this quickly, fairly, and without prgjudice.”

Romero stayed silent. Wisdly silent. Mai achy stared at the tabletop. Sweeney had abright, interested
look inhiseyes.

"Does anyone have any objectionsto discussing this?' Captain Balandra asked.
Jodenny said, "It depends, malam, on where the discussion |eads.”

"I'm not surewhereitll end up,” Captain Balandrasaid, "but | know whereit starts. AT Romero, if you
agree with the two weeks of extra duty and counsdling classthat your aunt recommended, aswel asthe
dtipulation of no service entry or performance-evaluation note, then we're done regarding the assault
complaint. | never want to see you involved in afistfight again, either of you, isthat understood?’

Malachy nodded. Romero glanced at Jodenny for confirmation, then said, 'Y es, maam.”
Captain Balandra grimaced. "Asto the wedding ring, Mdachy sayshe didn't ed it."
"Hedid!" Romero burst out.

Jodenny put her hand on hisknee. "Cam down."

"l didn't,"” Malachy protested. His eyes were wide and watery, but his chin was set, "1 wasin berthing,
andyes| saw it, but | didn't takeit. Taking something that'sin plain view isn't geding, anyway, it's—-"

Captain Bdandrasaid, "Madachy, enough of that.”
"l didnt tekeit,” Mdachy said miserably.



Romero made an impatient noise. Y ou stole other things.”
"Whichis, strangely enough, why I'm inclined to believe him now," Captain Baandrasaid. " Show them.”

Malachy pulled the box toward him and opened thelid. "Thisisalocket | stole while Mrs. Grindle was
swimming during our last trip to Earth,” he said, laying it carefully on the table. He reached ingde again.
"These are the PICs for Miss Spring, Jenna Fraser, and Mr. Zhang, dl of which | sole onthiscruise.
These are eyeglasses from someone who was in the library before we left Fortune. Thisis..."

He went on, adozen or more carefully tended treasures laid out for ingpection. AT Tingley'swedding
ring was not among theitems.

"That's everything,” Maachy sad, findly. Hisvoicewasvery small. "I never take from the crew. | didn't
ged herring."

Romero said, "It doesn't prove anything. He could just be hiding it somewhere dse.”

Jodenny agreed, in principle. But Maachy's misery was obvious, and she saw no particular reason for
him to keep hiding the ring unlessit was out of spite for Romero, who'd broken hisnose.

Shesad, "It was AT Shu, wasn't it, who said that he saw Malachy take the ring? He could have taken it
himsdf."

Sweeney sad, "We dready asked him. He denied it."
"Hewouldn't doit," Romero said.
"Y ou've known him for how many days?' Jodenny asked.

"He wasthefirst person to wel come Hanne and me aboard the ship,” Romero said. "He helped us get
oriented and find things and he wouldn't have any reason to takeiit."

"And if he did takeit, he surely would have gotten rid of it by now," Jodenny said. " Still, the captain of
the ship can authorize a search of hislocker.”

"I'm not going to do that, not yet," Captain Balandra said. "Lieutenant Sweeney, talk to him again. Check
to seeif there are other items gone missing from crew berthing since AT Shu checked onboard.”

The comm pinged. The bridge needed Captain Balandra's attention, and the meeting ended as abruptly
asit had started. Jodenny regretted that Tingley's ring hadn't been recovered but still held out some hope.
She was glad that Romera's punishment for fighting wouldn't be too onerous, but wanted to make sure he
understood that it could have been worse.

"Y ou don't get to hit crew or passengers you don't agree with," she said afterward, as they celebrated
Romero's release with cold snacksin acorner of the gdley.

Heraised hisright hand. "I swear. Auntie Ellen, I'm never going to fight again.”
He seemed sincere about it, though entirely too comfortable with caling her Auntie Ellen.
Tingley snuggled closer to Romero'sside. "Do you redly think Shu took my ring?"

"I think you might never know," Jodenny said. "But rings can be replaced, as much asit painsyou. Y our
good name, and making sure Ma achy's not wrongly blamed, even if hedid stedl other things—that's
more important.”



"Chief Myd| wasright about you,” Tingley said. Jodenny lifted her beer. "Right about what?" Tingley
gazed a her admiringly. "Hetold usthat maybe the Kamchatka wasn't the best ship in the fleet, and
maybe we wouldn't likeit, but that the crew was more important than metal bulkheads. And then he said
we might not like the crew, either, but there would be some peoplein the chain of command that we
could trust to do what's right. He said that person might even be an officer.” Jodenny's cheeks grew
warm. "Well, that was nice of him." Romero added, "He said that's what happened to him on the Aral
Sea. Hefound you. Then he married you. Which iswhat made usthink it was agood ideato get hitched
before we | eft Fortune."

She wasn't sure Myell would be happy to hear that part, but hoped she'd get to tell him soon enough.

* * % % %

With only twenty-four hourseft until they dropped into Earth's system, the Kamchatka's engines
throttled to power and the overhead lights blazed on. Jodenny, alone in her cabin when it happened,
heard cheersin the passageway. The comm clicked on and Captain Balandra thanked the Engineering
Officer for his hard work. Jodenny headed on down to the Hole in the Wall, where three of the four Lous
were dready leading a celebration.

"Always knew they'd fix the old girl up!" Hullabal oo said, dapping the nearest bulkhead.
Baylou kissed Hullabaoo and raised atoast. "To full power and hot water!"
Even the bickering Zhangs found smiles and acompliment or two about the Engineering Officer. -

Everywhere she looked, Jodenny saw couples kissing or embracing. More than she'd noticed
before—the days of inconvenience had inspired a bit of romance. Myeéll's absence was like an enormous
chunk carved out of her somach and chest, leaving nothing but airlessness, imbalance.

"What's the matter?' L ouise Sharp asked, her magenta hair obscuring one eye.
Jodenny shook her head.

After awhile Louise, Hullaba oo, and Baylou took her up to the galley, which was open for aspecia hot
midnight buffet. Jodenny didn't think she could eet, but they plied her with food and some warm beer,
and took her down to the passenger lounge to play pool, and she didn't stumble back to bed until the
wee hours.

When she woke with araging hangover, Farber said, "Have agood time?"
Jodenny pulled apillow over her head. Karl nestled his golden chin againgt her arm and gave asigh.

By the time they were due to drop, her headache had abated to a managesble state and her ssomach no
longer felt in utter revolt. The walvidsin the passenger lounge were keyed to exterior feeds so that the
assembled crowd could watch Mars, Demos Command, and Earth appear when they did out of the
Alcheringa

"l don't think I'm up for another party,” Hullabal oo said from where he sat curled up on the sofa
Baylou patted hisarm. "Maybe a sedate one.”
The comm squawked. "Alcheringadrop infive, four, three, two, one..."

The entire ship shifted back into normal space, and the passengers applauded.



Demos Command appeared first, the massive space sation like agiant cobweb with ashiny blue heart.
A diver of Marshung behind it, not as red as Jodenny had expected. Earth was the brightest dot ina
background of stars.

"Zoominontheold girl,"” Baylou sad. "Home sweet home."

The edge of thewallvid came equipped with a manua zoom control. Someone adjusted the focus so that
Earth hung white and brown against the darkness. Gray sooty clouds covered much of the globe.
Jodenny knew the atmosphere hadn't always been that way. The Debasement had done that. Then a
green bulbous spaceship did out from behind the curve of Earth. Its hull was pockmarked green metd,
with no portholes but many strange knobbylike protuberances. It had large thrusters sticking out its
backside, but no glow of enginethrust. The overal shape was ungainly, no deek lines or sweeping
curves. The sizewas hard to judge. Shefigured it was several timeslarger than the Kamchatka. Maybe
even bigger than the Aral Sea, which carried severd thousand people.

The crowd in the lounge hed fdlen silent.
Hullaba oo findly asked, "Whet the hdll?"
Another ship did into view, and then athird. Three enormous ships, hanging in Earth's orhbit.

Her skin ice-cold, goosebumps rising across her neck and down her spine, Jodenny said, "Aliens.’

NINETEEN

Thevillage of the People was bustling with activity when Myell walked into it. He supposed he looked
absurd in ahdf-torn shirt and red skirt, but the trek up a switchback cliff path hadn't provided much
opportunity to improve hiswardrobe.

At first no one noticed him, but then people began to murmur, someone e se laughed, and children
squesled. Two men approached Myel | warily. Myell stopped walking. The men stared at him, their eyes
wide.

One of them fdl to hiskneesin the dirt and bowed down.
The other yelped and ran away.

Myell scratched his head. His hair was stiff from salt, and his scalp itched. He was sunburned dl over,
especidly in placesthat never normally saw the sun, and hisfaceitched. He hadn't worried about it
before, but he hoped the People would let him get some deep before they made him dive over acliff

agan.
Hewas dill standing there when the Bunyip, the Roon, came gtriding toward him.

It waslarger than he remembered, tall and wide and bedecked initsfine helmet and cloak. The green
skin on its hammer head and arms gleamed in the sun. Its claws|ooked sharp enough to tear an animd,
or ahuman, into bite-gze pieces.

Myel| wanted to flee but he wastoo tired, so instead he held his ground.

The Roon stopped and considered him with atilted head. Spoke in clicks and whistles. But the voicebox
it carried had apparently been damaged, and no language emerged from its speaker. A crowd formed
around Myell, respectful and awed, and Shark Tooth pushed to the front of it. He cupped Myéll'sfacein
adtrangdy intimate way and thumbed his cheeks.



"Chief MydI!" That was Nam, jogging hisway. "Thank Christ. What happened to your face?"
Myell touched his cheeks. He felt raised ridges, like welts.
"Looks like you got tattooed,” Nam said.

Shark Tooth was speaking enthusiagticdly, the Roon was talking in its own language, and the noise of the
crowd was growing louder. Myell said, "Maybe we could sit down?" and the next thing he knew, Nam
had steered him into one of huts. The interior was cool and dim, and Myell drank gratefully from alarge
jug of water.

Severd children peeked ingde, giggling and gawking, asNam sad, "Wed given you up for dead.”
Myell waved hishand. "It's never that easy, Sr. What's happened with the Roon?"

"Thewha?'

"The Bunyip."

One of the village women brought in aplate of kiwi fruit, shelled nuts, and hot bread. Nam said, "Dr.
Gaylestrying to tdk toit, heaven hep usdl. When it climbed out of the surf and you were presumed
drowned, the villagers weren't too keen on letting us go. For awhile | wasn't even sure they would let us
live"

Chief Elder arrived in the hut, asmall entourage in tow. They al peered at Myd|'sface and argued about
something. Mydll wished he had amirror so he could see what the fuss was about. Tattoos, Nam had
said. He blamed Free-not-chained's hot hands, and wondered what marks she'd | eft.

After the eders departed it was Gayle'sturn. She arrived dressed in anative shirt and skirt, with seashell
bracdetsrattling on her wrigts.

"What happened to you?' she demanded of Myell. "Where did you get those clothes?!
"Where did you get yours?' Myl asked.

Nam said, "Forget fashion. What happened after you dived off that cliff?’

Myell hesitated. "Maybe there's somewhere more private?"

"Don't beridiculous," Gayle said. "None of the natives understand aword were saying, and I've made
minima progress with the Bun-yip. It can't even make haf the sounds we do, never mind understand
them.”

Myell rubbed his neck, hating the scratch of salt and grit. "We could take awalk instead.”
"l don't understand your paranoia,” Gayle said.
Nam said, "He wantsto take awalk, let'stake awalk."

But the People had other ideas. A celebration had aready commenced outside, and Myell was escorted
to aseat of honor among the eders for severa hours of singing, dancing, clapping, drum besting,
didgeridoo playing, and the ceremonid roasting of asad little pig. Nam sat nearby, silent but watchful.
Chief Elder presded over the tdling and dramatic reenactment of many tales, none of which Myl
understood. On the other side of the bonfire, the Roon played some kind of pebble game with Gayle and
two children. Its gaze drifted more than once to Mysll.



"You don't trugt it,” Nam said, passing along a plate of charred pork.

Myedll eyed the charred meat and passed it on to Shark Tooth. "Neither do you."
"You cdled it something. Roon?"

"That'swhat they cal it. The people who fished me out of the ocean.”

"The ones who tattooed you?"

The ridgesitched when Myd| touched them. "I don't know who did that."

The men of the tribe rose to dance. Shark Tooth pulled Nam and Myell to their feet. Nam said, "No,
redly, I'm good,” and Myell dso tried to decline, but they were swept into the foot-stomping,
thigh-dapping crowd. The women cheered and clapped. Nam's evident mortification, a Team Space
commander dancing with the mostly naked néatives, cheered Myell up. He would have taken more
delight, but at that very moment his right ankle turned beneath him and he started to crash to the ground.

The Roon caught him. Its grip was careful but strong. Its teeth were so close that Myell could see divers
of pig caught between incisors and smell its megt-scented breeth. The alien held him upright while the
dancers spun around them and Nam pushed hisway over.

"Put him down," Nam ordered.
Gayle, ganding a the dien'sebow, said, "He's just examining him. Hewon't hurt him."

The Roon'sflat gray eyes narrowed, but it gave no indication of understanding them. Myell shuddered as
it leaned even closer. The dien'snose holeswidened asit sniffed Myell, actualy sniffed him, asif he were
an gppetizer or maybe even the main course.

Nam didn't have amazer, didn't even have aknife, but he grabbed the nearest scaly arm asif to
physicaly wrestle the Roon. The grip on Myd| released, and hefdll to hisass on the hard ground.

"Told you!" Gayle sad.

The Roon made severd clicking noises and retreated afew steps.
Nam kept awary eye on Myell and said, "Y ou okay?'

He rubbed his ankle. "Only wounded my pride."

The Roon walked off. Gayle followed. The drums, already loud, grew in volume as women dancers
joined the men. Children lit torchesto illuminate the encroaching dusk, and Myell let Nam help him up.

"Let'stakethat walk," Nam said.

* * % % %

Afterward, asthey sat on the edge of the village swatting bugs, Nam said, "Y ou have the strangest
adventures

Myd| squinted at the distant firelight. The singing and dancing hadn't abated, even if the guest of honor
had disappeared. He didn't feel adventurous. He wastired, hot, and still covered with seasdt. The only
part of the story he'd omitted was Free-not-chained and her band of crocodile women. He could push
Nam's credulity only sofar.



Nam dapped at an insect on his neck. "That Sphere, on the women'sidand—it'll take usto this
Nogomain? Garanwa. The one who wantsto stop the Roon. The one who needs your help, maybe take
his place?'

"Allegedly.”
"Y ou should have gone through,” Nam said. "Taken the chance while you could.”

The second-guessing stung in away that Myell hadn't expected. Before he could object, however, Nam
added, "We can't go there now—the risk's too greet that the Bunyip, Roon, whatever you call it, will
follow. We can't ever let it gain control of the network and al the Spheres.”

"You'vegot aplan?' Myell asked.

"Keep you away fromit,” Nam said. "It's obvioudy interested in where you've been. Well haveto leave
on our own, get back acrossthe plain, without it noticing."

"Soundsimpossble”
"I'mworking onit,” Nam said.

They went back to the hut that Nam and Gayle had been deeping in. Shark Tooth came around, urging
them back to the party, but findly accepted Myell's bleary-eyed refusa. A young girl brought abasin of
fresh water and Myell happily rinsed himsalf and the clothes he was stuck wearing. Nam sat outside,
keeping an eye out for Gayle or the Roon.

Myell had no ideawhet time of night it was, but as helay down on one of the pallets he told himsdlf hed
just close hiseyesfor ashort while. He wished Jodenny were there to lie with him. Shewould curl over
him, her legs twined with his, her breath warm on his cheek. Sometime later he woke, muddy-headed
and exhausted, to the sound of men arguing outside the door. More precisely, Nam was haranguing
Shark Tooth.

"Thishigh, long hair, tiny waist, taksalot? How far could she go?"
Shark Tooth'sreply wasdl in his native tongue, and explained nothing.
Myel hauled himsdlf to the doorway. "What'swrong?'
"Gaylésmissing,” Nam said. "I don't see the Roon anywhere, either.”

The party had ended, with only embers glowing in what had been the central bonfire. A few last
stragglers were heading off toward their huts. Shark Tooth was coated with sweat and dust and looked
ready to deep off the feasting, but Nam wasinsstent.

"Where doesit degp?' he demanded, making shapesin the air that were meant to resemble the Roon.
"Where doesit go when it's not here?'

Myel|l rubbed his gritty eyes. He too tried sign language, smple words, pantomimes, until Shark Tooth
abruptly nodded and called out acrossthe village. Two of his men appeared, wobbly on their feet, wine
drying on their chests.

Shark Tooth gave them orders. The men stumbled off, and Nam said, "Maybe now well get
somewhere.”

They got nowhere. Neither Gayle nor the Roon was anywhere to be found. Shark Tooth grabbed some



torches, handed them off to Nam and Myell, and led them into the jungle on anarrow footpath. The
going wastricky, the insects merciless, and they had to wrest their way through brush and maoss and mud.
Their flashlights made the going only alittle easier. Snakes dithered out of their way and other animas
moved in the undergrowth.

"Keep an eye out for crocodiles,” Nam said asthey crossed asmall stream.

After twenty minutes of hiking, they cameto aclearing where alarge, low shdlter of vines and twigs had
been erected and roofed with palm fronds. The work of someonewith alot of time on hishands, Myéll
thought. Someone who had painted ocher symbols on a door fastened from branches. The symbols
looked like agreeting of some kind, or maybe awarning.

Shark Tooth called out, but the Roon didn't appear. A knifein hand, Nam pulled open the unlocked
door. From inside came the stink of rotting meat and something swest, like candy.

"Good lord," Myell said.

Historch illuminated dozens of dead birds strung from the shed celling. Exotic birds, red and yellow and
blue, some of them with their feathers haf plucked, some partidly dissected, othersfully intact. One or
two stirred on their vines, asif dill alive. Other animalswere pinned to the walls or crammed into glass
cases -wallabies, bats, frogs, even akoaa. They suffered from rotting fur, empty eye sockets, splayed
legs, and pinned wings. Desth and decay, nothing but it, and it seemed like the specimens had been
collected out of cruelty, not curiosity.

Shark Tooth's men muttered unhappily among themselves.
Nam sad, "Goddammit.”
Mydll tried hard to breathe through his mouth and not his nose. "It dept here? Lived here?!

A long, low pallet lay against one wall, aong with some baskets from the People's village and a pile of
gnawed-over bones. The bones were too long to be from birds, too thick to be from fragile mammals. In
fact, onelooked like a human femur—

Myd| lurched outsde to the clearing.

Shark Tooth and his men came out making warding gestures and spitting into the dirt. Nam emerged last
and asked, "If it's not here, where else would it take her?"

Myell shook his head. "Not to the women'sidand. Gayle didn't know about that.”
"The Spheres," Nam said. "Maybe it thinks she can help it get home."

Mydll tugged on Shark Tooth's arm, performed more pantomimes, and drew pictures on the ground.
Shark Tooth finally seemed to understand, but took them back to the village first for water skins,
easy-to-carry food, and farewells.

Chief Elder, roused from deep, made along speech and kissed Myell on the head.
"Yes yes" Nam sad impatiently. "Enough of the farewdl|s."

The moon was arcing down in the western sky. Myell guessed it was four or five hours until dawn. He
hadn't had much deep lately, but Nam had probably had even less. Shark Tooth and two of hismen led
them south aong the cliff in reverse of the journey they had made afew days earlier, and far below,



waves crashed and drained againgt rocks. Nam kept himself between Myell and the ocean, insulating him
fromtheview.

"It'snot so bad anymore,” Myd | assured him, though it was ardief when they turned into the jungle.

The going was dow The landscape pulsed with nocturna animal's and insects, and occasiond screeches,
flapping noises, and scuffling left Mye | unnerved. He couldn't help but remember the dead birds swinging
in the Roon's hut, with their tiny claws open and grasping. He and Nam should have torched the place,
evenif it risked alarger conflagration.

Myell stopped abruptly, his hands on hisknees.

"What'swrong?' Nam asked.

He shook his head.

"Hold up,” Nam said to Shark Tooth. The Aboriginas stopped hacking through the brush.

Myell blew out aslarge a breath as possible and resisted drawing moreaair in. Y ambli believed he could
stop the clawed, crud Roon. Believed it was hisdestiny. Asif one man could possibly do anything
againg thetide of an aien speciesthat plucked eyes from koaas and offered the dead flesh of itsown as
agift.

Nam sad, low and calm, "Y ou're worrying me, Chief."
"It'snothing," Mydll said, an enormouslie.

They resumed walking as soon as Myell could make hislegs go forward. Sips of water and a steadfast
refusal to think further than the next stop kept him going until dawn. By then they had reached the
flood-plain, which stretched gray-red under the lightening sky. The rains had brought more greenery toit,
but crossing it would be as difficult asthe last time.

Shark Tooth waved his hands around and gestured toward the trees, and Nam said, "I think we're
sopping for awhile

Mydll said, "We can't afford to. The Roon already has ahead start.”
"If it'sgone, it'sgone," Nam said. "We can rest for abit.”

Myell needed no further encouragement. He swallowed down some nuts and dried fruit that Shark Tooth
offered, and fell adeep in the shadow of sometrees. In hisdreamsaflock of birds cried out soundlesdly,
their throats cut open. The frantic fluttering of their wings brought him awake with ajerk, and he squinted
at the sun overhead.

"Weremoving again,” Nam sad.

The hike was miserable, though he was glad that he'd put aside his boots and socks before the cliff dive
and Nam had saved them for him. The skirt chafed at hisknees until herolled it higher. Shark Tooth and
his men cheerfully dung rocks at lizards and talked among themsalves, while Nam plodded steadily
forward and Mydll tried to keep pace. He drank from hiswater bottle in moderation, trying to keep from
dehydration. Worse was the sunburn spreading on hisface and arms and of legs.

"Are we going to march right up to the Spheres?* Mydl|l asked. "It might not give her back without a
fight"



"I'm 4till trying to figure out why it took her inthefirst place,” Nam said.

Dark gray clouds rose up in the west, thunder and lightning cracking inside them. Myell dapped at bugs
on hisarms and spped water and wasn't surprised when thefirst cool drops of rain hit hisface. They
pushed on across the ancient landscape as the water bled down into the dried-out marshlands and sent
geese fluttering across the horizon.

Shark Tooth stopped, gesturing, pointing across the horizon, and Myell saw the Spheres. Hewas
absurdly grateful, despite the danger ahead.

Nam said, "Tel them to turn back. | don't want to get anyonekilled.”

Myell tried the best he could, but either his pantomime skills had faded during the hot day or Shark Tooth
was being deliberately obtuse.

"liwariniang,” Shark Tooth said, or something likethat. "lwaringdo.”
Nam aso tried to get them to go back, to no avail.

Myell wiped rain from hisface. The drops were coming down faster, harder, and he didn't likethe
increasing proximity of the lightning.

"Il goin,” Nam said. "Leave you herewith them. Seeif | cantak toit, seeif Gaylesill dive.”
"Then it hastwo hostages," Myedll said.

"Better ideg?"

"l goin, trade mysdlf for Gayle, send her out. It's not interested in you, but it likesme."

Nam sguinted at him. "Not going to happen.”

"You can't save both of us, sir."

"I can damn wdll try. Don't make me give you an order, Chief."

Myell held his gaze. "Don't make me disobey one, Commander.”

Shark Tooth murmured something, dapped both their arms, and started jogging toward the Mother
Sphere. Nam said, "No, wait!" and Myell tried to stop him, but the Aboriginas splashed gleefully through
puddles, called and shouted out and made a ruckus, and any chance they might have had of arriving
quietly was ruined.

Not that it mattered much. Gayle cameto the archway, waving her hand eegerly. "There you are! Come
inout of therain."

The Roon appeared behind her, large and expressionless, but not bearing any kind of weapon. The
Aboriginas hovered but didn't move forward. Nam held Myell back several meters from the archway.
Water poured down as the sky darkened even more, but they couldn't get any more wet.

"Whet the hell are you doing?' Nam demanded of Gayle.

"It wanted to come out here," Gayle said. "We're beginning to reach rea understanding through
pictographs. | drew the Spheres, it drew the token. It wantsto communicate.”



"It wants more than that,” Myell said.
The Roon watched them, slent.

Gayle grimaced. "It's an anthropologist, don't you see? It'snot asoldier or agenera or anything other
than a scientist stranded here when the system shut down.”

"You can't bethat blind," Nam said.

"You can't bethat obtuse," she retorted. "It's done, without equipment, trapped here for months. The
worgt that can happen isthat we take it to the next station. That's such acrime? But if we can
communicate, if we can etablish trus—"

Something moved in the corner of Myell'svision. He started to yell, but the second Roon was too
damned fadt. It rose out of the grass, grabbed Myell, and yanked him close.

"Chief!" Namydled.
"It won't hurt him!" Gayle cdled out. "I think it'shismate."

The Aboriginds made unhappy noises, but they didn't raise their spears. Nam held out hisknife but didn't
approach. Squeezed tight, the claws sharp againgt histhroat, Myell didn't fight or antagonizeit. Hefdlt
himsalf dragged backward and tried not to ssumble. The second Roon pulled him into the dim, dry
confines of the Mother Sphere.

"It'sdl right,” Gaylewas saying. "They'rejust desperate, like us."

Thetwo Roon conferred in clicks and whistles. Myell's breath was going short, hisvision dimming, at the
pressure on histhroat.

"It'sgoing to kill me" he said.
Gayle motioned to thefemde. "Y ou need him. Please.”

The mae Roon kept talking, clicks and whigtles and dhrill little sounds. The femae hauled Myell tighter,
her breath foul. He didn't know what they were arguing about. He told himself held do the samething, if
he and Jodenny were stuck somewhere for months on end—do anything, desperate, frantic, ruthless, to
get home.

The call of an gpproaching ouroboros made both Roon fall slent.

Languid cam enveloped Myél. The next station might be the Roon home world, or it might be another
floodplain, or snow planet, or somewhere completely different, but the token was coming. ..

Nam and the Aboriginals appeared at the archway. Nam had taken someone's spear and looked ready
to hurl it.

"They're not going to kill anyone," Gayle said. "They want to get home, like we do."
"Not with him,” Nam said.

The ring appeared, solid and beautiful. The female Roon dragged Myel in, and the mae joined them. The
male hegitated, then motioned, to Gayle and Nam.

"Dont," Myd|l sad, the cam evaporating. " Stay here."



"And be stranded?’ Nam stepped forward.
Gayle was dready ahead of him. "Not a chance.”

Shark Tooth raised ahand in farewell. " Jungdi,” he said, and the others echoed. Their voices grew louder
and morefervent: "Jungdi, Jungdi, Jungdi—"

The ouroboros whisked them away.

Theydlow light was different than before. Harder, hotter. Something was wrong with it. The next sation
appeared like a sngpshot, no time for Myell to assmilate their surroundings, and then they were swept
forward again. Another station materiaized. But the light pushed them onward, and the next Sphere was
just ablur, and Myell was aware of Nam trying to say something in the milliseconds, of the Roon
chittering in darm. Thetattoos on his cheeks burned like acid. Too late he redlized that they werea
marker, asignd, atrap—

Then a Sphere unlike any other coa esced and stayed permanent. Myell fell to hisknees. He was aware
of the Roon clutching each other, Gayle vomiting on hersdf, Nam gasping for breeth.

Soothing blue light played over them, abeam of some kind, and al the wrong parts within Myell righted
themsdlves, dl thewild chemistry in hisbody redigned.

"Wherethe hdl arewe?' Nam asked.

Myell focused on the room the ouroboros had |eft them in—room, not Sphere, large and high-domed
with multiple archways leading out of it. Thetiled dome glowed a soft, soothing shade of blue. Thewalls
were smooth, curving sandstone, the floor hard dirt. He smelled the faint aroma of flowersintheair.
Lilacs

"It'sthe First Egg." Myell rubbed histemples. "The Sphere that controls al the others. End of theline."

TWENTY

"We know thismuch,” Toledo said, his chair squeaking as he shifted hisweight. "They arrived twelve
hours ago, coming in from the other Sde of the sun—Demos Command didn't pick them up until they
were passing Venus. Three of them. Went straight to Earth, took up orbit, haven't made a peep on any
radio frequency. Don't answer hails. Don't try to communicate with anyone, it looks like. Haven't fired
any wegpons, haven't sent down any ships. They'rejust Sitting there. At the same time, instrument based
radar down on Earth has gone crazy. Nothing can fly. Anything with anavigational computer on it has
been rendered useless, and that includes land, ocean, and satellite-based missiles.” Jodenny felt cold al
over. "Earth isdefensdess?!

"Even if anyone down there could launch missiles, were taking fleas againgt dinosaurs here,” Toledo sad
gumly.

Farber, her vomit bag close at hand, asked, "Why are we till on course for Earth?!

Toledo shifted again. The chair protested. "Because that's what the Admiraty ordered.”

"Theresno place elseto go," Jodenny replied. "It'sa straight, empty run from the drop point to Earth."
"We could change course for the asteroid mines or Martian colonies,” Farber said.

"It's possible the diens don't know they're out there,” Toledo replied. "No one wantsto reveal their



presenceif that'strue. I've heard that any Team Space shipsin flight have been ordered to hold position.
We're talking passenger ships on their way to the moon, cargo ships outbound to Mars, the Survey Wing
birdies over a Jupiter and Saturn. Even some fox fighterstraining off Venus. No one's going anywhere,

Except us"

Farber leaned closer to the gib, dmost blocking Jodenny's view. "But we don't have any wegpons. Just a
handful of birdies"

"We have oursalves" Jodenny murmured. "Thrust and maneuverability and enginesthat can be set to
overload.”

Incredulous, Farber said, "What can we do? Ram them? With aship full of civilians?"
"If it comesto that," Jodenny said grimly.

The ships on the deskgib continued their orbit of Earth. Jodenny watched for afew more hours but didn't
learn any more than she dready knew. She forced hersdlf to go off in search of food, anything that would
slencethe growling in her somach, but that was a mistake. The galley wasfull of noise and fear,
passengers with nothing €l se to do but worry.

"| dways believed there were diens out there," she heard one man saying. "Just not that they'd come
gunning for us."

Hullaba oo, Baylou, and Lou Eterno caled Jodenny over to their table. Reluctantly she went over with
her sandwich and coffee and took the space they made for her.

"Any newsfrom the bridge?" Hullabal oo asked.

"Why would | know?" Jodenny asked.

Baylou gave her a speculative look. "Heard you have friendsin high places.
Jodenny glanced past him to thewallvid. "Not that high.”

"I keep teling you. If they meant to wage war, they would have opened fire by now." Hullabal oo reached
past Jodenny for asat shaker. "Earth would be rubble. Weld dl be little charred bits of bone and flesh,
drifting through space.”

So much for eating. Jodenny pushed her food away and said, "No one knows. Don't start planning for
theworg."

"What do you think they look like?' Lou asked. "Bug eyes? Furry? Weve got abetting pooal. | think they
have two heads."

She appreciated hislevity. "Never saw one, couldn't begin to guess—"

But then her hand jerked, and coffee doshed over the rim onto her hand. She was barely aware of heat
and wetness. She lurched to her feet. She had seen one. Standing in the middie of a destroyed
laboratory, an ouroboros encircling its clawed feet, afeather cloak around its scaly shoulders. Thething
was maybe as surprised to see her as she wasto seeit. Around them, the General Quarters klaxon
screamed and clanged, and Sam Osherman was saying, "Go! Get out of herel”

Hullabal oo put his hand on her arm and tried to. restrain her. "Ellen? What'swrong?"

"Nothing,” she mumbled. "Leave me done”



Shefled the gdley, blindly climbed the nearest ladder, and made it to her cabin without being aware of
the actua steps. Onceinsde, shelocked the hatch and did to the deck with her arms wrapped around
her knees. The chemica memory block had dissolved. She could remember everything now, every part
of the Yangtze disaster. Her body shook and tears did down her face and she hugged herself hard,
missing Myd| so keenly that she couldn't breathe, wishing he were right there beside her.

Andien, onthe Yangtze. No wonder Team Space had blocked her memory. They hadn't worried so
much about her learning the secrets of the WWondjina Transportation System. They'd been worried about
the diens, about sentient or hogtile life somewhere in the network.

Jodenny dowly peeled hersdlf from the deck. She needed a shower, something to wash off the stench of
fear and despair, but settled for curling up on her bunk with Karl. The koala snuggled against her side but
shewas dtill cold, very cold, and no robot could ease that chill.

Fucking diens. Fucking Team Space, knowing it al aong.

She squeezed her eyes shut. Jem, Dianne, dl thelost dead of her first ship. She didn't deep, not with their
faces and voices so present in her thoughts, but awareness of the cabin faded away. When akeening
sound cut through the air she thought she was dreaming. She jerked upright and watched, in dulled
surprise, as a green ouroboros appeared in the space between her bunk and Farber's. This one wasn't
shaped like asnake egting itstail, but instead like acrocodile. A large, hungry crocodile with sharp eyes.
Knowing eyes.

Jodenny sat up. Karl rolled asde, yawning, and went back to deep.
"No," Jodenny said to thering. "I can't trust you."

It pun lazily.

Shesad, "You could beatrap.”

Something small moved within its shadow. A tiny green gecko climbed up the inner rim, reached its
summit, and gazed at her with head erect. The entire ouroboros lifted ever so dightly, then descended

agan.
Geckos and crocodiles. Totems and gods.

"Will you take meto Terry?' she asked. The gecko flicked itstail, and the ouroboros brightened like a
little green sun.

"Oh, hdl," she sad, and stepped insde.

Nam and Mydl| put several meters of distance between them and the Roon.

"Keep away from them, Doctor,” Nam said.

"Stop being ridiculous.” Gayle wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "They need our assistance.”

The two diens stopped comforting each other and took an interest in their surroundings. The room had
multiple archways, but no sgns or maps indicated where they might lead. The dome, severd hundred
meters above, was as distant as the sky. The glowing walls were soothing, the air cool and fresh. The
ouroboros didn't move on, but remained resting on the dirt floor.



"Y ou're surethisisthe control sation?' Gayle asked. "How do you know?'
He shrugged. Myell couldn't explainiit, didn't want to try. "I just do."
"There," Nam said, pointing past Myel's shoulder. "Look."

Part of thewall began to dide down, revealing an eyelid-shaped viewport to outer space. A thick swath
of sarsran acrossthe sky, glittering, brilliant, close enough to almost touch. Myell had spent many nights
on Baiame staring up into the nighttime sky, had visited the Seven Sigtersin dl their glory, but had never
seen the cosmos so breathtaking, so gorgeous.

"Jesus," Nam said.
The Roon clicked and whistled.

Myell walked dowly toward the view, aware of afaint tinglein the dirt. He stopped, stepped again. His
Team Space boots were a hindrance.

"What are you doing, Chief?' Nam asked.

Mydl chucked the boots aside and peeled off hissocks. The dirt was cool and dightly moist under his
toes. "You don't fed that?"

Nam gazed doubtfully at the ground.

Myell concentrated on thetingling. Not like static dectricity, not like any kind of eectricity, and it had a
taste. Faintly bitter, but not unpleasant. He followed it, barely aware of Nam trailing behind, and Gayle
and the Roon behind Nam.

"Youresurethisisagood idea?' Nam asked.

The path led into another domed room, smilar to the first, but the walls were yellow and the open
viewport revealed an enormous red nebula of stars. A cluster of gum trees grew in the center of the
room, ringed by small shrubswith red flowers. The air smelled wetter, tinged with sweet fragrance.

"| think we're on a gpace station,” Gayle said, gazing at the nebula.
"The views don't match,” Nam said. "They're probably vids, maybe artwork.”

The yellow chamber had severa archways of its own. The path benesth Mydl's dirty feet curved and
crossed over other tingling lines, each distinct. The one he was following made him fed small and quick,
camouflaged, four-legged. ..

He stopped and said, "It's agecko.”

Nam was frowning deeply. "It'sawhat?'

"Geckoling" Mydl sad. "Songline."

He darted following it again. Gayle said, "But songlines are just myths, and you're not an Aborigind."
Nam said, "Don't ruin the mood, Doctor."

The gecko songline continued on through more beautiful chambers, some of them filled with blue or white
light, some dim and soothing. Some had viewports onto more galactic wonders -a hot red planet here, a



duster of asteroids there—and some had only the graceful curved wallsreaching up, ever up. Treesand
flowers grew everywhere now, tropical rain forests re-created and thriving, and thick carpets of green
grass swept Myl toward more archways, always more archways.

Gayle sad, "Were going to get hopelessly log.”
"Worry more about your friends,” Nam said.

The two Roon trailed behind them, conferring with clicks and whistles. Mydll didn't: sparethem any of his
attention. The gecko line crossed a kangaroo, awalaby, a crocodile. The crocodile pulled him aong,
inexorable asthe current of astream, until they reached a chamber unlike any of the others. It was
rectangular, not circular. The light was blue-white, like asummer's day, and the ground was more mossy
than grassy. Orange and black towers of rock, no taler than Myell's shoulders and smilar to beehives,
formed mazes around small ponds and tiny streams.

Gayle touched one of the rock piles, and it began to crumble under her fingers.
"Silica" She peered under her fingernails"Algae, maybe lichen.”

On the mogt distant wall hung an enormous mural that measured ten meters high and twice aslong. Myell
approached it warily. The fabric was organic and stitched together in large patches. Tufts of fur poked
out from under the edges. Skin cloaks, sewn together. Large-scale paintings like petroglyphs covered the
canvas, but instead of cave animas he saw swirlsand whirls, lines, zigzags, arcs.

The Roon began to chitter in excitement. Myéll tore his attention from the skin cloak to watch asmall
man approach from one of the archways. No, not aman. A boy, or what had once been aboy avery
long time ago. The not-boy had taut brown skin and aswollen, bald head. He looked asfragile asthe
beehives, and older than anyone Myell had ever met.

The not-boy wore no clothes, only awhite crocodile painted on historso. His genitaliawere shrunken
and misshaped. The Roon hissed at him and raised their clawed hands. Nam's hand went to the empty
place on his belt where his mazer usudly hung.

"Y ou brought the interlopers,” the not-boy said, hiswide, milky white eyesfrxed only on Myell.
Myell said, "I'm sorry. It happened that way."

Gayle stepped forward and asked, "Who are you?"

The not-boy stared only at Myell.

"Garanwa," Mydl said, uncertain at firgt, but growing more confident. "Of the Nogomain. Last of the
Nogomain. Isthat it?'

Garanwalifted histrembling right hand toward the skin cloak. The designs brightened and hummed, asif
gaining power.

"Chief?" Nam asked, sounding nervous.

"Weretrying to get back to our people,” Myd|l said. "They're stuck back on a planet afew stations away
from where we started. There are other people, too. A team that went before us. We came to rescue
them. Then we can go back home and |leave the network adone. That'sal we want."

Glyphs on the skin cloak began to glow white hot. A silver-green ouroboros shaped like a crocodile



dissolved into existence nearby, encircling Collins, Saadi, Lavasseur, and Breme. They weredl il
dressed in winter gear, with snow on Saadi*'s shoulders and frost on Breme's goggles.

"Commander!" Callinssaid.
"Whet the hdl—" Saadi arted.

The crocodile ring flashed away, and returned several meters away with adifferent crew ingde—sax men
and women whom Myell didn't recognize, but who wore Team Space gear and were tanned and dirty,
asif they'd spent many weeksin thefidd.

The second team saw the Roon firdt. "Lizardd" one of them ydlled. Instantly two of them pulled mazers
from their holsters. Two others raised hand-made spears. Saadi, Lavasseur, and Breme were only a split
second dower.

"Stand down!" Nam ordered.
Garanwa stalked away, leaving them to their confrontation.

* * % % %

The gecko and crocodile ring left Jodenny in the middle of adark chamber. She couldn't seethewallsor
the celling, but the floor at her feet was sky blue and vast, asif she were standing on top of aworld.

"Hello?" she asked. She put her boots down gingerly and turned in acircle. "1s anyone here?!

A Great Egret twice her sze walked out of the darkness and dived into the floor. Its wings spread with
majestic power asit swooped and sailed beneath Jodenny's feet. It had graceful curves and along neck,
with white feathers and black feet. Clouds and sun rolled by under Jodenny, and she had to sit down or
fdl over fromdizziness

"You're not redl, "Jodenny said.

The glassfloor dissolved and plunged her into the clouds. She shrieked. Flailed for any kind of handhold.
Plummeted, wildly, onto the back of the egret. It had become exceptiondly large, and she very small.
She clutched its white feathers and tightened her legs around it and closed her eyes againgt the dizzying

landscape.
"Put me back!" Jodenny ordered.
"Where have you gone?' the Great Egret asked, its voice clear and high. ‘Areyou log?!

The bird flew and flew. Jodenny forced one eye open and immediately regretted it. Far below her wasa
black ocean churning and crashing with great white waves. Above her, the blue chamber was afield of
stars and planets, agreat dizzying progression of the cosmos.

"You'readream," she said through chattering teeth. Icy air buffeted her. "Y ou're not redl."

"Then why are you talking to me?" It sounded amused.

"I'm taking to mysdf!"

"Then say something interesting.”

Hallucination or dream, thejoy of flight dowly seeped into Jodenny. Skimming the ground in flitswas fun



enough, soaring into orbit in abirdie even more so, but never before had she so keenly felt thewind lifting
and dropping her, the sun hot on her face, the clouds like wisps of cotton candy that twirled around her
fingersand trailed up her aamsto her shoulders.

"What do you want from me?" Jodenny asked, her voice muffled in the soft white festhers of the bird's
neck.

The Great Egret swooped through the sky, clouds parting around them, other birds appearing and
disappearing, their criesdistant and comforting. Rivers of wind carried them aong. The ocean below
crashed up againgt ared landscape of desert and rock where shadows swirled and whirled, and
connected to one another in a pattern that looked older than time, older than the wind itself.

"Not yoursto tread or rule," the Great Egret said. The bird dipped lower, its voice degpening. "Nor
theirs”

The wind dowed. The sky began to smell of smoke. Jodenny's eyes focused on an army of figures
moving over the surface of the red land: helmeted, towering, reptilian creatureswith claws. Like thekind
she had seen on the Aral Sea. They kicked at the landscape, smashing and overturning every stone.

"Roon," said the bird. "The Interlopers.”

"Why are you showing me?" Jodenny asked.

"Only the Lightning Man can stop them,” the Great Egret said. Y ou must let him do hisjob.”
Jodenny buried her facein the bird'sfeathers. "No."

"Itishisdestiny—"

The Great Egret cried out sharply. Bright red blood blossomed under its feathers. Jodenny's heart
trip-hammered and she clutched the bird's neck franticaly asthey dropped limply out of the sky. She
wasfaling, worse than fdling, plummeting, both of them, and though Jodenny told hersdf just a dream,
just a goddamn dream, she couldn't help but scream as the wind sucked at her clothes and hair, and
shewas il screaming when she crashed.

TWENTY-TWO

"Everyone put down your wegpons!" Nam ordered.

"Step away from them,” Commander Gold said to Gayle. He was adim man, with bright green eyes and
months of beard on hisface. His uniform wastorn, his hands dirty. His mazer was aimed directly at the
larger Roon's head. " Get away now."

"No," Gayle said. "They're unarmed. They're not going to hurt us.”
Myell waited, bresthless, ready to duck if mazer shots started flying.

"Chief Saadi, Sergeant Breme, Sergeant Lavasseur,” Nam said, hisvoice steady. "I'm giving you adirect
order. Drop your weapons.”

Nam's team lowered their mazers. Gold's team waited for word from their commander.

"Byron?' Gold asked, flicking agaze toward Nam.



"Drop them,” Nam said. "Y ou can dwayskill them later.”
Gayle asked, "Where's Robert? Why isn't he with you?'

Myell dipped out of the room, intent on following Garanwa. Thelittle not-boy had alot of explaining to
do. The adjacent chamber, dark and woodsy, was full of archways and vines and greenery, but Garanwa
wasnt there.

Myell stared down at the dirt and grass, trying to see with hiseyes. That failed, so hetried to fed with his
feet ingtead. After abit of shuffling he found the gecko songline, and followed it into along low room of
black divans and cushions. The viewport here was the floor itsalf, which was like athick pane of glass
hovering over stars and two blue gray moons.

Should keep looking, hetold himsdf, but languor made him stretch out on the nearest divan. He didn't
remember closing his eyes but when he opened them Garanwawas there, his misshapen face like amoon
inthe dimness, his swollen fingers on the sde of Myd|'s head.

"The helm needsto be steered,” Garanwasaid.
Myl murmured a protest, or thought he did, but was soon adeegp again.
When he next woke, Lavasseur and Saadi were somewhere nearby, arguing.

"That's the thing about dien spaceships,” Lavasseur was saying in an adjacent chamber. "What if thisis
redlly the engine room? Y ou could be pissing on anuclear power rod or something.”

The room they were arguing in had water flowing into round bowls set at waist level. If there were other
water sources or drains, they were well hidden. Iridescent tiles, blue shading to pinks and yellows and
purples, covered thewalls. Thear was moist and smelled like newly fallenrain.

From the doorway, Myel| said, "L ooks like a bathroom to me, but if you'rewrong, itll beinterstellar
war."

The other two squinted a him.

"Kidding." Myell gazed for amoment a thewalls, a the wavy designs barely visible beneath thetiles, and
waved hishand at an appropriate spot. "Use these controls.”

Benches did soundlesdy out of the walls, each one equipped with more bowls and drains. Water jets
overhead trickled to life, then grew stronger.

"How'd you do that?" Saadi asked.

Myell pointed, but they inssted that they couldn't see any designs.
"Wdll, wave your hand at this spot here when you're done," he said.
"Nice skirt, Chief," Lavasseur said.

He gave them an obscene gesture and went back to bed.

The next time he woke, Saadi and Lavasseur were adeep on their own long cushions. Three other
people from Gold's team were sacked out aswell. Mydl | used the bathroom and then shamelessly raided
the backpacks that had come with Nam's team. Properly dressed in Saadi's spare pants and L avasseur's
green T-shirt, he went in search of bregkfast or Garanwa, whichever presented itsdf first. He found



Breme and another sergeant sitting on the floor outside the degping room, pens and pieces of notebook
paper in hand.

"I don't think those rooms are close together," Breme was saying. Shelifted her head. "Good to see you,
Chief."

Myell yawned. "Good to see you, too. What are you doing?"

"Trying to make amap of thisplace,” said Sergeant Highcastle. She tucked wisps of blond hair behind
her ears. Her uniform was threadbare at the knees. "It'sabig old maze. The rooms don't line up.”

"Youfollow thelinesin thefloor,” Myel sad.
"What lines, Chief?" Breme asked.
"Takeyour shoes off," hesaid.

The women did astold, but no matter how precisely he showed them where to stand, they insisted that
they couldn't fed any kind of power under the dirt. When Myell started to follow the gecko line out of the
chamber, Breme put ahand on hisarm.

"Commander Nam said we should stay with you, make sure you don't get into any trouble,” Breme said.
He was almogt, but not quite, affronted. "Where's everyone e s2?"

"Exploring,” Bremereported. "Or deeping, or guarding the lizards. We're on shifts.”

"Anyone find any food?' Myell asked hopefully.

Highcastle sighed. "I'd kill for some chocolate.”

Mydl set off following the gecko songline with histwo escortsin tow. Three chambersaway, in agreen
room with astream running through it, they found a stone table heaped high with breads, nuts, fruits, and
some tuberous vegetabl es that reminded Myd| of the food in the Peopl€s village. The aromas went
sraight up his nose and down to his sscomach.

"Thank you, thank you, thank you." Highcastle reached across the table and started grabbing food.
"Three months of medl rations and loca fruits and whatever we could kill, and I'm just about starved.”

Bremewaswatching Myell carefully. Y ou going to eat, Chief ?"

He pushed aside some hunger pangs. "I'm going to look for Garanwa. Little guy, about this high? I'll be
back soon."

Rductantly they roseto follow him again.

"At ease" he said. "Stay here, wait for the others.”

Breme said, "But Commander Nam ordered usto stick with you.”

"And I'm ordering you to stay here,” Mydll said. "I need to do something aone.”

"Belay that," Nam said, from the archway of the room. With him was Commander Gold. Nam said,
"Y ou're not going anywhere. Sit and egt."

llBut_ll



"Sit," Nam said, and Myell .

* % % % %

From the other side of the table, Commander Gold said, " Chief Myell, thank you for al you've donein
rescuing us."

"It wasn't me." Myel did aglance at Nam, who was busy spreading red jam on a piece of bread. "It was
everyone.

"That's not what | heard," Gold said.

More of Gold's team joined them. Lieutenant VVao had short red hair and a nasty-looking sunburn. Ensign
Holt, their medic, had grown along, wild beard.

"Threemonthsin thefidd," Holt said, stuffing himsdlf with grapes and chunks of watermelon. "Damn nice
thing to have indoor plumbing again.”

Lieutenant Vao asked, "Isthisredly a space Sation? In orbit somewhere?"

All eyesturned to Mydll.

"I don't know," he said. Then, to divert atention, he asked Gold, "Everyone from your team is safe?”
Gold's goodwill faded. "Welost two of our peopleto thelizards."

"Weknow," Nam said. "Wefound the bodies, remember?'

"That'sright.” Gold ran histhumb aong the tough skin of alemon. A muscle pulled in hischeek. "You
toldme."

Lieutenant Vao sad, "And later, Dr. Monnox."

Myell stopped egting. "Dr. Monnox is dead?'

Gold toreinto the lemon's skin. " Six weeks ago. We were hunting bison, got too close. He wasinjured.”
Neither Vao, Holt, nor Highcastle added anything to the story.

"How is Dr. Gayle taking the news?' Myell asked Nam.

Nam shrugged one shoulder.

Holt reached acrossthe table for aloaf of dark bread. "We've been stuck five stations away from home
for forever. Damn Mother Sphere wouldn't make a peep. Planet was nice enough, if you like prairie dogs
and locusts and tornadoes. Built us some sod houses. Ate what we could kill. Then that crocodilering
appeared out of nowhere and brought us here."

Vao shivered. "Why? Why thisbig reunion?"
To make me happy, Mydl thought. Because | wanted it.

Gayle arrived. She didn't look like she'd been crying, or that news of Monnox's death had affected her
much at al. Myell doubted that was true. Hefelt bad for what hed said to her in the petroglyph cave
about not redly wanting to find her husband.



"The token that brought us hereis gone, and we haven't been able to trigger another,” she reported. Her
voice wasflat. "The crocodile ring in the control room is also gone. Garanwawon't say so, but he must
control them through that skin cloak.”

"| told everyoneto stay away from him,” Nam said.

Gayle reached for apitcher of water. "He approached me, actually. He calls himsalf aNogomain. That's
an Aborigind Augrdian god who gives spirit children to mortd parents.”

"Ishethe only one?' Nam asked.

Shereplied, "He won't say where the others are, or what happened to them. They might have died off,
they might have left this place voluntarily. But he clearly said he needs someoneto help him run the
network. A replacement. Chief Myell, it seems.”

Mydl concentrated on pedling abanana

Gaylesad, "I think helll consider other candidates.”

Nam said, "Such asyou?'

"It'sobvious Chief Myell doesn't want to do it,” Gayle said.

"Hewon't haveyou,” Nam said.

"Youwant it yourself,” Gayleretorted. "Y ou want to grab it and useit for military purposes only.”
Commander Gold dammed afist onto the table. "Have you seen those fucking lizards? Seen them kill?"

Nam leaned forward intently. "We're talking about control of the Spheres, maybe of the Little and Big
Alcheringaaswell. Of courseit hasto bein military hands."

Gayle didn't look intimidated. "We live in ademocracy, Commander. The fregly el ected government of
Fortune and the Seven Sisters have avested interest in this."

"Interest, yes," Nam said. 'Authority no."

Mydl had enjoyed abrief surge of pleasure that Garanwawanted him, no one else, but it left asour taste
in histhroat. Now he pushed back from the table and said, "I need to take awalk.”

"Well gowithyou," Nam said.

Myell understood he didn't have a choice. Nam and Gold both came with him, leaving bregkfast to the
others.

"I'm going to put aguard on that cloak, make sure she doesn't try experimenting with it," Nam said.

Gold said, "She's upset about her husband, | didn't tell her he died dowly of sepsis. Holt tried every drug
we had. Monnox wasn't abad guy, you know. Opinionated, stubborn, but pulled hisweight.”

Myell kept hisfocus on the ground. More chambers, more vigtas, the cosmos unfolding. The scenery was
amazing. The maze, unending. The songlines beneath the floor wove and unwove patterns that he could
follow for therest of hislife, if helet himsdlf be drawn into them.

After severd minutes of walking Gold asked, "Why doesit seem like the rooms keep rearranging



themsdves?'

Without looking up, Mydl said, "It'srecursive. It exists al over time, al over the place, many places, and
keepsfolding back in onitsdf.”

Nam stopped him, frowning. "How do you know that?'

"l just do," Mydl said. "l think Garanwamust have told mewhile | was adeep.”

"Because he needsyou,” Nam said.

"You know that | don't want the helm, Commander.”

Gold asked, "What'sahedm?'

Myell stopped, perplexed. "The helm of the boat. Of this station. He said that, when we first met him."
Nam folded hisarms. "No, he didn't."

Gold stayed slent.

Mydl said, "Whatever it is, | don't want it. Y ou know that."

"| used to know what you wanted, Chief," Nam said. "Now I'm not so sure. What if it'strue that you're
the only one who can take control of the network? Are you going to walk away from that responsbility?

Nam was too close, too stern. Myell amost pushed him away. How much did Team Space want from
him? He'd been dragged on this mission againgt hiswill. Hed endured lightning and storms and crocodiles
and dien soldiers. Hed dived off acliff, legped into agoddamn sea, inthe crazy name of duty.

Gold put hishand on Nam'sarm and said, "1 have confidence that Chief Myell will do what he needsto
do. Canyou take usto Garanwa? | think it's time we asked alot more questions.”

Myedl| |et the gecko songline lead them to the room with the beehive rocks. Garanwawasn't there, but the
skin cloak was dive with swirls and dots and dashesin Aboriginal colors. He recognized it now asamap
to all the Eggs, the Spheres, spread across the galaxy like stars.

" A thousand worlds," he murmured. "The Nogomain made them to please their gods, the Wondjina.
They made them for us, to explore.”

Gold tilted his head back. The cloak colors played out over his gaunt face. "But we can't use them. We
getsick."

"We're not supposed to usethem. Y et. Until wereready." Part of Myell was growing increasingly
aarmed that he knew these things, that the knowledge was therein his head. But the information felt
natural, asif hed dwaysknown it. Asif held been carrying it around for years, in a secret compartment
in hisbrain that Garanwahad unlocked with acurl of his swollen, unseen fingers.

He shook himsdlif, tried to snap himsdlf into focus.

"Earth to start with," Myel said, pointing to part of the cloak and hoping it made as much senseto them
asit did to him. "Then Fortune and the other Siters. Earth was our crib, the Sisters are our playground.”

The skin cloak rippled and shifted, the swirlstightening and un-spooling again.



"When the Nogomain deem us ready, they'll let us through the Spheresto the other worlds," Myell said.
Gold touched Myédl'sarm and stood in hisline of focus. "They dready let usthrough, Chief"

"There were mistakes." Myd| touched part of the. design, and watched astiny ripples flowed out of it.
"Garanwaonly meant for afew to go through, achosen few. Y ambli's people. They were searching.”

Nam sad, "For you."
The ripples degpened, hummed, and then dissi pated.
"What about the lizards?* Gold asked. "Where are they?'

Myell concentrated on the map, trying to find the Roon world. "Explorers. Not Nogomain. They know of
the Wondjina gods, despise them. They seek control of everything. What they can't contral, they'll
destroy."

Gold turned to Nam. "That'sit, then. We should head back home, warn them.”
"We haveto securethis placefirst,” Nam said.
"If they reach Fortune* -"

"That could be hundreds of years away. Thousands. Think, Tom. Thisisthe prize. This station, and
whoever controlsit." Nam turned to Myell. "Can you control any part of the network now, Chief?

"No," Myel| said automaticaly. But that wasn't exactly true. He could fed something in him, astrange
unknown pulse, and he thought that if he focused very hard, if he reached out and pushed, he might be
able to manipulate the network after dl.

"No," he repeated.

"Yes," Garanwasaid, from the archway. His dark skin looked mottled and flaky, asif it were doughing
off. Hiswhite eyes had taken on atinge of yellow. "Y ou were chosen to take the hdm, Jungdi. By the
Rainbow Serpent himsdf."

"Hedoesnt want it," Nam said. "I'll doiit. | volunteer.”

"Commeander—"

"Byron—"

"Shut up, both of you." Nam stepped toward Garanwa. 'Y ou need someone. I'm here.”
Garanwadidn't hesitate. "Y ou were not chosen.”

"On our world, in our species, we choose, not get chosen,” Nam said. "We make our own destinies. We
don't evate people into positions because of their genes or favor from the gods.”

Garanwa stayed silent. Gold, hisface ashen, dropped his gaze to the floor.

Mydl said, "Y ou may think | was chosen by the gods, but I'm as ordinary asanyone else, and | can't do
what you want meto do. | have awifewho | love more than anything. We have alife together, and |
won't abandon her."

"I never thought you would," Jodenny said, from the archway behind him.



TWENTY-THREE

Jodenny had woken from adream of flying through the clouds | and crashing to the ground in a smash of
feather and bone. Afterward she wandered for what seemed like hours through strange chambers of light
and forests, searching for the Great Egret. Then she heard Mydl'svoice, and it led her to astrange,
mossy room of orange and black rocks.

Myell's hair was a mess, red tattoos marred hisface, and hisfeet were bare and dirty. Beside him stood
Commander Nam, and another man she didn't know, and asmall shape that she paid no attention to,
because Myd| was dl that mattered.

Shethrew hersdlf againgt him and squeezed hard enough that something made a cracking noisein her
shoulder. She drank inthe smell of his skin and hair and the dried sweat on his neck. He fdt thinner than
usud, asif something vital had been sucked out of him.

"Hi there," Mydl| said, clutching her franticaly hard. "Oh, God, hdllo."

She kissed him soundly. Hislips were chapped and warm and hungry. When they broke apart she put
her hands on his tattooed cheeks. The tattoos were ridged, red swirls.

"Y ou've been busy," she said, her vison blurry.
"Commander Scott,” Nam said. "Meet Garanwa."

Jodenny wasn't interested in meeting anyone. She wanted to stay there dl day in Mydl'sarms and let the
universe take care of itself for achange. But then she turned her head and saw asmall, twisted figure that
reminded her of aboy, if aboy could be so old and till bedive.

Garanwa bowed his head, but said nothing.

Myel sad, "'I'll tell you everything," and started tugging her away.
"Chigf!" Nam sad. "Where are you going?"

"Givethemaminute," said the man beside him.

Jodenny followed Myell through more chambers, some of them with the most extraordinary views of the
galaxy sheld ever seen, much better than anything in a planetarium, better even than the real experience of
vigting the Seven Sigters. Though there were no signs or markers anywhere, Myell walked quickly,
confidently, asif he had the whole place memorized.

"Where are we?"' she asked.
"Doesn't matter," hesad.

They reached aroom of black divans where the floor wasfilled with stars and moons. Team Space gear
and deeping bags were strewn about haphazardly, but the divans were empty. Myell pressed her down,
one hand diding through her hair, the other working to ped off her shirt. Need and hunger rolled out of
him, demanding, insistent. Jodenny tried to respond, but she could gtill see Garanwals yellow-white eyes,
and here they were on an dien spaceship, alien, and no amount of passionate kissing could make her
forget the circumstances.

"Terry," she protested, even as her traitorous hands pulled him closer, "maybethisisn't theright place.”



"It'sal wehave." Hiswordswere muffled against her skin. Hislipsfound her breasts. "I need you.”
"Thedien," sheindsted, even asit grew harder to string together words.
"Hewon't watch," Myell promised.

He pinned hisweight againgt hers, his hands roaming fredly, igniting her, and maybe it wastrue that she
should celebrate the moment, thisreunion. Misgivingsfled. Hisfingers stroked her thighsingstently while
his hot mouth worked her nipples. Her sense of time evaporated under hisweight and heat, until she was
muffling her criesinto an officid Team Space deeping bag.

When they were done, she felt boneless. He looked dazed and swestly spent, content to nuzzle her neck.
"I missed you," he said.

She caressed the long, strong muscles of hisback. "Tell me everything.”

Myel| kissed her cheek. "You firg."

"Hmmmm," shereplied. "Wdll, | helped Putty Romero get out of the brig.”

"I fdl off adiff."

"And landed on what?'

Herested hishead againgt her chest. "The ocean.”

Shefingered his soft brown hair. "1 met four people named Lou."

"Why are you wearing your wedding ring around your neck?" he asked, tugging on it.

Jodenny dipped it off the chain and put it on her finger. "1 was supposed to be traveling incognito.”
"Did that work?"

"l guess." She gently traced the tattoos on his cheeks. "These coming off?"

Hesghed. "I hope so."

She waited for him to say more, but his breath evened out and when she rolled him over he sarted to
snore. Jodenny was too curious to deep. She dipped out of hisarms and cleaned up in aroom filled with
snks. She returned to watch Myell. In the starlight the facia tattoos seemed to glow and amost move. A
noise disturbed her, and she looked up to see Ensign Collinsin one of the many doorways.

"Sorry," hesaid. "'l need to get my gib."

Jodenny watched him retrieveit from his vest and followed him out of the room. "Y ou don't seem,
surprised to see me.”

"No, maam. Commander Nam told us you were here.”
"Tdl me everything that's happened to your team since you left Fortune.”
"Mdaam." Callins shifted from one foot to the other. "Don't you think the commander better tell you?'

"l want to hear it fromyou, Ensgn.”



Coallins hesitated, then gestured for them to sit on the dirt-covered ground. Jodenny was pleased that she
could keep Mydll in sight. Collinstold her about the marsupid lions, discovering the dead scientists under
the snow, and being separated from Nam, Myell, and Gayle.

"The commander radioed in they were being atacked,” Collins said. "Then there was nothing. Wetried
to find them, but there were only campfire remains, tracks into the woods, and adead Bunyip.”

"Bunyip?'
"Chief Myel cdlsthem Roon. They look likelizards."

She remembered the vison the Great Egret had shown her. The dien on the Yangtze. A lasso of stedl
tightened around her lungs, squeezing out dl her air.

Collins said, "Commander, areyou dl right?Y ou look like you're going to faint.”
Not faint. Scream. She scrambled to her feet. "Where's Commander Nam? | need to talk to him now."

Coallinsradioed Nam, who said he was in the room with the view of the comets, which was next to the
room where the food was, and that they had discovered some kind of power source.

"I think | can get usback there," Coallinssaid. "Place tendsto go al screwy when you're not looking.”

Jodenny was loathe to wake Myell, who was deep adeep and |ooked exhausted. She kissed his
forehead, then followed Collins through the maze and forests and even over aclear-running stream until
they reached afabulous vista of twin comets. Nam, Saadli, and two others, Commander Gold and
Lieutenant Vao, had removed a pand from the dirt-covered floor. Class conduits glowed green and
ydlow in the space below.

"Chief Mydl| kept saying he could fed somekind of current,” Nam said. "Thismight be it/

"There's something more important you should know," Jodenny said, and told them about the spaceships
around Earth.

"No one has seen the dliens on those ships,” she said. "They're not showing themselves. But what are the
chancesit's yet another species?'

Nam's expression hardened and hislips thinned and he asked her adozen questions, asif shewerelying,
or inventing thewholething.

"You don't believe me?' she asked.

Nam gazed down &t the glowing conduits, the bright rivers of light. I believe you."

Commander Gold, sitting on the ground with hisarmsfolded, said. ™Y ou should have let me shoot them.”
Saadi sad, "'l say wekill them now."

Jodenny gave Nam a puzzled look.

"We have two of them prisoner,” Nam said. "Under guard and not going anywhere. We can't
communicate with them. Don't know what they want."

"They want Earth," Vao said. "Can we stop them? This space station, or whatever it is? The dien? Can't
he do anything?"



"Maybeif someonetakesthehem,” Collins murmured.

Nam's chin lifted. Gold glanced up, hopeful.

"What do you mean?"' Jodenny asked.

"Thedienisdying,” Nam said. "Garanwa. He wants someone to take over."
Saadi said, "Y our husband.”

"No," Jodenny said.

"He said he doesn't want thejob,” Nam said, asif that meant any-thing at al. Didn't they know Myell?
Hadn't they learned athing about him?

"I needto gotak to him," she said.

But when she went looking, he was aready gone.

* k % k %

Myell woke done. At first he thought Jodenny had been a dream, a sweet brief fantasy before everything
went permanently dark. But the physical evidence of their lovemaking was no illusion, and as he cleaned
up in the shower room he could smell her skin, and the shampoo she'd used in her hair. He leaned against
thetilewall, letting hot water stream over his shoulders. He needed to send her home to safety. Needed
to send them dll.

Swirlsand linesfaded into thetilewalls, glowing imagesin blue and green, a beautiful tapestry tracing and
retracing itsdf into existence. He touched them through the falling water and felt afaint tingling. There, he
redlized. Fortune. And over there, glistening wet, his home world of Baiame. All the Seven Sigters, their
Eggs. More Eggs, here, and here, and the whole map unfolded, spread open under his eyes, the
Thousand Worlds of the Nogomain, and he was their seward, their helmsman—

Myell dammed his hand againgt thetile and disrupted the images. Pain spirded up hiswrist and into his
am.

"I'mnot," hesaid. "'l refuse.”

But when he closed his eyes he saw ahundred thousand Roon marching across ablistered countryside,
their hdmets bloodred in the setting sun.

Once he was dressed again he sat on the divan where he and Jodenny had lain together and studied the
galaxy beneath histoes. A whole universe out there, and he was just avery tiny part of it, hisown needs
and desires dwarfed. He could see Earth, if hetried. Earth, with bulbous ships of green surrounding it. So
much fear there, SO much uncertainty.

He sgueezed both temples with hisfingers, trying to drive theimages away. Garanwa had donethisto
him. In hisdeep, inthe dark, in hisdreams.

But that didn't change the fact that the Roon were interlopers. That only one man could stop them, could
steer them away.

Barefoot, damp, with swirlsand whirls pulsing in hisvision, he followed the gecko songline through
swest-scented rooms of flowers and trees to the chamber where the skin cloak hung.



"Chief 7" Lavasseur was keegping watch, and like many sentries seemed bored at the task. "'Is everything
okay?"

Mydl kept his gaze on the cloak. A thousand worlds. Multiple Eggs on each of them. A network larger
than any of them had ever imagined. Histo control. Jodenny would not be happy. Where was she? He
thought she had come, that they had been together, that he'd listened to her heartbeat and tasted her
mouth, but now she was gone, leaving him empty. His head began to hurt.

Lavasseur clicked on hisradio. "Commander Nam?| think you'd better come.”

"l can send you home," Myell murmured. "Back to Fortune. Do you want that?"

"Hell yes" Lavasseur said, asif Myell had just offered him buckets of gold. "Right now?"
"Right now," Myd said.

A crocodile ring appeared on the ground behind Myell. He didn't have to turn around to seeit. He
commanded it. Commanded dl of them through space and time...

He was inside Garanwa, inside the once-a-boy, running naked across the hard dirt of the outback
in gasping terror, fleeing those who would kill him. Histribe. His kin. He fled, stomach churning,
lungs laboring, toward the home of the gods—

"Chief?' That was Nam, peering a him, dapping his cheeks. "What's going on?"

—and they were chasing him with sticks and spears for hisfailure, for his cowardice, but the
ground opened up and the Rainbow Serpent flicked its tongue—

"Seeif you can find Commander Scott,” Nam said to someone.

Myell focused on him. "I can send you back. To Fortune. Y ou can warn them about the Roon."
Nam jerked his head toward the crocodile ring. " Through that?"

"Sounds like agood dedl tome, gir," Lavasseur said.

Commander Gold, standing behind Nam, asked, "How can you, Chief? Do you know how the controls
work?'

"They're not controls." Myell's head was beginning to ache in earnest now. He was surprised that his
brain wasn't leaking out his ears. "Wherée's Jodenny? | need—"

He went to his knees, unable to stand on weakened legs. The sound of his heartbeat thudded in hisears
likeadrum. Sck, hethought. Dying. Not him. Garanwa. The not-boy...

"Easy now." Collins crouched next to him with hisgib. "Deep breaths, Chief."
"What'swrong with him?' Nam asked.
"Pulseishigh, blood pressureis skyrocketing—I need my medkit, Sir."

"Commander!" That was Gayle, arriving with Garanwain her arms. The not-boy was gasping for bregath,
clearly in distress. Gayle's face was blotchy red from exertion. "We need help here.”

"What did you do to him?' Nam asked.



"Nothing! He wasin the passageway outside, couldn't walk—-"

Gold took the not boy from her arms and laid him out on the ground near Myell. Nam radioed for Ensign
Holt to bring the medkits, and for everyone el seto fal back to the skin-cloak room.

"And keep your eyes out for Commander Scott,” he said. " She doesn't have aradio.”
"Sir, should we leave or bring the diens?’ That was Breme's voice, crackling loudly.
Nam said, "Bring them. Be quick about it."

Garanwas head lolled to the sde. Through darkening vison Myell saw the not-boy's eyes wide open,
drawing himinto...

the Serpent's embrace, the whisper, "You will be the helmsman,” the Eggs planted inside him...
"Chief, | need you to liedown," Collinswas saying, but Myell shook his hand off.

"Wedon't have much time," Myell said. "Get into the ring now if you want to go home."

Saadi moved toward the crocodile ring. "For once I'm not going to argue.”

"Wait," Nam ordered. "Why now, Chief? Why the hurry? We have to find out more about this station,
the network—"

"Therewon't beagtation." Mydl| tasted hot sdty liquid againgt hislip, and wiped at blood trickling from
hisnose. "When he dies, this place dies”

Nam asked, "How do you know?' and that wasjust it, Myell couldn't explain, but he knew.
"Go, please," Mydl sad. "I'll follow.”

Nam met his gaze for along moment, judging histruthfulness, before turning to Gold.

"You take them,” Nam said.

Gold's eyes widened. "Not without you."

Garanwagave out aloud gasp. Callins, bending over him, said, "I don't think the dien'sgoing to last
much longer, Sr.”

"They need you," Nam said to Gold.
Gold shook his head.

The gtation rumbled from somewhere deep within, agrowl of distant but sustained thunder. Some of the
beehive towers started to crumble. The ground and walls suddenly lifted up and lurched sdeways, a
violent upheaval that sent Vao and Saadi stumbling to the ground.

"What the hell—" Nam asked.
"The whole place will come apart!" Saadi said.

The shudder subsided, but Myell knew the respite would be brief. The tremor would return. Thewhole
place would collapse to ruin and ash, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.



"Y ou haveto hurry,” hetold Nam.

"Tom, please," Nam said to Gold, and took his face between his hands, and kissed him hard.
When they broke apart, Gold said, ™Y ou better be right behind me."

Nam unexpectedly grinned. "Count oniit."

More of Gold'steam arrived. Nam ushered them into the ring alongside Saadi and Lavasseur. Myd|
gathered the wild power in his head and sent them back to Fortune. Emerald-green light flashed, dazzling
his eyes. He didn't know how he was doing it, only that he could, that he could send anyoneto

anywhere—
Nam clicked on hisradio. "Breme, Holt, Highcastle, where are you?”'

Holt replied, "1 think I'm close! But the rooms keep rearranging themselves.”
"Wecan't find you!" Breme said. "Werein the room with the stream in it—"
Gaylesad, "I'll go find them," and dashed out before anyone could stop her.

The pain in his head was making it hard to stay conscious. Myell rocked back and forth, hisvision gone
hazy, his breething harsh in hisown ears. "Easy, easy," Collinswas saying, but there was nothing easy
about this, not with theworld ending in red agony. Buit still he managed to bring the crocodile ring back.
It shimmered and hummed againgt the ground even as the rumbling returned, and more beehive towers of
rock crumbled to dust.

Coallins, his attention split between Myell and Garanwa, said, "I'll stay here, Commander.”
"There's nothing you can do for either of them,” Nam said. "Go back home, Ensign.”

The chamber lurched and shook, great sections of the celling buckling under the stress. Too soon, too
soon; Myell couldn't take the helm. But he didn't have achoice. In his head he could see Breme and
Highcastle, lurching along a passageway, frantic for rescue. He sent them aring and the ring took them
home. He saw Holt, lost in aroom of vines and trees. Another ring, another green flash. Hetried to find
Jodenny but of her there was only ablur of white, of featherslike abird—

Garanwa gave out alast shuddering gasp and went till.

Energy bolted out of the corpse, an explosion of hot frantic power, and lightning tore Mydl'sworld to
shreds.

TWENTY-FOUR
"I hate this place." Jodenny hoped that the Greet Egret waslistening. "Hateit! Do you hear me?"

No answer. Jodenny had |eft the room with the starry floor and found the room with food in it, but she
didn't want fruit or bread or strange-looking vegetables. She picked the archway to the far right and
followed it into adark chamber with ablazing comet overhead. No sign of anyone, not Myell or Nam or
anyone from the teams.

"What do you want from me?* she asked, fists clenched. Surely someone in charge here was screwing
with her, making her ddiberately lost and confused and frustrated.



No answer came from the dirt or walls or even the comet, which sailed across the universe in astreak of
dlent fire

She pushed hersdf on through another archway, then another. When the station began to rumble and
buckle benesth her, she feared not for her own safety but for Myell's. Whatever forces ruled this place
wanted him aive. Needed him dive. Wanted to stedl him from her. She said, "L eave him aone, you
bastards," just asthe ground tilted crazily and roared and she lost her balance. She landed hard on one
am, feding something in it snap.

Pain knifed through her just as hot light exploded out of nowhere. Scorching and blue hat, it crackled
across the adjacent chamber. The air came dive around her, sparking and tingling. The accompanying
clap of thunder dammed through her like the volley of canons. She couldn't hear, couldn't see, couldn't
think. ..

Then dl fdl slent and dark. She wasn't even surethat shewas ill dive, but the gritty taste in her mouth
as she gasped for air had to mean something.

Jodenny sat up. Pain sang aong her right arm, wrist to elbow, bright and hot and demanding of attention.
She wanted to vomit. Her earsfelt numb but were quickly recovering, and blue-white imprints danced in
her vision. The station had stopped rumbling, which she hoped was agood sign, but most of the ambient
illumination had disappeared and the air smelled like char and ash. Legswobbly, coughing out dirt, she
found her footing, tried not to move her broken arm, and lurched to the archway of the beehive room.

At firgt she thought Myell was dead.

Nam, too. And Coallins. All of them, sprawled on the ground and unmoving. Jodenny fell to her kneesand
touched MydI'sface ever so carefully. His skin was blistered and burned. Hislipswere dightly parted,
and hisfaint breathing had awhistling sound to it. She didn't want to touch him further, didn't want to
aggravate any injuries or cause him more pain, but it was atorture not to tug his head into her Iap, to

keep from pressing her head againgt his shoulder.

Collins tirred. Nam sat up with agroan. Under the dim, flickering light they looked as ghastly as Myell.
Besde Collinswas a shrunken gray thing that she readlized was Garanwas corpse. It was shriveled like a
dried fruit, and the lips were o retracted that she could see a half-dozen rotted teeth. The beehive
towers of rock throughout the room had toppled or shattered, leaving the air thick and bitter.

"What happened?' Collins asked.
"Lightning Man," Nam murmured, one hand pressed to his head.

Behind them, agreen crocodile ring faded into existence. It glowed with an uneven light, asif it was
bardy suganing itsdf.

The ground rumbled, an aftershock or a preamble of more devastation to come.

Collins started crawling toward Myell. He spared aglance for the crocodile ring, asking, "Last chanceto
escape?’

"Or aone-way trip to nowhere,” Nam said.

"Isyour arm broken?" Collins asked Jodenny.

"I think s0." She touched Myd|I's brow with the fingers of her Ieft hand. "Ishe... hesburned. You all
ae"



Collinshad agib, but it was a blackened, usdless shell and he tossed it asde. The far-off rumbling
increased, moving closer. Jodenny imagined arock crusher or some other mammoth machine jawing
toward them, devouring everything inits path.

"We haveto get out of here, sr,” Collinssaid.
"Not until I know the others are safe,” Nam said. "Breme, Holt, Gayle..."

Jodenny understood. He was the commander of this mission, responsiblefor histeam. Thelr liveswere
more vauable than his own. But she had no such burden of command. She hooked her |eft hand under
Mydl'sarmpit.

"Hepme" shetold Callins.

Together, using her one good arm and histwo fully useful ones, they dragged Mydl| to the crocodilering.
Hewas heavier than Jodenny remembered Deadweight. He made afaint protesting noise, amewl of
pain, but they could do nothing for him but escape, and hope for help wherever the token took them.

Nam got to hisfeet, his gaze on the archways. Hetried hisradio but it was as dead as Collinss gib. He
shouted out, "Gayle! Breme!"

No one answered. The only sounds were their own breathing, and the growing sound of thunder, and
Myel'sincreasing distress as he regained consciousness.

"Easy," Collinssaid, asthey tugged Myell over thering's edges. He himsdlf didn't enter thering, but
instead glanced back at Nam.

"Go," Nam ordered.
"Another ring might not come,”" Collinssaid.

Myell gasped and arched againgt the ground, his spine stiffening, his arms twitching. Jodenny bent close
to hisface and whispered, "Ssh, I'm here. It's going to be okay."

A lie, obvioudy alie, but he quieted at her voice. Twin drops of water landed on his cheeks. Jodenny
wiped at her face, surprised to find tears there. Though Myell kept his eydids closed, his mouth opened
and he tried to speak.

"Seh," shesaid again. "Don't talk.”

His cracked lips kept moving. Jodenny bent close, trying to make sense of his hoarse, broken whispers.
When she looked up, Nam was giving them both a deeply etched frown.

"He saysyou haveto come." Jodenny voice's choked in her throat. "Don't kill yoursdlf."
"I'm not killing mysdlf,” Nam said fiercely.

Collins said, "Commander, please.”

Myel| stiffened again, letting out asharp cry.

"Thering won't leave without you," Jodenny said.

"Breme!" Nam shouted out again. "Gayle! Holt!"



No answer, only the unseen beast drawing nearer. The lightsin the damaged dome went dark, flickered
on again, then garted to rain down sparkles of green and white. Tiny specks of light, fdling like stars.
Cradling her broken arm, Jodenny shielded Myl before any could land on him. Three or four fell onto
her exposed skin and melted like snowflakes.

Nam let out along growl of words that might have been, " Goddamn heroics, and joined them in the
crocodilering.

Jodenny closed her eyes againgt a bright green flash.
The next thing she saw was the overhead of the Kamchatka's infirmery.
"Easy, now," Farber said from nearby, as Jodenny tried to Sit up. ™Y ou're not ready for that yet."

Jodenny agreed. Her mouth was sandpaper dry, her right arm had atwinge of paininit, and she couldn't
quite remember why she should be in bed. Nevertheless, she pushed hersalf up from the pillow. The
infirmary room started spinning around her, and she would have sagged back down again if not for
Farber's steadying hand and the sight of Myell lying in the next bed over.

Memory flooded back. Garanwa and the space station and the lightning.
"You'refine. The doctorsfixed you up," Farber said. "Both of you, as best they could.”

For the first time Jodenny noticed a security tech in the smal room with them. He was armed, and
dtationed ingde the hatch, not outside, which didn't bode well.

She would worry about that later. Jodenny got hersdlf standing, her bare feet cold against the deck, and
lurched across the small space separating her bed from Myéll's. He was curled up on hissde with his
face to the bulkhead. Seeping. His skin was no longer burned and the facid tattoos had faded to ghostly
imprints. Under his eyelids, his eyes moved back and forth quickly.

"Commander Scott!" A thin, wiry doctor had entered the room while her attention was on Myéell. "I'm Dr.
Ruiz, shipsMedicd Officer."

He didn't appear old enough to be out of medical school, but Jodenny shook his hand anyway.
"Y ou know my name," she said, with aglance toward Farber.

"Oh, yes, we had to scan your embedded dog tag to access your medical profile. We ran Chief Myell's
tag too, and luckily the next-of-kin information is all up-to-date. Y ou'd be amazed how many people
forget to do that when they get married,’ Ruiz said. ™Y ou can see we hedled up the burns, we rehydrated
him, blood pressure down, that's all good. Do you know what exactly happened to him? I've been told
hewas hit by lightning. Twice. That would be amazingly bad luck.”

Farber asked, "Wouldn't it have killed him?"

"Not necessaxily. A lot of people get hit by lightning, and many of them survive, often with some
disabilities-..." Ruiz abruptly stopped, eyeing Farber and the security tech. "I'm sorry, Commander. Y our
husband does have the right to medica privacy. Do you want to spesk aone?’

"Yes" shesad.

"Sorry, maam," the security guard said. "I'm not authorized to leave.”



"The captain has some concerns,” Farber added.
Ruiz wrung his hands. "Team Spaceis very clear on theissue of medicd privacy.”
Jodenny sighed. "'l give you permission to go on.”

"Usudly weretaking frontal-lobe injuries, the neurd circuitsal fried up. Moodiness, deep problems,
memory problems, and depression are dl common. Was he evidencing any of that?'

"Hewastired," she admitted, stroking the Side of hisface.

Ruiz nodded. "WEell know more when he wakes up. Hisfrontal |obeis scanning fine but thereésan
unusua amount of dreaming going on, from what we can tell.”

"Can wejust wake him?" Jodenny asked.
"They'vetried," Farber said.

Jodenny tried, too. His breathing didn't change, his eyes kept moving, his hands remained warm and
relaxed in hers, and he kept deegping-Ruiz said, "Let's see how the next few hours unfold. Asfor you,
Commander, we patched up your broken arm with the bone knitter and it's as good as new. Y ou're clear
to be discharged, unless you have any medica complaints.”

Farber said, "l think she'sill alittlewoozy.”
"l am not," Jodenny retorted, too sharply. Her vision went blurry on the edges. "Not much, anyway"

Ruiz suggested she stay under observation for abit longer. She was happy to do soiif it kept her closeto
Mydl. After Ruiz left, Lieutenant Sveeney came knocking at the hatch.

"Sorry to disturb you," he said, his gaze frank and curious. " So thisis your husband? When you told me
you were married, Ellen, | didn't quite believeit.”

Relegated back to her own bed, Jodenny pulled the blanket up higher. "Traveling incognito wasn't my
ides, Lieutenant.”

"| presented Captain Balandrawith a copy of our sedled orders," Farber said. "None of that is at issue,
though she wasirritated at being decelved. Thered problem isthe Bunyip ships till in orbit around
Eath."

"They're cdled Roon," Jodenny said.

Farber's gaze narrowed. "So Commander Nam says. | low, exactly, was that ascertained? Did you talk
tothem?'

Sweeney turned to the security tech. "Y ou can go and wait outside. I'll call if | need you."

Thetech | eft, an unhappy look on hisface.

"I didn't talk to them,” Jodenny said. "They haven't done anything while | was away?'

Sweeney asked, "How long do you think you were away?"

Jodenny squinted at the overhead as she calculated. " Six hours, maybe."

"The ship's scannersregistered a power surgein your cabin." Sweeney folded his arms and rocked back



on the hedls of hisboots. 'An emergency team was sent. Thirty seconds later, before they arrived,
another power surge registered. They opened your hatch and found you, Chief Myell, Commander Nam,
and Ensgn Callinsdl lying on the deck. Nam and Collins are up and about now. Y ou two, not so much.”

Jodenny glanced at Farber. "I was only gonefor thirty seconds?"

"So it would seem,” Farber said. "Where did you go?’

"More importantly, can we use that trangportation technology to stop the aliens?' Sweeney said.
Jodenny gave Farber araised eyebrow.

"Wetold them about the tokens," Farber said. "The captain and her officers. Considering the Situation, |
thought security clearances were amoot point.”

Myell made afaint noise of distress. Jodenny put her hand on hisforehead. His skin waswarm, too
warm, and hiseyeswere gill moving quickly.

"Y ou want usto shut up?' She squeezed his hand, but he didn't squeeze back.

Sweeney said, "Captain wants to know if those so-called tokens can be used to evacuate civiliansto
Earth, or transport people between ships.”

Farber cleared her throat. "Commander Nam thinks your husband can control them.”
Jodenny smoothed Myell's hair back from histemples. "I don't know if that'strue.”

"You'll haveto tdl her yoursdf,” Sweeney said. "Shewantsto talk to you. Down here or upin her
conference room, makes no difference. As soon as possible. Before the diens sart attacking.”

Jodenny kissed Myell'sforehead. His skin tasted like the soap they'd used to clean him up and was soft
to her touch.

"Get meauniform,” shesad.

TWENTY-FIVE

"Can these so-called tokens be used to board the alien ship?' Captain Balandra asked from the head of
thetable.

The furrowsin Balandras forehead indicated that she probably had a headache. Jodenny empathized.
She hersdlf was grateful for the sturdiness of the conference-room chairs. Her legs were till wobbly from
the walk up from the infirmary. The conference room was standing-room only crowded with Baandras
senior gtaff.

"Why would we want to, maam?' Farber asked. "We don't know anything about the conditionsinsde
those ships. Just because the Roon can roam fregly in climates conducive to us doesn't mean vice versa.
We don't have any way of communicating with them, so even if we boarded, we couldn't negotiate.”

Badandrasaid, "Wewouldn't be there to negotiate, Agent Farber."

Toledo, gtting at the far end of thetable, said, "Even if Chief Myl could somehow summon atoken, we
don't know anything about their shielding technology. We dready know their interstellar capabilities
outmatch ours. Their science might be centuries ahead.”



Baandrasad, "Y ou two aren't holding back any intelligence information, are you?'

Both Farber and Toledo |ooked offended. "No, maam,” Toledo said, and Farber said, "Wevetold you
everything we know about previous Roon contacts. We know nothing about their civilization, their

cgpabilities, their goas™”

It annoyed Jodenny to no end that Farber and Toledo had known there were aliens out there, known
Myel might be facing them, known Jodenny had seen one on the Yangtze, and had said nothing. She
supposed it was agrudge she could settle later, if they al survived.

Baandraleaned back in her chair and gazed pointedly at the walvid, with itsrelay of Earth and the Roon
ships. "Werenot at war. Yet. But if it comestoit, I'd like be able to beam over there, or whatever you
want to call it, in one of those tokens. Carrying whatever kind of bombswe canrig up.”

Jodenny put one hand on the smooth brown surface of the table-top. "Maam, with al due respect, thisis
all conjecture. We don't know what exactly happened to Chief Myl on that station. We don't know if
he has some specia way of controlling the network, if that dien passed on specia information.” Her voice
fatered, but she persisted. "We don't even know if he's going to wake up.”

Nam was sitting beside her. His burns had been healed up, and he had showered and dressed in anew
uniform. He said, "For al we know, those ships are just the advance scouts for alarger flegt. The
important thing to do islet Fortune know what's happening and give them time to ramp up defenses. An
automated probe will take monthsto get through. Only a ship our size can make it back with any speed.
We need to head back to Fortune."

One of Balandra's officers asked, "Abandon Earth to itsfate, Sr?'

"Save the Seven Sigters,” Nam replied. "We're alone cargo ship with few weapons. We have no hope
againg the Roon. Earth itself has no hope. Nothing with anavigational computer can launch from Earth.
Team Space doesn't have much to throw at them, and did | mention we're up against a speciesthat
crossed agalaxy to get here? Fortune needs to be warned.”

Toledo said, "They used interstellar propulsion to get here. Weve seen them in the Wondjina network,
s0 they know about the transportation capabilities of the Spheres. But they might not know anything
about the Seven Sigters. If we loop back, we'd lead them right to the drop point.”

"They've surdly picked us up on their sensors by now,” Nam said. "All they have to do istrace our
course back."

"We don't know what they've noticed,” Balandrasaid. "We don't know what Chief Myell can do. We
don't have much in the way of wegpons. A commando team might not be able to destroy one of their
ships. But maybe we can cause enough damage to give them second thoughts.”

"Or retreat,” someone added.
"They're not going to retreat,” Nam said. "They came dl thisway for something.”

The argument continued, voices swirling angrily around Jodenny's head, but she was thinking about the
vision that the Great Egret had shown her. Roon marching across the countryside, turning over stones.
Over and over. Looking for something. For what?

Bdandrasaid, "The Admiraty has ordered usto resume full speed on course for Earth. If nothing else,
wereto gather intel on the Roon carriers that might be useful later.”



The officers were too disciplined to erupt in protest, but several drew in sharp breaths or shifted
unhappily on their feet.

Nam said, "We're a passenger ship with no defense capabilities.”
"I know, Commander." Baandrarose from her seat. "I know. Well be at Earth in twenty-two hours."

When Jodenny returned to theinfirmary, Putty Romero and Hanne Tingley were Sitting hand in hand on
Jodenny's bed and talking to Mydll despite his unresponsiveness.

"—And you should have seen her, Chief, shewaslike ared lawyer," Tingley was saying when Jodenny
stepped in. "Hi, Commander. Hope you don't mind."

"The doctor said friendly voices might help,” Romero added.

Jodenny touched Myd|I'sright hand. He didn't even twitch. At least his eyes had stopped moving. "Has
he done anything?'

"Said afew words," Romero reported. "Taking in hisdeep.”
Tingley added, " Something about crocodiles. And steering ahelm, whatever that means.”

The young couple didn't stay long. Hullabal oo and Baylou came by a short time later, but Jodenny didn't
let them into the room. She thought Myell would be annoyed by people staring at him like hewas on

disolay.
"Anything we can get for you?' Hullabal 0o asked.
Jodenny shook her head.

She spent most of the afternoon Sitting at Myell's bedside. He didn't stir when she rubbed his breastbone
with her knuckles. Didn't respond when she kissed him.

"Always stubborn,” she said, tracing hisjaw with thetip of her finger. "Ridiculoudy stubborn. Y ou tell
Garanwato take hishelm and shoveit up his scrawny dead dien ass, dl right? First we go on our
honeymoon. Then you can think about saving the universe.™

By the time Nam dropped by, Jodenny's back ached from sitting in place and her ssomach was cramping
from emptiness. Nam had a cup of steaming coffeein hishand. The smell made her perk up.

"Get your own," Nam said. "I'll stay with him."

She hesitated. Someday, maybe, sheld forgive him for dragging Myell off at Bainbridge, orders or not.
But shedidn't think he'd earned it yet. Myd | hadn't seemed to hold a grudge, though. According to what
Farber and Callins had told her, the two of them and Anna Gayle had survived trekking acrossthe
wilderness on one planet. They'd even been held captive a the hands of Aborigind villagers. Jodenny
didn't trust Nam to put Mydl'swelfare above that of Team Space, but surely he couldn't wreak too much
havoc while she went to get some food.

"I'll beright back," she said, and kissed Myell's forehead.

The galley was mostly empty when Jodenny arrived. Medls on the Kamchatka had been reduced to
basi cs again, mostly soup and sandwiches and afew desserts. She picked out a spinach wrap and alarge
cup of coffee. At the cashier station sheredized she had lost her PIC again. Ensign Sadigi cameto her
rescue.



"Isit true, Commander?' Sadiqgi asked. "Y ou've met the dliens?’
"|sthat what the rumor mill is putting out?"

Sadigi nodded unhappily. "And that they mean to destroy us.”
"They mean something, Ensign. | don't know what."

They mean to destroy us, shethought as she ate at a corner table. That didn't sound right. They mean to
endaveus. They mean to march over the width and breadth of the Earth. She gulped at the coffee,
glad for the hot bitterness. They mean to just visit, that's all, say a friendly intergalactic hello.

She pushed aside her food, her appetite forgotten, and headed back to the infirmary.
"Ellen!" avoice caled out, just as she reached the nearest down-ladder.

Jodenny paused to let Louise Sharp catch up to her. Louise's magenta hair was disheveled, and dark
circles of exhaustion rimmed her eyes.

"You look terrible," Jodenny said.
"Thank you, Commander," Louise snapped. "Scott, isit? Y our real name?"
"l wastraveling under orders—"

Louise waved her hand. "Doesn't matter. I've been reading cards for the last twelve hours. Cards about
you, your so-caled husband, those aliens—"

"Heis my husband—"

"Not the point.” Louise pulled her tarot cards from her pocket, shuffled them for amoment, and then
extended the deck. "Pick up thefirst one."

Jodenny sighed. "I redly don't have time—"
"Try," Louise ordered.

Sheturned the card over. A stern-looking sea captain stood at the bow of asailing ship asit entered a
tropical bay.

Louiselet out asharp breath. " Captain James Cook and the ship Endeavour. First landing of the British
in Augtraia, way back when. The year seventeen hundred and seventy. Y ou know the story?"

Jodenny shrugged impatiently.

"Doesn't matter,” Louise said. "Now, watch.”

Another shuffle of the deck, thefirst card upturned again. James Cook.
"Coincidence," Jodenny said.

L ouise mixed the cards again. Offered the deck. Jodenny touched the top card, hesitated, then flipped it.
Cook and his ship and paradise, about to be spoiled.

"It doesn't mean anything,” Jodenny protested.



"All night long. Captain Damned Bloody Cook. Y ou know what happened to the Aboriginas after the
British came? They were destroyed. Their culture, their way of life, their history—-"

"Put the cards away and get some deep, Louise”

Jodenny climbed upladder to B-deck, pushing away thoughts of Cook and conquest, images of Roon
marching across the world. When she stepped into Myell's room she saw him sitting up in bed with Nam
in the chair beside him. Mydll was poking at abowl of peacheswith agrimace on hisface.

"You're awake," Jodenny said, stupidly, because of course he was, and nothing could henceforth go
wrong, and relief made her lightheaded.

But then helifted his head and gazed &t her asif she were astranger. No trace of recognition, no flicker
a dl of familiarity.

Her heart clenched.

"He'salittle confused,” Nam said, sounding remarkably casud. "lan't that right?’
Mysdll'sfocus did to Nam, then back to the bowl of peaches. "B-b-bad,” he complained.
Jodenny stepped forward carefully. "What's bad?"

He poked at the fruit clumgly with afork. His movements were off, uncoordinated. She didn't remember
Dr. Ruiz saying anything about motor-control damage. She peered into the bowl and saw thick syrup
accompanying the peaches.

"Do you want something else?" she asked. Her voice sounded like it was along way away and belonged
to someone e se, someone calm and detached.

Mydll dropped the fork, tried to recover it from hislap, and accidentally knocked the entire tray over.
Nam caught it deftly, but not before the peaches went dithering to the deck in aplop of liquid. Myell
covered his eyes with one clumsy arm and made a shamed noise.

"No problem,” Nam said.
Jodenny looked away.

Dr. Ruiz soon arrived to begin abattery of tests and scans. Myd | didn't recognize either Jodenny or
Nam, asit turned out. He couldn't say his own name. He had avague idea of the date, but it was off by
severa weeks. His answersto Ruiz's questions were stilted, sometimes stuttered. He said hewasn't in
pain, but the deep line between his eyebrows told Jodenny otherwise.

"Y ou don't have a headache?' she asked, trying to smooth theline.
"N-n-no." He shied away from her touch.

That stung. Jodenny withdrew her hand and sat on it. Myell gave her aquick, bashful look and tensed as
Dr. Ruiz put agibin hishands.

"Canyou read that firgt linefor me, Chief?"
He stared at the letters.

"A few words?' Ruiz prompted.



Myel| thrust the gib back at him.

No reading ability. Poor hand-and-eye coordination. Stuttering. They got him to his feet but the effort
clearly exhausted him, and he managed only afew shuffling steps before his strength ran out. Jodenny
told hersdf that it was dl temporary. Feeting inconveniences. Shedidn't believe held been struck by
actud lightning, not once and certainly not twice. Something like lightning; something that damn dien
controlled.

Once back in bed, Myell lay panting from exertion with hisface scrunched up. She wanted to touch him
but, mindful of hisearlier protest, held back.

"l think somerest isin order,” Ruiz said. "Eat and drink. Well do more testsin the morning.”

Farber came by, her face set in a stony mask, and called Nam out. Neither came back. Jodenny
concentrated on getting Myell to eat some soup. Myell was petulant. He swallowed some of it, then
closed histeeth againgt the spoon she wielded. He wouldn't meet her gaze, and kept glancing anxioudy at
the hatch asif waiting for Nam to return.

"Fing" shesaid in exasperation. "Don't eat. Waste away. It's not going to get you out of doing the dishes
after | eat. You'restill going to do half the housework, mister.”

Hedid her asideways glance, then looked to the hatch again.
"Seethis?" Jodenny wagged her finger and wedding ring. "'Y oure fill mine."

Another Sdeways glance, asif she were becoming more interesting by the moment. But then he started
trembling, hisarms and legsjerking. His eyesrolled upward. Jodenny yanked the soup out of the way
and hit an darm. A med tech hurried in, followed by Dr. Ruiz.

"He'ssazing," Ruiz told Jodenny. "Not entirely unexpected.”

It was unexpected to her. Jodenny backed away while Ruiz and the tech did their work. She couldn't
watch too closdly. For abrief, panicky moment she feared that this was what their life together would be,
from now until death. Him in abed, unable or unwilling to communicate, suffering seizures and bedsores
and who knew what e se, while she took care of him and died her own quiet death for years on end.

Assuming the Roon didn't kill them dl firt, of course.

She bit her knuckle to drive away selfish thoughts and went out into the passageway. To her surprise,
Toledo was lingering out there with Karl in hisarms.

"Didn't want to disturb you," Toledo said, hefting the koda " Thought maybe this little fellow might cheer
thingsup.”

Karl camewillingly into Jodenny's arms and nuzzled her neck. Toledo's generosity made her blink severa
times. "Thanks."

"How's he doing?"
"Not so good. Any news on the Roon?"

"Still eyeing Earth likeit's the main feature on the buffet table." Toledo sared at the bulkhead asif he
could seethrough it to Myell. "Y our chief's going to be fine. Commander. He's atough guy”

Karl nuzzled Jodenny's neck. She said, "I suppose.”



Toledo offered her arueful grin. "Oh, theré's no doubt about it. Married you, didn't he?!

He gave her asaute and went off. Jodenny cuddled Karl until Dr. Ruiz came out and said, "We're al set
in here, Commander. | expect him to deep for therest of the night. Likel said, seizures aren't
uncommon. Hopefully they'll abate with time."

"And if they don't?' she asked.
Ruiz squeezed her arm. "Worry about that |ater.”

Jodenny rejoined Myell. He wasindeed deeping, hisface dack and his breathing steady. Karl clambered
down her arms and nestled into the sheets. One of Myél's hands moved automatically to cup hisgolden
fur. Shefound hersdf irrationdly jedous.

"Don't get too comfortable,” shetold Karl.

The koalayawned and went to deep, leaving Jodenny to contemplate both man and robot. Her family,
for aslong asit lasted.

TWENTY-SX

Jodenny woke with astart when soft hands began fondling her breasts. She amost lashed out, but in the
dim light of theinfirmary room she could see Myell leaning over her, wonder and amazement on hisface.

"Kay?' he asked. "Jodenny?"

She barely remembered taking off her boots and curling up on the second bed. Sleep had come hard and
fast. Still groggy, she reached up and touched his cheek.

"Areyou back?" she whispered.

His mouth descended on hers with a gentle kiss that grew greedier, harder. Jodenny wrapped her hands
around his head and pulled him closer. Relief flooded through her, accompanied by a surge of fierce
possessiveness. Mine, shethought, and againgt his mouth she said, ™Y ou're never going away again.”

He fumbled awkwardly, trying to join her on the narrow mattress. Jodenny urged him down to the deck
instead, and yanked down the thin blankets as cushioning against the hard metal. She pinned him under
her weight, kissing him again, running her hands over his bare arms and under hisinfirmary pgamas. He
squirmed alittle, ticklish. His hands on her back were clumsy, pawing instead of caressing, but she didn't
care.

"Missed you," shesaid.
Hislips and breath were warm againgt her throat but he made no sound.

"Terry" She cupped hisface and searched hisdark eyes. Saw recognition, but aso confusion. "Talk to
me"

He blinked at her and then said, crudtily, "Log."
"Who'slost?" Jodenny asked.
He swallowed hard. "Lost e-e-e very thing."

She sat up, pushing her long hair over her shoulder. Theinfirmary was cooler than she remembered and



smelled like bitter medicine. Jodenny gripped My dl's nearest hand and massaged the side of his head.
"Y ou havent logt everything, Terry. Y ou've got me. Do you re member who | am?’

Hislips parted, hesitated. "Lieutenant?'

Her somach churned. "Isthat al?'

MydI's hand tightened on hers and he suddenly amiled. "Wife."

"Yes" She kissed hisforehead. "Where are we?'

Myell shifted his gaze to the bulkheads. "Not Aral Sea.”

"No, not there."

He yawned so wide that she thought she heard his jaw pop. Jodenny snuggled against him on their nest of
blankets. She kept her hand flat on his chest and listened to his breathing even out, degpen, turnto afaint
snore. Shedidn't deep. At oh-six-hundred amed tech came in with Myell's medication and stepped

back in surprise.

"Do you need help, maam?' he asked.
Jodenny said, "No. Were just resting.”

Ruiz came by abit later and was encouraged that Myell had spoken and taken someinitiative. Jodenny
woke him, and together she and Ruiz got him back into his bed. Myell seemed groggy, and shied away
from thelight Ruiz shoneinto hiseyes.

"Bad headache?' Ruiz asked.
Mydl squinted a him. "S-s-smdls bad."
"Thelight smdlsbad?' Ruiz looked intrigued. "What exactly doesit smdl like?'

Nam appeared at the hatchway and beckoned to Jodenny. She adjusted her uniform, scrubbed at her
blurry eyes, and joined him in the passageway.

"The Roon have started deploying more of their scout ships down to Earth,” he said grimly. "Severd
dozen are hovering over South America, Africa, Audtrdia. Each of them isfivetimesthe size of the
Kamchatka. No skirmishesyet, but people are starting to panic.”

"What do you want meto do?" Jodenny asked.
"Not you," Nam replied.

Jodenny shook her head. "He doesn't even know where we are, Commander. Terry's not your one true
hope.”

"l don't have any others" Nam replied, and did past her, Ruiz wasfinishing his examination and seemed
pleased enough. " The antisel zure medicine's doing its job. Some retrograde amnesia's not unexpected.
The gtutter isimproving alittle. Never ran into synesthesia before—that's when he said the light smelled
bad—so we'll see how that plays out.”

"Isthere anything | can do to help?* Jodenny asked.



"Just do what you've been doing, Commander.”

After Ruiz left, Myd| said to Nam, "Y ou were th-th-there."
Nam asked, "Where, Chief?'

"Village"

"Yes, inthevillage Nam sad. "Do you remember?!
Myel| dropped his gazeto hisfingers.

"It'simportant that you try," Nam replied. "Remember the Roon? The diens? They're here at Earth. We
don't think they're here to make friends."

Jodenny watched carefully, but Myell only picked at ahangnail.

For severd more minutes they both tried prompting him, but Myel's memory was extremely sketchy.
From the village he remembered a bonfire, seashells, agecko. Of Garanwa he claimed to know nothing.
He said he remembered living with Jodenny in Addline Oaks, but couldn't give them the address.

"How about this?' Nam asked, and pulled asmall cloth bag from his pocket. He shook the contentsin
hispam. "Do you remember these?"

Jodenny had seen MydI's dilly bag before. This onelooked smaller, darker. The small wooden shapes
indde were dso different.

"Where did you get that?" she asked.

"He had it on him when we got here," Nam said.

She asked, "Why didn't you give it back before?”

"l was having it tested,” Nam said. Hisvoice held no apology. "Nothing but wood and cloth, it turnsout.”
Myedl had hiseye on the carvings. He said, "Mine."

"Yes, yours," Jodenny said, irritated at Nam. She plucked the gecko and crocodile from his pam, tucked
them into the bag, and gaveit to Mydll. He curled up on hisside and closed hiseyes.

Jodenny pulled the blanket up over his shoulders.
"We need moreinformation,” Nam said, fists clenched.
"He can't give you morethan he has" shereplied. "1'd gppreciateit if you left now. Sr."

After Nam was gone, Jodenny washed up, left ingtructions with the staff that Myell wanted no visitors,
and went in search of Farber and Toledo. They werein Toledo's cabin, watching the live vid.

"What are the Roon doing?" Jodenny asked.
Toledo surrendered his chair to her. "Seefor yoursdlf."

Jodenny skimmed through several channels of mediafeeds. Earth had never had a centrd government,
not even before the Debasement. The hodgepodge nations that had survived the devastation were
responding in different ways to the Roon deployments. The Asian Alliance wasin observationa mode.



The Americanadians had launched some primitive missiles that bounced off the Roon scout shipslike
pebbles. The United North Kingdom had fired weapons as well, just asineffectively. The Roon hadn't
retaliated, which Jodenny thought was agood sign.

Toledo said, "Most of the ships seem to be mapping the oceans, or scanning it for something. They've
only landed in afew places. They stay afew minutes, take off again quickly. They'relooking for
something.”

Farber crossed her armstightly. "Cross thousands of light-yearsin search of what?'

Buried treasure, Jodenny thought. The stuff of adventure myths. But she thought of Captain Cook,
dispatched from England to explore the South Pacific. He hadn't been looking for gold or silver. HEd
been in search of knowledge, and the world of the Austraian Aborigines had changed—had nearly been
destroyed—nbecause of it.

Jodenny turned to a news channel coming out of New Sydney and listened to ayoung reporter with
blond-and-black-striped hair. A Roon ship was over the Great Barrier Reef, a cora landmark that had
been killed off during the Debasement.

"What are you thinking, Commander?’ Toledo asked.

She sat back. "Nothing good. How are the crew and passengers?'

"Crew's holding steady," Toledo said. "Passengers aren't happy at al. They've Sarted a petition.”
Farber added, "Led.by Mr. and Mrs. Zhang."

"A petition for what?" Jodenny asked.

"Guaranteed safe passage to Earth,” Toledo said. He shrugged. "Keeps them busy.”

Jodenny returned to the infirmary. Myell was deeping with Karl curled up againgt him. She sat and
gared, memorizing al over again theline of hisnose, the graceful arc of his eyelashes, the little scar over
his eyebrow. She'd never asked him how he'd gotten that, or why he kept it. He started to wake up, and
she made sure that thefirst thing he saw was her.

"Hey, deepyhead,” she sad.

Hetried to touch her face, but hishand was gill clumsy. Thickly he said, "They're here? R-r-roon?"
"Do you remember them?"

"Interlopers,” he said. "Get up.”

With her help he rose off the pillows, and after amoment of rest he swung hisfeet to thefloor. His gait
was unsteady and he gripped her shoulder tightly, but he made it to the hatchway and seemed determined
to keep walking.

"Where are we going?"' she asked.
"S-sseethem,” heingsted.

Themedica lounge at the end of the passageway had awdlvid init. Myel collapsed onto the sofa, his
pajamas damp with sweet. Jodenny turned on the feeds, sat beside him, and watched his expression as
more mediareports camein.



"Do you remember them?" she asked.
Hisnosewrinkled. "Lizards."
Shetook his closest hand and massaged it in hers. "Do you remember Garanwa?"

He leaned closer to the screen and ignored her question. Dr. Ruiz walked by, saw them, and stopped to
observe. Jodenny said, smply, "He wanted to seethe dliens" and Ruiz pursed his lips thoughtfully before
continuing on.

"Wethink they're looking for something.” Jodenny rested her head on Myd|'s shoulder. Do you know
what it could be? Did Garanwartell you anything?"

He covered hisface with both hands and didn't answer.

They sat there until the comm clicked and Captain Baandras voice said, "Attention all passengersand
crew. Asyou're aware, we will soon be entering Earth's orbit. The aiens have shown no signs of interest
in us, nor have they made any threstening overtures. We intend to approach one of their ships,
reconnoiter, and perhaps establish communications.

"I can't predict how successful well be, nor how thismisson will end. | will tell you that Team Spaceis
committed to your safety and my god isfor usto return safely homein the very near future, wherever
home may be. Given the danger of this Situation, however, | am asking al nonessential personnd to
report to their lifeboats, and for essentia crew to go to General Quarters. There will be no larms
sounded. Please proceed in an orderly and careful fashion to your lifeboats and duty gations. That isdl.”

All very polite and clear, Jodenny thought, but she had no idea how she was going to get Mydl to a
lifeboat, or if he could even make the trip. The medica staff, however, dready had evacuation
proceduresin place. Ruiz and an orderly brought over an anti-grav wheelchair. Myell was cooperative
and seemed to understand what they were doing, but wouldn't leave without Karl.

"Hell be okay," Jodenny said.
Myell tried to get out of the chair.

Shesad, "Fine, I'll get him," and went back to Mydl'sroom. Karl wasn't in the covers or under the
pillows. Jodenny got down on the deck, and saw him hiding under one of the beds.

"Comeon, Karl," shesad.
He scratched himsdlf.
"I'm serious!” Jodenny said. "Get out from under there.”

It took another long minute of coaxing to get him out, and she was il disgruntled when she carried him
back to Mydll.

"I'm sorry we ever got you," shetold the bot.
Myd|'sfacefdl in dismay.

Jodenny said, quickly, "No, I'm not," and kissed the koalato proveit. She kissed Mydll too, and earned
hersdf asmdl amile.

"Commander, thisway," Ruiz said.



They evacuated to one of the medicdl lifeboats, which waslarger than the others Jodenny had seen.
Mye| was made comfortable in ablue reclining chair. Two other patients from the infirmary were
likewise cared for—a pregnant passenger in early labor and an able tech with an injured back. Counting
additiona crew, there were fifteen peoplein the boat. Jodenny wasn't surprised when Commander Nam
showed up at the hatch.

"Y ou're not assigned to thislifeboat, Commander,” Dr. Ruiz sad.
Nam jerked his head toward Myell. "He's my respongbility until we get back to Fortune.”

Jodenny let Karl curl up in one of the underseat nets and gently rubbed Myell'sarm. Thetrip had tired
him out, and he was dozing. She asked Nam, "Do you redly think the Roon will fire on us?'

"l hopeto God not," Nam said. "I've seen their hand weagpons. Don't even want to think of their
shipboard armaments.”

She waited for the sound of wegponsfire, of damage and explosions. There was only the steady hiss of
the air-circulation system and subdued conversation from the crew.

"How long do you think well be here?" one of the med techs asked.

"Hours," another answered.

A third let out an unhappy noise. "Better here than crashing down to Earth in flames.”
"Therearen't going to be any flames," Nam said, severely.

They watched on the vids asa Roon carrier grew closer. Jodenny wished Balandrawould give updates
over the comm, but the captain was probably alittle busy. Nothing on the exterior of the Roon hull
appeared to be wegponry, but there were several landing bays and surely those werefortified. The
Kamchatka made several passes, each of them closer than the last.

"It'sadangerous game,” Nam said.
Jodenny said, "It'snot agame.”

The Kamchatka started another sweep of the Roon ship's underbelly. Jodenny leaned forward, elbows
on her knees, trying to make sense of the green scaldike attachments, the plates and protuberances and
knobby features. She felt MydI'sfoot lash out againgt hers, and turned in darm as he bolted upright.

"Stop them!™ he shouted. No trace of the stutter remained. "Make them stop!”

A bright light flashed across the vidscreen. A thump vibrated through the Kamchatka, asif thewhole
ship had been dapped. The General Quarters darm began to screech, tearing a Jodenny's ears alongside
Myell's shouts.

"Stop them!™ he kept shouting. The tendonsin his neck bulged and he bared his teeth. Hetried
scrambling to the hatch but Ruiz's staff blocked him and started pulling him back. Jodenny tried to help,
got an elbow in the face for her efforts, and was knocked off balance as the lifeboat undamped.

"Emergency release!” someoneyeled. "Strep in!”

The boat began to fal away from the Kamchatka. Myell was wrestled back to his seat and restrained.
Jodenny hated to see Ruiz dap a sedative patch on his skin, but she didn't interfere. Myel dumped back,
hiseyesrolling up. The lifeboat continued to accelerate. Nam yanked Jodenny to her cushion and pulled



down asafety strap just asdarmslit up across the bulkhead.

"Did they attack?" Jodenny demanded. "How'sthe Kamchatka?"

Nam pointed to ascreen. "Repdlled, but intact. Looks like only three or four lifeboats fdl off."
"Canwe go back?" Ruiz asked, hisvoice high with fear.

"No propulsion. We can't turn around,” Jodenny said.

"Worse than that." Nam's expresson was grim. "We're plummeting too fast. Whatever the Roon are
using on Earth-based nav systems must be messing with our autopilot aswell.”

The officer in charge of the lifeboat. Chief Alvarez from the Data Department, wrestled with the hem
controls. Interior darms began to walil. A voice from the Kamchatka wasissuing advice, but even
Jodenny could seetherewaslittle that Alvarez could do. In his chair, Mydll murmured a sedated
complaint. She grabbed his hand, and for good measure grabbed one of Nam'saswell.

"Were going to befine," Nam told her. The vibrations of the lifeboat made his voice waver.
"Undergand?'

Thetiny ship plummeted toward land.

TWENTY-SEVEN
Painkillers muddied Jodenny's thinking,

"Where are we?' shewould ask, severd timesaday, and Mydl couldn't dways remember. Sometimes
Nam would answer. Sometimes Dr. Ruiz would answer instead. Mydll would listen carefully, then
wander outside into the blistering, parched outback and forget everything they'd told him.

It bothered him that his mind seemed full of holesand crazy angles, but Ruiz told him he was getting
better, and Nam would nod agreement before going back to the radio.

They werein Western Austraia, Myell knew. They had been on aship caled the Kamchatka. Their
lifeboat and severa others had launched when the Roon did something to push the ship out of dose
proximity. The Kamchatka had suffered some damage but was il in orbit high overhead, on orders
from Team Space. Nam talked to them every now and again on the radio. Myell listened, though it was
hard for him to maintain focus on the way words worked, the way sentences flowed together and made
sense.

He knew it hadn't aways been that way He remembered living on Fortune, marrying Jodenny, being
stationed on the Aral Sea, joining Team Space. But he couldn't remember what it was like to have words
flow out of hismouth like water in ariver. Couldn't remember how to freely expresswhat was going on
inhishead.

But the pictures. .. he could see pictures, day and night, pictures even when his eyes were closed, images
of ruin and destruction that soaked into his flesh and sank to the bone. He couldn't shut them off
completely no matter how hard hetried. Nam and Ruiz told him that the images weren't true, that the
Roon weren't attacking.

“They will,* Mydl sid.

Nam asked, "Y ou're sure?"



Myell wasn't sure of anything anymore.

Sitting with Jodenny hel ped. When she held his hand, the burning cities and charred bodies behind his
eyesfaded into faint shapesthat he could amost ignore. But shewas groggy, in pain, fading, and fear
made him afraid that just one more of histouches, one hot bresth against her face, and shewould be lost
to him forever.

"Why don't they come for us?' he asked Nam.

"They are," Nam said. "But this place was the middle of howhere even before the Debasement, and it's
taking along time to muster aland rescue. The Roon have grounded al airships, remember?!

Jodenny, the pregnant passenger, and two of the crew had been injured in the crash. Thelifeboat carried
plenty of water and food, but the hull was breached and of little protection against the heat of the day.
The sunlight wasindirect, diffused, victim of Earth's grayed atmosphere. It hadn't always been that way,
because there was something Nam called the Debasement, which Myell understood to be a bad thing.
Nam wasin charge, but: he was different from how Myed | remembered him. Silent, mostly, hisface
drawnin deeplines.

"He'sworried,” Jodenny explained. "We're stuck out here and he holds himsdlf respongblefor al these
people.”

Karl raised his head from the nest in Jodenny's blankets. He too had been damaged in the crash, hisfur
snged and one paw bent. Often he curled up in Myell'slap, and Myell would pet him for hours.

Commander Nam sometimes talked about going for help. Ruiz told him he would diein the hest, or from
snakes, or from any of thewild dingoesthat circled the lifeboat at night. Because of the Debasement
there were other things out there too, radiation-besotted, deformed, snarling. Nam scoffed at that notion,
but on watch, at night, he was careful to keep the lifeboat's mazers close at hand.

Ontheir third day in the desert Jodenny was groggier than usual, but she did open her eyeslong enough
to ask Myell how hefdlt.

"Hot," he said, which wasthe truth.
She gave him acrooked smile. "Memories al come back”
Hedidn't think so.

"If | haveto go..." Jodenny said, and swalowed hard. She touched hisface with trembling fingers. "If |
have to leave you, it's not because | want to, okay?'

"You can't leave," he said, stretching out beside her on the deck, scooting as close as he dared. "Can't.”
Shefingered hishair. "Sometimes we haveto,” she said, her eyesbright. "Sometimeswe can't help it.”
Myel whispered, "I won't let you."

That night, at sunset, two rescue teams arrived from Carnarvon. The crew cheered and even Jodenny
mustered asmile. They crammed themsalvesinto the flatbed vehicles and eft dl their gear behind. The
flits turned west, toward the red sky, and in the excitement Karl was | eft behind with the wreck. By the
time Myd| remembered him, it wastoo late to turn back.

* % %k % %



Jodenny wasin ahospitd in hell. The Carnarvon clinic hadn't been fully stocked or staffed before the
Roon arrival and it certainly wasn't now. All forty beds were occupied by theill or elderly, most struck
down by dysentery or chronic illnesses. Other patientslay in cotsin the halways. The medical crew from
the Kamchatka's lifeboat were helping out the Aborigina staff as best they could. If not for Dr. Ruiz, the
only physicianswould be adentist and an unlicensed podiatrist. Post-Debasement Earth wasn't gtrict
about medica gaffing sandards, especially with anine-hundred-kilometer stretch to the nearest major
city.

The hospitd's air-conditioning didn't work, which made every room an oven. Ice wasin short supply.
The power generators were rationed, four hours off for every four hours on. Flies and roacheswere a
problem, as was overall sanitation. Nam had mustered up some volunteersto tackle the septic system,
which was overtaxed and badly in need of new parts. Back on Fortune, it would take afew hoursto get
the parts made. On pre-Debasement Earth, it might take years.

"I'm afraid their bone knitter isn't working ether,” Ruiz said.

Jodenny squinted up a him from her lumpy, sweaty bed. Painkillers kept her broken hip numb, but could
do nothing about other discomforts. "Can it be fixed?!

Ruiz squeezed the bridge of hisnose. "No. We're trying to find another nearby, but the likeliest sourceis
Perth. None of the flits around here could makeit that far without running out of fud. The Roon il aren't
letting shipstake off."

So shewasto belaid up, crippled, for the foreseeable, horrendous future.

Myel came to Jodenny every day. His speech had gotten better since the crash but he looked haggard,
weary lost. Nam brought them both as much food and water as he could scavenge.

She said, "I'm glad you're here. | know you must be tempted to go off down to Perth, to do what you
can about the Roon. Thank you for al your help.”

He shrugged one shoulder. "Least | could do.”

Jodenny wasn't sure where Myl went when he wasn't with her, but sometimes he came to her with hair
dtiffened by sea sdt, hisface burned from wild solar rays.

"What are you doing out there?' she would ask.

He shook his head and kissed her cheek, which only made her worry more. The town wasn't safe. At
night there were often gunshots, drunken singing, fistfights. The volunteer police force was vastly
outnumbered by locals, stragglers, scavengers, and outback marauderslooking for aplaceto lay up
while the Roon ships roamed overhead. Onetiny, thin strip of civilization, Jodenny thought, losing the
battle againgt enemies outside and insde.

The clinic had no wallvids, but someone had aradio. According to news reports out of Perth, the Roon
were gill methodicaly scanning the whole of Earth. No more missiles had launched their way, no Team
Space ships had tried another close approach, and no communications had been established.

"But the Kamchatka's still up there," Nam told her during hisnext visit. "1 imagined that passenger
petition has grown pretty long by now."

Jodenny asked, "Do you know where Terry is?'
"At the beach. | Ieft him there alittle while ago. One of the med techsiswatching him.'



"The beach?" Jodenny struggled to make sense of that. "Why?"

"He goes swimming. Throws himsdf into the waves and staysin the water for hours.
"He doesn't like the ocean. Never has.”

"I know."

After that, Jodenny dreamed of sharks. Their fins diced through the surf and their teeth bit into Mydl'sleg
but it was her hip that flared into agony. She woke in the middle of the night, coated with swest, biting
into her lip. The med tech was late with the painkillers.

Jodenny turned her face into her pillow and wept.

Shedidn't see Myel again until that afternoon, and she begged him to stay with her. "Please," Jodenny
sad. "l don't want you going to the ocean.”

"The water makesit easer,” hesaid.
"Makeswhat easier?
Hewaved hishand intheair. "Everything.”

She persuaded him to stay the night on acot that Nam found and set up near the window. Jodenny's
roommate, an old woman with pneumoniawho never received vigitors, wasin no position to object. The
room smelled of urine and the night was like afurnace, the sky lit by fires from looting on Carnarvon's
south side,

"Kay," he whispered in the orange-tinged darkness.

"Yes?' she asked.

"l wasn't dwaysthisway."

"Whichway?'

"Broken."

"Y ou're not broken." Jodenny peered at him as best she could. "We're just going through arough patch.”
He made a noise that might have been alaugh, then was silent.

Jodenny dozed fitfully. Dulled pain made her clench and unclench her fists. She wastrying not to think of
the Kamchatka, the Roon, the dying old woman in the next bed over. The smell of sicknesswafted
through the hospital, along with rot and bleach and blood and feces, and she wanted to scream, but didn't
have the energy.

Sometime before dawn, she was woken from arestless deep by Myell. He was standing beside her bed,
his hair rumpled, his expression serene. She thought he might have been kissing her in hisdeep.

"What'swrong?"' she asked.
"l haveto go," he said, dmost awhisper. "I know what to do. How to stop them.”

He sounded utterly confident. And that confidence scared her more than anything else could have done.
Shesad, "Terry, no."



He kissad her, openmouthed, hislipswarm and convincing, his hand cradling her head.
"Look at the calling," he said.

Jodenny tried to focus. All she saw were cracksin the plaster and alight bulb that didn't work even when
the power was on. After afew more seconds of staring she thought she saw some kind of shape, an
outline. An egret. She remembered swooping through the air with feathersin her nose and hands. The
exhilaration of flight, and the bird's cry when it was attacked.

"It'sacrocodile” Myel sad.
"No, it'snot," she said, and grabbed his hand. "There's nothing up there.”

Hisgazelifted. "I didn't tell you. | met crocodiles. Dozens of them. Free-not-chained. She kissed mein
the ocean, and | couldn't stop her.”

Myedl's skin was warm, his eyes wide. Jodenny thought maybe he was degpwaking, though hed never
donethat before. They were so far gone from normal that anything was possible.

"Can wetalk about it after breakfast?' she asked. "Can you wait that long?"
He bent very closeto her. "Do you trust me?"

Jodenny trusted her old husband, her husband before Garanwa had done whatever he'd done, before
brain damage and traumaand whatever e se had gone wrong in his bead. This man couldn't eventie his
own shoes, but heliked to throw himsdlf into the sea.

"Don't go," she begged.

Myell watched the celling. "Now it'sagecko,” hesad. "It'sleaving. | haveto follow it."
He kissed her again, brief and fleeting. Then he walked out of the room.

"Terry!" she shouted, trying to rise. "Come back! Get back herel™

Her frantic shouting eventualy brought an overworked Aborigind nurse, and the nurse finally found
Nam.

"Y ou haveto stop him," Jodenny said.
"Stop him fromwhat?' Nam asked, irritated.

"I don't know." Despite her broken hip, Jodenny started to pull hersdlf up. She would throw hersdf to the
floor and crawl across the Outback if it meant slopping Myd | from whatever crazinesswasgoingonin
hishead. "I haveto go after him."

Nam pushed her back down. "Don't be stupid.”

"He's out there, done! He can't defend himself. He doesn't know what hesdoing.” Tears stung her eyes,
and angrily she wiped them away. "H€ll die, and you know it."

Nam grimaced. "If | leave you, you might die."

Which was true enough, though hard to admit. Nam had brought her food, had changed her stinking
bedpan, was there when the med techs and Ruiz couldn't be.



Jodenny raised her head in challenge. "'I'm not the one with the power to summon atoken, maybe control
the whole Wondjina network."

"You don't believe that."

"I don't, but you do."

Nam gazed past her to the dirty window.

"Il go," hesaid. "I'll stop him. But not because of that."
Thewhy didn't matter.

"Find him," shesaid.

TWENTY-EIGHT

Myell walked out of Carnarvon just before dawn, following the paths of the Dreamtime gods.

The town was not quitein ruins, because it hadn't been much to begin with. Back before the Debasement
it had been aquaint outpost between the Indian Ocean and the Gascoyne River. But the long decades
since had been rough. The trees and shrubs had mostly died off, and the tourists were long gone. The
people who lived there had no place el se to go and not much to hope for. The town was all they had.

And now Myel| was leaving it. Leaving, probably never to return.

He had spent days by the sea, wading in the water, trying to talk to crocodiles. He had clutched Yambli's
dilly bag so tightly that his knuckles ached, but the totems gave no answer. He had walked around
Carnarvon until every street seemed familiar, every sad building like home. He had wandered through the
clinic where Jodenny was, dipping through the rooms like aghost. Nothing had made a difference,
nothing had changed. He was till only haf of who he had been. Maybe athird. Anilliterate, impaired
third, and he suspected that he was even worse than he believed.

Lying awake in Jodenny's room, the smells and sounds too strong for him to rest, he had peered into the
darkness under her bed for hours. Watching shadows, waiting between heartbeats for mentd , acuity that
would not return.

Then the crocodile came dithering across the celling. It peered at Myd| with eyes darker than the
blackness of the room. Itsjaws opened, its teeth gnashed—

And Mydl| was back on Y ambli's beach, the old crone sitting across the fire from him.
"What are you doing?"' she asked.

Hetipped his head back to a sky full of bright stars. The breeze off the ocean was cold and made his
arms prickle.

"Waiting," hereplied.
"Waiting for what?' Y ambli poked the fire with her stick, sending parks spiraling into the night.

"l don't know." Myell peered into her eyes but saw only hisreflection. "Theresno more time, isthere?
Everything'sgoing to end.”

Yambli poked him with the stick. He yelped.



"You'velearned nothing,” shesaid. "Y ou are Jungdi. Thereisno end, only abeginning.”

A beeping noise brought him back to Jodenny's hospital room. A nurse paused in the doorway to hush a
handheld gib. Myd| watched her comein and check on her patients. If she saw him lying awake on the
cot, she said nothing.

When the nurse left, her feet disturbed the golden lines glowing on the floor.

Myell sat up dowly. Linesto follow. Garanwals Sation, the ever-changing rooms, the songlines. He was
in Old Augtrdia, land of the Wondjina, and held never thought to look for the songlines under hisfeet.

He closed his eyes and saw them weaving and unweaving benesth the hospita, beneath the town, all the
lines, branching out like dried-up streams through the land, histo follow.

The hardest part had been saying goodbye to Jodenny.
The second hardest part was trying to persuade Nam not to join him.

He hadn't expected Nam to find him, never mind follow him, but when Myell reached aroad that led east
he heard footsteps behind. The sky was till gray with night. The drunks and rioters were deeping,
leaving the town quiet and till.

"Go back, Commander.” Myell said, without breaking stride.
"The seds the other way," Nam said.
"Not going there."

"Redly"? Going somewhere else?' Nam sounded out of bresth. ™Y our wife was wondering. Y ou left her
without much explanation.”

The gecko songline was pulling him now, strong like amagnet, dways here, dwayswaiting for him.
"What's a the end of thisroad youretraveling?' Nam asked.

"l don't know."

"Y ou think maybe we could bring water, some food?"

Mydl frowned. "Y ou can't come. It's not your journey.”

Nam pulled on the bandanna around his neck. He smelled like he hadn't showered in awhile, and there
was stubble on his chin. "Well, maybe, maybe not, but | promised Jodenny I'd come with you. She'sa
littleworried."

Thear smelled burnt, rotten, but there was a cleaner wind out there, singing over the countryside. Myell
stopped and met Nam's gaze.

"I don't know what'sthere," he said, struggling again with words, their meanings, their shitting vagueness.
"But it'snot for you."

"So when we get there, I'll wait outside.”
Myd| said nothing.

Nam held hisright hand up in apledge. "Y ou're not going aone, Terry."



Myell stared. Nam had never used his given name before.

"I'm coming with you,” Nam said. "For more reasons than | can say. At the end of theworld, it'srare that
you get to pick your own exit."

Myell resumed walking. Nam followed.

The sun came up in the hazy east. The heat came up, aswell. The road out of Carnarvon waslittered for
thefirg few kilometers with abandoned cars, rusty vehicles, old jegps. The pickings were dim, no hope
of water or food. Nam found a crushed bush hat and dropped it on Mydll's head.

"Keegp your brain from frying," Nam explained. "Morethan it has aready, that is"

The debris gave way to acres of refuse that the townsfolk had hauled out in years past, before the effort
became too much. Sted and glass, and plastic garbage bags, and small animalsthat scurried in between
them, but the worst thing was the smell, enough that even Myell's nose burned, and the flies bit at their
clothes.

"Great road you're traveling,” Nam muttered, but didn't turn back.

Thirgt madeitsdf known, first aniggling tickle, then astrong itch, then theinside of him burning up, drying
out. Mydll had no canteen or water bottle. He had no way of knowing how far the road would take him,
but he was walking with his ancestors now, and there was no turning back.

He was unsurprised that Nam grew increasingly restless, worried about their trek.
"Arewe going to wait for rain? Mannafrom heaven?"

Myell didn't answer. He had nothing to go by other than the knowledge that this was theright path, that
he was trusting the gods. He couldn't think ahead. But wasn't that foolishness? Was he so far demented
that he couldn't tell ingtinct from psychoss?

"I don't know," he said, surrendering again to the song, to the intuition that thiswasthe way it had to be,
was aways meant to be.

But it was hot, scorching hot, and he was parched insde and out. The day was cloudy, no rain. The
landscape was quiet, just bugs and occasiond scurrying animasin the brush, and thewind. He
remembered that there were dingoes out here, and snakes, and other things eager to kill, but hetold
himsdlf that he wasn't afraid. That everything had been planned for. Not by him, but by someone else.

Would have been nice, though, to see Jodenny one moretime.

The horizon shimmered and shifted, skeletd trees stretched toward the sky, nothing but the crisscrossto
guide him, the ancient paths. A londly land, baked dry, desolate enough to drive a man crazy.

"I'm not crazy" he said to Nam.
Nam was gone. There was no sign of him anywhere on the horizon.
That was crazy.

Mydll paused, not sureif he should turn back. Had Nam fallen by the wayside? Had he said goodbye?
For amoment Myl was sure that Nam had never been there, that he'd been walking thislong road from
Carnarvon with no companionship other than his own deranged mind.



Intheend, hewas done.

Hewalked in the now, the moment, baked in the heat and misery, detached but feeling every jarring step
in his bones.

"What did you expect, that thiswould be easy?' he heard Captain Kuvik ask.

Ancther halucination. Kuvik was back in Supply Schoal, sitting mired in regulations and invoices, running
hiscommand likeaship.

"Therés more to being Jungdi than just putting on the uniform,” Senior Chief Tdic added, his shadow
keeping pace with Myell on the road.

Irritated, Myell asked, "What do you know about it?

Tdicreplied, "Y ou haven't gone through initiation. Y ou haven't changed. Thingsthat don't change end up
dying. lsn't that what you said?'

"Leave him aone," Senior Chief Gooder said. His face creased with an encouraging amile. "Man'sgot a
jobtodo."

Myel kept walking, listening to the chiefs bicker around himin voiceslike the wind.

Darknessfindly came, bringing rdlief after the blistering sunlight. He dumped by the side of the asphdlt,
unable to trudge even one step farther. He had neither water nor food, only sunburn on hisface and
blisterson hisfeet.

He was lying on hisback, no stars overhead because of the haze, when aloud, strange noise came from
the highway. Some kind of machine powered by a combustion engine, misfiring, belching noise and
chaos. It rolled on the ground instead of acushion of air. Its headlights were weak but blinding anyway.
Maybe it was a Roon scout, scouring the countryside. . .

The machine dowed to a stop. Its engine continued to grate and screech and make appalling noise. A
man descended from the dlevated cab. His outline blocked the light.

"Augrdids pretty damn big," Nam said. "I thought we could use some help on your walkabout.”
Asit turned out, Nam'struck couldn't be turned off for fear that it might never turn on again.

"Enginesasold asdirt,” Nam said from the front seet, which was alopsided collection of springs and
torn stuffing. Thetiny backseat wasn't much better. "Fud's enough for a couple hundred kilometers,
nothing more. Unlesswe find a gas station. What are the chances of that?'

Myell was stretched out with awet cloth over hisface. Every jolt of the truck sent shock waves through
hisaching body.

"There's some food in abox back there," Nam said. "Nothing too tasty, but it'l do."

Myd |l rummaged through the box hafheartedly and found something that he supposed wasjerky. He bit
it cautioudy, and reached for the bottle of lukewarm water that Nam had tucked under hisarm. Though
he didn't remember asking Nam were held found the truck, Nam wastelling him anyway.

"One of those roads we passed led to an old sheep station. The man there saysit was his grandfather's



place, way back. He's not much left for the world but he loves the military, said he would have joined up
if it weren't for hiswife and kids. It took some negotiating, but he waswilling to lend me thistruck, and
thefood and water, in return for an afternoon of swapping seasories.”

The truck was faster than traveling by foot, but louder and more grating. The engine wasin constant
danger of faling out from under the hood. The blowers spewed hot air that stank of grease. Myl
managed to deep afew minutes here, afew minutes there, though he was never completely unaware of
the engine noise, of the stench. Part of him was still focused on the crisscross, the songline. When he
could no longer see with hisinner vision, he sat up and said, " Stop."

Nam dowed the vehicle to an obnoxioudy loud idle. "What's wrong?'
"Weve got to turn that way" Myell pointed off into the darkness.

Nam had some maps, badly wrinkled pieces of paper that he peered at in the dim light of flashlights. "I
thought you didn't know where we were going.”

"l don't. | just know that it'sthat way."

"Sure of that, are you?"

"More surethan anything.”

"Well be crossing overland. Rough going, even if we had the best ground vehicle on Earth.”
Mydl said, "Well get asfar aswe can, and walk therest if need be."

Nam. gave him asidewayslook. "Y ou're talking much better."

Myel squinted at him. Words were indeed coming eeser, heredized. Hismind felt clearer, asif hewere
waking up from along, muddy dream.

"Broken axle, herewe come," Nam said, and steered the truck off the road.

Thejostling got much worse. Thetruck didn't have aprayer of making it across any ravinesor gullies, so
Nam had to dow down and let the headlights pick out any potentia hazards. Myell offered to spell him at
the whedl, but Nam ingsted that he was fineto drive.

Mydl stayed with him in the front seat to make sure he didn't nod off. At oh-two-hundred alow, flat
farmhouse appeared, and they got out of the truck to investigate.

Myeéll'slegs were cramped from stting for so long. He gingerly stretched them as they approached the
farmhouse. No lights were on. No dogs barked. There was a barn, but its roof had collapsed. Nam
knocked, and when no one answered he forced the door open.

The farmhouse was long since deserted, furniture covered with thick dust. It might have been anice
place, once. Musty curtains shrouded the windows. Photos of children hung in frames on thewalls. The
children were probably long gone now, maybe moved to the cities, maybe destroyed by the Roon.

Beyond the living room was a bedroom with striped wallpaper and acelling fan. Lying in the bed were
two mummified corpses, their limbs entwined. Maybe they'd gone out together in a suicide pact. Maybe
they'd taken poison. Or maybe they had been old and sick, and decided to diein their own fashion, their
own choice,

He and Jodenny would never grow old together. He knew that as surely as he knew how to follow a



songline, and the hard painful weight of that had lodged under his breastbone.

Nam had been investigating the kitchen, asif anything edible could be found after so long atime. Now he
gazed past Myell at the dead bodies.

"We should get back to the truck,” he said.
They |eft the dead to their rest and continued east.

* * % % %

The truck groaned and shuddered, and went till five hours later. Myell said, "It'sdl right. We're dmost
there

"Almost where?' Nam asked, propping open the engine compartment and scowling at the ruined
machinery. "Y ou don't know where were going. Y ou don't know how long until we get there. Y ou don't
know—"

Myell pointed past Nam's shoulder. "There."
Nam turned.

Thesunwasalow bal of fire above the horizon. Its rays danted on an enormous hunk of ancient earth
jutting upward. Myell's breath tightened in awe as he gazed on it. The rock was the largest he had ever
seen, the largest maybe in the entire world, and they still had more than ahundred kilometersto cross
before they reached it.

"Burringurrah,” Mydl said. "Garanwa's home. That'swherewere going.”

TWENTY-NINE

Though the need to keep going was like adeep, burning itch, Mydll knew that neither he nor Nam could
walk al day. They were both exhausted. The truck was like an oven but there were some old cloth
tarpaulins folded up in the back, and they rigged those into a makeshift canopy. It wouldn't hold up under
astrong raingorm, but the chances of rain seemed dim.

They ate some more of the jerky and stretched out on the ground. Nam had found some more maps and
even an old guidebook under the tarps. He thumbed through the pages with afrown on hisface. "It'sa
monocling" Nam said. "Largest in the entireworld.” Myell tried hard not to think about Jodenny, so far
behind them. Alone, in pain, no one to advocate for her.

"Threetimesasold as Uluru,” Nam continued, the book closeto hisnose. "One point six billion years
old."

She deserved more. She deserved a husband who would have put her needsfirst, not gone traipsing off
across the outback on a quest to see agiant rock.

"She'sfing" Nam sad.
"Reading my mind?' Myell asked.
"Y ou've got alovesick-puppy look on your face," Nam said.

"She'sdl done”



"She's adecorated military officer, broken hip or not. She knows how to take care of hersdlf.”

Myell turned hisface awvay and hoped Nam was right.

* % %k % %

Myell and Nam hadn't been gone for more than an hour when Dr. Ruiz cameinto Jodenny's room
whesdling abone knitter.

"Cameinfrom Geradton,” Ruiz said. "Not the best unit, little rusty around the edges, but | think it will do
thejob."

Jodenny hoped he was joking about the rust, but she didn't dare ask.

The knitter might have been the most ancient modd |eft inal of Audrdia, but it did itsjob well. By
midafternoon Jodenny was able to walk with the aid of acane. She discovered that the clinic was more
crowded than she'd thought, more in desperate need, so their persistence in finding the knitter made her
even more appreciative. Though she wastired, fegling brittle at the edges, she gave up her bed.

"You can't leave," Ruiz said. "Y ou need afew days bed rest or your hip could break apart under the
dran."

"I haveto find my husband,” shesad.
"Send out search teams. He can't have gonefar.”
Shedmost smiled. "Y ou don't know him."

Carnarvon wasn't large enough for a Team Space outpost, but there was acivil defense troop stationed
at thefirehouse. Jodenny first had to convince them that she was indeed a Team Space lieutenant
commander, but once they scanned her dog tags, the leading sergeant, a scared-looking young man
named Hamilton, offered command of the unit to her.

"Our captain's been on abender for weeks, can't be torn from his bottle," Hamilton explained. "The
lieutenant went home to check on hisfamily and didn't come back. That was three nights ago.”

Jodenny said, "Y ou'll have to carry on without them. I'm on amission. | need avehicle. Anything that
moves."

Hamilton looked perplexed. "Nothing like that around here, maam.”
"What about the flits that rescued us from the outback?"

"One's broken down, heard it's agoner. The other went up the coast to help out there. It won't be back
until the end of the week or 0. I'd try to reach it for you, but their radio's broken.”

Jodenny put her cane asde and commandeered the radio. She tried using a nonemergency frequency to
contact Team Space in Perth. But the operators she reached didn't know much, or didn't want to help.
Some of them sounded drunk. At sunset shefinally pushed off the headset. She brooded over acup of
coffee that Hamilton had rounded up for her. It tasted old and gritty, but she needed the caffeine.

"Maybe you should try the ham radio operators,”" Hamilton suggested. "There's still some old-timers
around.”

"Ham what?" Jodenny asked.



"Amateur radio operators. Got alanguage and world of their own. My daddy used to run hisradio out of
alittle shack up near Meekatharra."

"I'll try anything," shesaid.

After severa minutes of tinkering with the antiquated equipment, Hamilton wastalking to a
cheery-sounding man out of Kabarri. That led to another radio contact out of Southern Cross and, much
later, long after midnight, achat with someone on the outskirts of Perth who promised he knew peoplein

Team Space.
"I'll domy best, girl," he said cheerfully. "Don't hold your bresth.”

Jodenny rubbed her eyesin exhaustion. Hamilton said, "Best use that cot, Commander. Lie down before
you fdl down."

She obeyed, too tired and aching to argue. She dept until the brightness and heat of the day woke her.
She was splashing her face with lukewarm water from ajug when Hamilton came running.

"Therésalieutenant Sveeney cdling,” hesaid.

Jodenny hurried to theradio. "Mark?'

The connection wasn't good, but Sweeney's voice crackled through. "Ellen Spring?!

"The same," Jodenny said, agrin making her lips hurt. "How'd you get there?!

"Same as you. Damn lifeboat launched before we could stop it."”

"I'm trying to get out of here. It'simportant. Chief Myell and Commander Nam need help.”
Sweeney sounded frustrated. "I don't know what | can do. We're down herein Freemantle.”
"You havetotry," shesaid.

The transmission broke up. Jodenny sat back in the lumpy chair and cursed fate. She could not sit by for
another day and do nothing. An old man with astraw hat went by on abicycle. Sheimagined herself
biking her way through the outback, pedaling until her hip fell gpart. Already it was aching like abad, bad
tooth. Maybe she could find aDNGO, strap herself on its back, and make it carry her acrossthe
outback.

But even if she found some kind of transportation, she still had no ideawhich way Myell and Nam had
gone.

"Y ou said you've had sentries on the roads?" Jodenny asked Hamilton.
"Y es, maam. No one getsin or out without being seen.”
"People want to get in or out?"

"Weve had stragglers coming in from the outback, people afraid to be on their own." He scratched at an
unhealthy-looking mole on his elbow. "Some other people here, they're leaving, taking their chances.
Figure Perth might be safer if those lizards start landing and blasting away. Good luck to them, right?”

"Can you check with the sentries, seeif any of them remember seeing one or two men leave on foot?
Chief Mydl, my husband, would be one of them. Commander Nam the other.”



She described them both, adding that Myell might not be very articulate. Hamilton went off to check with
his men. While he was gone, she studied amap of the surrounding region.

"Bill Gum didn't seethem,” Hamilton said when he got back. "But you could drive a herd of sheep past
him and he might not notice. Tommy Reed said he was awake, but he was probably drunk or passed
out. Hilly Dodd saw afelow head out, followed by another. Could be your men. They werethe only
ones going north or so."

Jodenny traced the map with her finger. "What's this complex here?"

Hamilton peered at the spot. "Old NASA tracking station. Gotta neat history, that. They used it back
when people were firgt landing on the moon.”

"Doesit ill work?"

"Not achance. Just abunch of scrap metd. People like to shoot up the dishes with rifles and such.”
Hamilton leaned over the map. "Mostly that way you're going to find some abandoned sheep stations,
some old tourist traps, afew sacred sites, but nothing worth pissing on these days. If you'll pardon my
language, maam.”

Jodenny didn't think Myell would head for any of those. "Sacred sites? Sacred Aborigind sites?!
"Likethat one." Hamilton gestured to aframed print on the wall.

"Uluru?' She had noticed the distinctive rock while Hamilton was gone—an enormous and imposing
chunk of earth rising up from aflat plain, dmost like amountain with itstop half sheared off.

"That'snot Uluru,” Hamilton said. "That's Mt. Augustus. The Wadjari locascdl it Burringurrah. Not as
pretty as Uluru. Not asfamous. But bigger and older.”

Jodenny stood up, snagged her cane, and crossed to the picture. "How far isit?"

"Oh, aright long distance. Three hundred kilometers or s0."

"Could apersonwak it?"

"Sure. Die of thirst or heat on the way, most likely”

It would be exactly like her husband to attempt an impaossible walk under impossible circumstances.

Hamilton scratched at hismole again. "They say it's named after an Aborigina boy from along time ago.
He was supposed to be getting initiated into histribe, right? Manhood passage, stuff like that. But heran
away. Didn't wanttodoiit.”

Jodenny tried not to think about Myell and chief'sinitiation. "What happened to him?'
"Oh, they speared him. Right through the leg. Killed him with sticks and knives."

Sheimmediately went in search of avehicle. Surely somewhere in the town there was something she
could rent, buy, or sted. One woman had a motorcycle with two dead wheels and no replacements.
Someone e se had atruck, but no gas. The town's petrol station had closed months earlier for want of
fud. She checked on the broken rescueflit, but the intake valves were hopelesdy ruined.

"Can't they be replaced?’ Jodenny asked.



"Sure enough,” the mechanic told her. "Parts should be arriving from Sydney any week now."
Jodenny didn't appreciate his humor.

When sunset came she hobbled back to the lire station, watched Hamilton brief the oncoming sentries,
and ate acold dinner of bread and canned peas. Her hip ached more than she cared to admit, but al she
could think of was Mydll and Nam out there on their way to Burringurrah, lost and maybe dying.

She squinted at the horizon, a agrowing ydlow light, and rubbed her eyes againg the halucination. A
whirlybird pulled into sight, ancient and battered but large enough for a pilot and some passengers. It was
the ugliest, noisest collection of flying equipment she had ever seen. Surely something likethat couldn't fly
for long without crashing into the ground or atree or amountain.

It landed behind the post office, and Jodenny was there when Mark Sweeney opened the back door for
her.

"Where did you find this?' she yelled over the bird's noise.
"A museum!™ heyelled back.
Hamilton, who'd come with Jodenny, said, "Better get on, Commander, before you get stormed.”

Jodenny saw that a crowd was dready forming -people who wanted out of Carnarvon and might do
anything for a seet on the whirlybird. She climbed into the back, her hip twinging in protest.

"Carry on, Sergeant. Good luck."
"Yes, maam," he said, with asmart sdute.

Sweeney tapped the pilot's shoulder. The whirlybird took off. Jodenny did acommset over her head and
Sweeney said, "Thisis Captain Cook."

"What?" Jodenny asked, sure that couldn't be right.
"Crook!" The pilot said, giving her awave. "Peter Crook. Nice to meet you."

"Likewise," Jodenny said. "We're looking for two men on foot headed toward a place called
Burringurrah. Do you know it?"

"Mt. Augustus?' Sweeney asked. "There've been unconfirmed reports of Roon scouts out that way. It'sa
big place, though. Eight or nine kilometerswide. Why are they headed there?’

"I'm not sure,”" she admitted. "Y ou could drop me off near there, if you want. Get mein theregion.”
"Not achance," Sweeney said. "You go, we al go. Crank it up, Captain Crook."
Thewhirlybird headed for Burringurrah.

THIRTY

The afternoon sun was high behind the western haze. Mye| rubbed deep from his eyes. He hadn't meant
to nap the day away, but he'd stretched out and fallen into a deep, dreamless deegp. Nam was working
diligently on the truck engine, trying to work amiracle with wire and tape and the tools hed rustled up
from the back.



"Try garting it," Nam suggested.

Myell climbed up into the cab. The driver's seat was more uncomfortable than Nam had let on. Myell
eyed the unfamiliar controls. Though held watched Nam drive hundreds of kilometers, he hadn't paid
much attention to how he'd doneit.

"Turn the key and step on the pedal on theright!" Nam said. "Don't shift it out of Park or you'll run me
over."

Mydl did exactly as he wastold. The engine made arough gasping noise, belched, then settled into an
irregular rhythm.

Nam dammed down the hood, threw their suppliesinto the back, and nudged Myell into the passenger
sedt. "Thereyou go. Right asrain.”

Burringurrah grew closer, its enormousness becoming more clear with every passng minute. Therock
wasn't as symmetrical as Uluru, not asred tinged, but it waslarger, maybe older. If Mydll closed hiseyes
he could picture native Aboriginads worshiping in its shadows. Nam's books had mentioned caves and
petroglyphs, and gorges full of ducks and swans, and lush flowers that grew during the wet season. Gum
treesringed the monocling's base, many dead from drought.

"Thiswhole place used to be the floor of an ocean,” Nam said. "Bet you didn't know that.”
Myel| admitted that he hadn't.

"I'll say onething for you, Chief. Outer space, jungles, dliffs, idands, oceans, space Sations, and ancient
segbeds. Y ou certainly get around.”

They findly got as close asthey could. Nam turned off the engine. The truck shuddered and went ill in
the dusk.

"Y ou shouldn't have donethat,” Myell said. "Y ou could have gone back.”
"Fud'sout. Besdes, | dwaysfigured thiswas aone-way trip."

Myel| was glad for the company, though he told himself he shouldn't be.
"Upit?' Nam asked. 'Around it?"

"Up," Mydl sad.

Nam adjusted the mazer and knife he kept on hisbelt. He reached for their flashlights. "I was afraid you'd
say that."

Snakes dithered in the bushes as Myell led Nam on a steep switchback trail that was no wider than their
feet. Darkness made the going all the more dangerous. The terrain dropped away quickly, ghostly gray
under adirty moon.

"How far do you think it isto the top?' Nam asked.
Mydll tilted his head back. "Can't tell.”

He soon fell into a plodding rhythm that kept him going upward. He didn't think he could have done the
climbin the heet of the day, but night seemed to have cooled abit. Nam, behind him, was having alittle
more trouble keeping up, but he waved off MydI's backward glances.



"Kegp going,” Nam said, breething heavily. "Maybe a the top you'l findly let me know what this has
been dl about.”

"You think I know? Myell retorted, and that earned him a grunt.

One of ther flashlights died after an hour, and the other was giving off only aweek ydlow light. Myl
feared they'd be |eft with no light at al. But the flashlight stayed on and the temperature kept dropping,
and the dope grew steeper. He was swesting but had goose bumps. Couldn't wait until they reached the
summit, but feared what they would find there.

Dead brush entangled hisfeet.

Jodenny, hethought, in grief, in memory.

"What isthat?' Nam asked, his head turned to the west.
Myell tried to focus on abrightly moving light. "A birdie?
Nam shifted on thetrail. "No. | think—"

Rocks did out from under hisfeet, and Nam fell.

* * % % %

Jodenny didn't know where Sweeney had dug up hiswhirlybird pilot, but she wished held done alittle
more searching. Captain Crook was clearly aman who liked flying. Liked it too much, maybe. He
skimmed the ancient vehicle close to the ground, swooping and lifting and dropping for the fun of it.
Music blasted through the comm-set, a screeching cacophony of some sort that she'd never heard before
and hoped never to hear again. In the hot air of the outback night al she could do was hold on tight to
her safety straps and peer at the dark landscape below.

"Do you have any spotlights?' she asked, shouting over the music.

"Y ou're lucky we've got fuel!" Captain Crook responded cheerily.

Sweeney twisted around in his seat. "What the hell made them set out on foot?”
Jodenny said, "They didn't have any other way."

"Man could get hisbrainsfried out here,” Crook offered. "Straight lineto hell. Y our husband an
Aborigind, ishe?'

“"Not so much."

"What?' Crook asked.

"Turn the music down!" Jodenny ordered, and Sweeney reached for the did.

Crook dapped his hand. "Nay on that, young man. I'll do al the touching around here."

But he did adjust the volume to amore manageable level. Jodenny asked, "How far isit to Burringurrah?'

"If we don't fall out of the sky first? Not so long," Crook said. "She's agood ship, you know. Found her
mysdf in ajunkyard and lovingly restored every last nut and screw and piston. Fast. No fancy computers
for thisdarling, just acompass and my finger to tel which way the wind's blowing.”



Thewhirlybird clattered eestward under cloudy skies. The engine noise and vibrations made Jodenny's
teeth ache. She asked Sweeney, "Who else wasin your lifeboat?"

"'Some Engineering types, afew passengers. We splashed down off the coast and had to inflate the rafts.
Got everyone off safely enough. Would have preferred to stay on the Kamchatka. Thethird lifeboat
landed in Europe, | hear. | don't know what became of the fourth.”

The ground rushing by below stayed dark no matter how hard Jodenny stared at it. She tried not to think
of Myel and Nam down there, collgpsed on the ground from heat or dehydration. Pawed over by
dingoes or other wild animals. Nam was of Aborigina descent but that didn't mean he had any outback
skills. All she hoped wasthat he was using his military knowledge to keep Myell dive. That they weren't
aready dead.

They were hours out of Carnarvon when Crook said, "Good holy grief! Look at that.”

Jodenny leaned forward between the pilot and copilot seats. Dead ahead, the plain of Burringurrah was
an enormous S Ihouette. Smack-dab in the middle, hundreds of bright construction lights were pointed
down into some kind of pit. She couldn't see what wasin it. Several Roon scout ships were parked on
the plateau, running lights shining like Christmas bulbs. Tiny Roon soldiers moved around the ships and
pit, adeadly army.

"l didn't Sgn up for this, mate," Crook told Sweeney.
The whirlybird began to bank. Jodenny clutched Sweeney's arm and shouted, ™Y ou can't go back!™
Crook yelled, "I'm not putting mysdlf in the devil'shandd! I've got kids & home."

A blue-green light swamped the whirlybird. Jodenny fell back in surprise. The beam didn't hurt, but it
slenced the engines and stilled the ship's vibrations. Crook swore and dapped his controls and said,
"Fucking hell," but he obvioudy had no control asthe plateau swung into view and grew larger in front of
them.

"What's going on?" Sweeney asked.
"Tractor beam,” Crook said. "They're pulling usin. Goddammit."

Jodenny peered out the window. A sense of inevitability, of predestination, calmed her thudding heart.
"Prepare to meet the devil," she said, and sat back for theride.

* % % % %

Nam cried out and fell ameter or so before being snagged on more rocks. Myell scrambled after him,
desperate to keep him from plunging into the ravine below. He grabbed Nam by the arms and hauled him
back up tothetrail. Namrolled in pain, and Myl asked, "Y our leg?"

"Goddamn Achillestendon,” Nam gasped, in agony. "Snapped it before.”
"Oh, Jesus," Myell said.

Nam was carrying the paltry medica kit that had been in the truck. Myell fumbled insdeit, trying to find
apatch full of painkiller, but the flashlight was unsteady in his free hand and Nam's distress was too loud,
too close.

Findly he closed on the patch and dapped it onto the bare skin under Nam's trouser leg. It took along



moment before Nam's shudders stopped, though his eyes were still wide with shock.
"Should | splint it?* Myell asked. All hisfirst aid lessons had fled. "Wrap it or something?!
"Don't bother,” Nam said. 'I'm not going anywhere."

Myell sat back on his hedls.

Nam sgueezed his eyes shut. "It's adream come true. Y ou've been trying to get me to turn back sncewe
left Carnarvon.”

"No," Mydl sad. "Y ou're coming with me."
"Dont beanidiot! I'm not going anywhere.”

Nam could indeed stay there, stranded on the side of the most ancient rock in the world, left to bakein
the next day's heat. Slow death would follow by thirst or hunger or wild animas. Or he could take
another way out, and use the mazer he'd been carrying around since their rescue from the lifeboat.

"You haveto,” Myell said. "I don't know why. | don't know why you. But now that we're here, weve
both got to get to the top, or it'll bedl invain.”

Nam's expression narrowed. "Y ou'relying."
Myell shook his head. "Y ou've your own part to play in this, Commander. | can't change that."

Nam let hishead roll back. "Y ou and me, thistrail, and | can't walk on my right leg. If that's your plan, it's
hit"

"I know," Mydl said.

And so they started upward together, up the ancient rock, Nam's right arm dung around Myell's neck.
The going got rougher, dower, but Myell believed what he had said. Nam wasjust asimportant in thisas
hewas. The end of avery long trip wasin sight, and they were going to cross the finish line together.

Dead, perhaps, but no one would be left behind.

"Fucking crazy,” Nam said, hisvoice arasp.

Their water was gone, the canteens borrowed from the farmer empty.

"Stupid chief who doesn't know how to say no,” Nam said later, asthey struggled up thetrall.
He didn't think they had any food, either.

"Stupid slly idiotic—" Nam said, the words like pebbles, drop drop drop, but Myell wasn't listening
anymore, because they'd reached the top.

He stopped, gasping for air, sweating hard, Nam's weight almost impossible to carry anymore. The
ground had leveled onto arough plateau that stretched on for severa kilometers. Myell wiped swest out
of hiseyes. He played the flashlight over the ghostly landscape.

"There's nothing here but dirt,” Nam rasped.

Mydl rubbed hisface. The tattoos abraded his pams. Maybe this whole one-way suicide trip had indeed
been for nothing, and they would die atop the rock having achieved nothing but misery and suffering.



Then, in the blackness, something scuffled, something shifted, something bresthed.

Artificid light switched on, blagting them from dl directions. Myd| shielded his burning eyeswith his
forearm. Nam did so too, and the miscoordination of their efforts made them stagger and fal and land on
their asses. In the horrible illumination Myell saw upright reptilian shapes.

"Fucking shit,” Nam sad. "Thisiswhy you wanted me aong?'

With watering, half-blinded eyes Myl stared at the rows and columns of Roon soldiers, athousand
lizards sanding in rigid formation, their eyes black coas set in green faces, their body armor gleaming.

THIRTY-ONE

A Roon soldier grabbed Myell and lifted him upright so force-fully that hisright arm nearly wrenched free
of its socket. Other soldierslifted Nam. Myell expect to live for only afew more terror-filled seconds,
and figured hemight aswd| diefighting.

"Fuck you," hesaid, trying to pull free.

The Roon paid him no attention. Something clamped down on hisright hand, and he suddenly found
himsdlf unable to tak, move, do dmost anything but breethe. His head lolled painfully, histhroat
congtricted, his eyes froze wide-open. He began to panic, but then a curious calm washed through him
like warm, dean-scented water. He was lifted over one of the Roon's shoulders and carried through the
army like asack of dlent potatoes, Nam was carried off in the same fashion.

Myel'smind was clear, evenif hisbody was hel pless. The Roon smelled vile up close. Likearotting
corpse dug out of dimy mud. The soldier'sarmor cut into his scomach and chest and the steedly jostling
made him want to vomit. The Roon were utterly sllent as Myell and Nam were carried through, and he
had the uncomfortable fedling that they were gong to be somekind of ritua sacrifice, that their desths
would be bloody and excruciating.

The army continued to part around them, lines dividing and fdling away. Myell had no ideahow far they
were carried before the pace dowed. Thelights on this part of the plateau were shining down into some
kind of pit. He could see the silhouettes of equipment—l arge equipment capable of blasting through rock
and dirt, of digging up something that had long been buried. Something hidden here, in soil that was
amog two billionyearsold. ..

He had a strong, chilly premonition of what the Roon had found.

An order came, clicks and chittersin the Roon language. Myell was set down on the ground. The
sgueezing pressure on his hand was removed. He staggered upright. Nam, still hampered by hisinjury,
grabbed for hishand and pulled himsdlf up on oneleg.

The Roon King stepped forward.

He was magnificent. More than three meters high, his head smooth where the others wereridged, a
powerful jaw full of teeth, and two enormous wings rising from the white feather cloak over his shoulders.

Wings. Myd| nearly lost his baance again, but somehow managed to stay on hisfeet.

The King loomed over them, still afew meters away, no recognizable expression on that aien face.
Maybe he was agenerd, or adiplomat, or something other than amonarch, but it didn't matter. Mydl's
heart pounded like the drums of amilitary tattoo, so loud that surely every soldier in the Roon army could



hear it, every soldier recognizethe call.
Hetook his own step forward, though Nam tried to hold him back.
"Wait," Nam said.

"No," Mydl replied. Thiswaswhat they had made the journey for. This meeting, on Earth's exposed
breastbone.

But once he was forward, once hisrelaively puny height was measured againgt the King'sin the glare of
light, Myell wasn't sure what he was supposed to do. Sdute? Kned? Kissthe King's claws, beg in
supplication? Maybe he was there to surrender the planet formally. He had no authority, no invested
power. Hewas utterly terrified.

But hewas dso Jungdi.
He was the hdmsman.

The King raised hisleft hand. Anna Gayle stepped forward. She was dressed in agray feather cloak and
dark robes. Her face was scrubbed clean, and her hair, red and lustrous, fell over her shoulderslikea
goddesss.

"Sergeant Mydl," she said briskly. "Commander.”
Nam spat in the dugt. "Are you their prisoner, or their princess?’

Gayle smiled without humor. "' Considering that you left meto die on Garanwas station? Probably alittle
bit of both. But the Roon were smarter than usall dong. They had transportation en route from the
moment we landed there. Some kind of telepathy, | think. I'm not privy toit. | think it's safe to say they
were|ooking for Garanwaal dong. We helped them find him."

Myel closed hiseyesbriefly. An entire race of lizards, telepathically linked. Ships outfitted with
interstellar propulsion faster than anything Team Space used. Wegpons technology that humanity couldn't
match or understand.

Nam sad, inastrangled voice, "Y ou're helping them.”

Sheflicked her gazeto the King. Her voice was more monotone than usua, moreflat. For afleeting
instant he wondered if she was drugged, or somehow under Roon influence. She said, "I'm just dong for
theride, gentlemen. Doing my part to foster interspecies communication. Otherwise, the consequences
arerather severe.”

One of the soldiers pushed a man forward. The prisoner was dirty and emancipated, his hair and beard
wildly tangled. The scraps of clothing on hislegs and arms weren't enough to cover up dark bruises,
ragged scrapes, and long gouge marks. The man landed on his hands and knees with amoan. He kept
his head bowed to the King, but Myell recognized his profile.

"Commander Osherman,” he murmured.

Not aflicker of acknowledgment from Sam Osherman other than the dight stiffening of hisback, thetiny
curl of afilthy foot.

"| said there were consequences,” Gayle said mildly.

Machinery began to groan deep in the ground. Rocks tumbled and scraped and didodged as an



enormous Sphere was wrenched from the heart of the Burringurrah and dowly lifted into the air by
gravity beams. Millions of years of dirt flaked from its brown encrusted surfaces. It was adark, spherica
moon, larger than the Kamchatka and every other spaceship Myell had ever served on. He couldn't
look at it without flinching, couldn't breathe in the face of its power and might.

"Wheat isit?' Nam asked.
"TheFirs Egg," Myell said, the words scraping histhroat. "First Egg of the Rainbow Serpent.”

Chittering passed dong the lines of soldiers. The.Roon King held up his hand and they silenced. Wind
whistled up over the edges of the plateau, stirring the King's cloak. Sam Osherman didn't look up, but his
shoulders were shaking.

"Thisisdl they want," Gaylesad.
Myd| rubbed hiseyeswith dirty fingers. "It'sal thereis."
Nam clutched him harder, il trying to stay upright on his one good leg. "What do you mean?”

"It controls every Sphere, every ouroboros,” Myell said. "The Alcheringas. Not only the Little A and the
Big One, but al there are in the universe—and there are so many more than we know about. It controls
the planets the Nogomain built for us. It can control suns, and comets, and gaaxies themsaves."

The Roon King turned hisface to the First Egg, histeeth sharp in the floodlights. Small Roon robotslike
DNGOsrose around the Egg, scanning it with lights. Searching for an entrance. Theway in. But getting
ind de the Egg would accomplish nothing without a Nogomain to operateit. Without Jungali.

"How do you know?' Nam asked.
Abruptly Myd| began to laugh.

Becauseit was pretty funny. Poor Garanwa, sick and dying, alonefor so long, waiting for Myell. Who
finaly showed up, bringing Roon with him. Big mistake there. But the redl mistake was Garanwas
thinking that Myell could handle the knowledge that had been transferred, that Myell's poor addled brain
could be of any use whatsoever. No matter what useful pieces of trivia popped up now and then, they
were Smply jetsam floating on the surface of a poisoned sea. He wasn't Jungdi. Fie couldn't control
himsdlf, or therings, or the First Egg, or the fucking cosmos. He didn't know anything. He had failed
every step along the way.

The Roon King turned back to him and made a clicking noise.

"I redly don't know," Myd| said, mirth bubbling down. "All thistrouble, and I'm the last person who can
help you."

The Roon columns parted, waves and ripples extending outward. Two humans were tugged forward,
Jodenny and aman Mydl| tried to recognize—Sweeney, wasit? From the Kamchatka. Jodenny, looking
dirty and tired but otherwise well, tried to rush to him. She was held back.

"Terry!" shecdled out.
His sense of humor dried up immediately.

Gayle cameto Mydll. Her soft hand traced a path down his cheekbone and along hisjaw. "As someone
who recently lost a pouse to the ineptitude of Team Space, let metdll you. Give them what they want or



they'll kill her."

He understood. Saw, in aflash like lightning, what had to be done. Kuvik had known. Yambli had
known. The boy Burringurrah, fleeing theinitiation rites of histribe, had figured it out in the end.
Transformation required sacrifice. Of one's slf, and sometimes more.

"Fuck her!" Jodenny said. "Don't lisen to her, Terry.”

Gayle said, soft and ingidious, "Or maybe they'll do to her what they did to Commander Osherman.
Would you like meto describeit to you? Tell you what 1've seen?’

Nam shoved Gayle away. The Roon soldiers closest by made agrab for Nam. Myell snatched the knife
from Nam's belt and immediately droveit into the Roon King'ssde. The knife did along the armor, found
aweak spot, but didn't go far into tough leathery flesh. Instead, the Roon King struck at Myl with one
of his clawed hands. Razorstore through Myell's cheek and jaw and neck and sent him flying through the
ar.

Helanded hard on his side, agony thudding through him. Blood filled his mouth, hot saty blood, and
more of it drenched his side, pouring from the deep gougesthat he could fed, not see. He was barely
aware of Jodenny's shouts, of Nam crawling toward him, of the Roon cheering on their King. Overhead,
cloudsrolled up againgt one another. A flash of lightning heralded the first rain in months.

Mydl rolled weakly to hisSide, trying to spit up the blood, but he was choking onit, dying onit. In
blurred vision he saw the First Egg light up with trails of gold and silver and blue, songlines crisscrossing
itsglobe. How strange, how pretty. Like rivers of light, converging and diverging, cool and pretty and
twisting upon one another in patterns established yet fluid, dwaysfluid.

"Jesus," Nam was babbling, shaky hands trying to staunch Myell's bleeding wounds, but no fingers could
plug thetorn arteriesin histhroat, the vessalsripped irreparably.

Myell dumped, dizziness and weakness making it impossble for him to keep the weight of his head up.
He couldn't bresthe without agurgle, couldn't drag air into his body. Part of him panicking, flailing, but
the strength for that was fading, too, and he could barely keep his eyes gaze on the Roon King, who was
garing at the beautiful First Egg and had no pity for dying humans.

Jodenny fell to hisside. Myell tried to cup her cheek the way she had cupped his, that confused night in
the Kamchatka infirmary. She had been so tender. Now histouch was rough with calluses, sticky with
blood, and too tremulousto stay ill for even amoment on her cheek.

"Whereareyou going?' she asked. "Y ou can't leave without me." Lightning zigzagged across the sky,
aong with first drops of stinging rain. The First Egg sang with light and then turned completely black.

Myd| died with theimage of Jodenny filling hisvison.

THIRTY-TWO
Ranbegantofal.

No gentle drops here. The water was hard and cold and hammering. The pelts bounced off the First Egg
and filled the air with wild thumping, like athousand men banging on drums. The Roon soldiers shifted
uneadily, and the Roon King made asharp, angry sound.

Jodenny was dtill knedling a Mydl'ssde. His eyes were open but glassy. Hislipswere bluein the harsh



Roon light. She pushed on his bloody chest and blew air into hislungs but he had gone far beyond
anyplace where she could help him.

Nam pulled her away. Jodenny tried to pull free, determined to provoke the Roon King into striking her
aswadll, ending her life, but Nam said, "That's not what he wantg!"

"I don't care!" she shouted back, into the cacophony of the First Egg's drums. Oblivion and void would
be welcome—

But then she saw the plateau below Burringurrah fill with light, marvelous light, a sea of rainbow colors.
Therainfall was making the ancient ocean bloom with neon reds, tender blues and greens, hot pink, silver
whites, gold. Impossible, dl of it. The colors reached up into the sky and became hot lightning bolts that
pulsed, exploded, each bolt branching into a dozen more, each branch feeding back to the horizon.

None of the bolts touched ground but the charged dectrical air made her hair lift, her skinitch. No
thunder rolled down from the sky, or maybe the First Egg drowned it al out.

Jungali, said Myell's voice, somewherein Jodenny's heart.
She spun to her husband but he was dead, horribly dead, his corpse being washed clean by rain.

The boltsdowed asif they were avid image being stilled by an unseen hand. The dome of the sky
became a pattern of hot-white tree branches, etched and sparkling in the blackness. The seaof light on
the Burringurrah plain silled and froze.

The Roon King, his head thrown back to the rain, hiswings outstretched, turned into an unmoving statue.
His soldiers also dowed to astop, as surely asif they'd been turned to stone.

"Arethey dead?' Nam asked.

Jodenny limped to the Roon King's side. She wanted to push him into the pit of the First Egg or maybe
even cut off hishead. Eat him, limb by limb. Gayle was nearby, aso frozen. Her lipswere partedin a
word never to be completed. Jodenny could easily defile both of them. But Mark Sweeney who had
been standing by in silence, took her arm and said, "Commander,” asif duty had any sway inthis
nightmare, asif rank could restore her to sanity.

Nam was struggling to stand, hisright leg usdess beneath him. Sweeney helped him up. A dirty,
bedraggled man in rags was staring at Myell's corpse, no expression on his bruised face.

Hisbruised, familiar fact. She had lain with that man in bed, had cupped his cheeks with her hands and
tasted hislips.

"Sam?' she asked, and fdlt dizzy. "Sam, isthat you?'

Hedidn't reply.

The First Egg drummed and glowed under the unforgiving rain.
"My God," Sweeney said, and Jodenny looked up.

Shards of the lightning branches broke off and began to tumble out of the ky. They fdl slently and
swiftly, and hit the ground at a precise spot beside the frozen Roon King. A dozen, then adozen more,
the shards coa escing, merging, until awhite figurein Myd's shape and form appeared. He wastdler
than Myell, larger, not the same man, but some kind of creature born from the same body, as Garanwa



had once been from aboy named Burringurrah.

The Firgt Egg fell quiet. The rain eased into drizzle, and made a soft comforting sound as drops landed on
the plateau.

"You're Jungdi," Jodenny said.
He nodded. There was no smile on hisface, but he looked kind, patient.
"Y ou're the hdmsman?' Nam asked, leaning heavily on Mark Sweeney.

"l am," he said, in avoice as sonorous as thunder. His gaze turned to the plain, to the rainbow sea il
illuminated by the lightning branches above. He was watching something Jodenny couldn't see, or
remembering something private and ancient.

"Will you help us?' sheasked. "Kill them dl?’

If there was anything left of Myell in him, she knew he would help. But this Jungali wasagod, or
something closetoit.

"Not agod," he said. "Nogomain. We serve the Wondjina."
Jodenny took adeep bresth. "Will the Wondjinahelp us?

Heturned hisfaceto her. So familiar, yet so strange. His forehead was smaller, the eyes deeper, the
mouth more lush.

"The Wondjina have ways been helping. Who brings the lightning? Who births the crocodiles?!

She wastoo tired and grief-stricken for riddles. Jodenny turned away. The First Egg, quiet in the sky,
caught her eye. It was no longer black. Its surface had changed to bright: blue and green oceans, to
brown land masses under wispy clouds, white polar regions covered with ice.

"Y ou were given thisworld to learn in, to grow out of," Jungali said. ™Y ou conquered each other and
ruined the land, battles that did not need to be fought.”

"It's our nature to battle," Nam said.

"Asisthe Roon's," Jungali said. "These soldierswill no longer trouble you. But more will come from the
gars. They're dready on their way."

Up inthe sky, the First Egg became aglassy vision of ocean and land. James Cook and his crew sailed
the Endeavour into atranquil bay. A tribe of Aboriginals stood on the shore, watching. Destruction rode
thewind. Ruin. Thelives of the indigenous people of Austraiawould never be the same. Their societies
would be ripped apart by illnessand war. Their children would be stolen off, their lands stripped from
their control.

"Isthat the fate of Earth?" Jodenny asked, bitterly.
Jungdi gazed down on her. "Only if it must be."

The rain had stopped, though she wasn't sure when. She gazed into the eyes of this creature that had
come from Terry Myl but was not him. Would never be him again. She felt hollowed out ingde, ready
to die hersdf. Let the people of Earth take care of themsdalves. Maybe if she threw hersdlf into the pit, or
off thediff'sedge of Burringurrah



"Your fateiselsawhere” Jungdi said.
A crocodile ouroboros appeared, shimmering green with promise.
"No," Nam said. "Were not going anywhere."

Jungdi touched Jodenny's cheek with fingers soft as clouds. "Y our fateis out there. With them. Lead
them. Show them theway," he said. So softly she might have imagined it, he added, "Take me."

Then the Nogomain was gone, vanished on the wind so thoroughly that she wasn't sure he'd ever been
red.

Jodenny lifted Mydl's corpse by the shoulders and dragged him into the ouroboros. She had donethis
before, on Garanwals sation. But now he wasimpossibly heavy, and rain and blood made it difficult to

keep her grip.
"Help me" shesaid.

Hands reached in to help. Not Nam, not Sweeney, but Sam Osherman, whose arms looked stick-thin
and fragile. He met her gaze for just one brief second before looking away. Together they dragged the
body into the circle, Jodenny sat with him cradled in her 1ap, the ground cold beneath her legs. Hishead
lolled. Blood glistened on his mangled throat and his eyes were closed forever.

"Warn them,” shetold Nam. "Warn Fortune, warn everyone."
Sam stepped into the ring. Above him, the lightning branches had amost faded.
Sweeney joined them. "'I'm coming with you."

"No," shesaid dully. "Take care of Commander Nam. There'sawhirlybird back there. And the pilot,
somewhere.”

Nam leaned againgt the statue of the Roon King for support. "I'll befine," he said gruffly. "But where the
hdll areyou going?'

Jodenny gazed one last time at the Australian Outback, and the dark First Egg. "I don't know."

The crocodile ring flared with Myell, Jodenny, Sam, and Sweeney init". Seconds before it took them
away, before it swept her to afuture unknown, Jodenny saw the great Rainbow Serpent curl down from
the sky and snatch the First Egg inits mouth. It was aglorious snake, dl color and light and power. It ate
the Egg like candy, then bit its own tail and spiraled away into the sky. Later, shetold hersdf she had
merely dreamediit.

The bridge of the Kamchatka flashed into existence around them.

"Intruders!” someone yelled, and three security techs with mazers descended on Jodenny before she
could even take a breath.

Sweeney ordered, " Stand down!™
"Commander Scott,” Baandrasaid, her hands fisted with urgency. "What the hell isgoing on?"

Jodenny thought: about answering, but she couldn't even begin to explain. Not about the corpsein her



arms or the emptinessin her heart. Not about Sam, who was cowering in the sudden brightness and
noise. Not about anything at dl.

"Captain!" That was someone down at the Drive sation. "We're moving. Autopilot has taken over.”

Baandramoved down the bridge. Techs scurried out of her way. On the main vidscreen, Earth began
faling away at an darming rate.

"Engines engaged,” another crewman reported. " Exterior sensesare going wild."
"We're headed for the Little A!" someone added.
"Toofast," one of the officers said. " Captain, there's no way our ship can be going this fast—"

Jodenny closed her eyes and held tight to Myell's corpse as the Kamchatka took flight and soared like a
Gresat Egret. Air whistled by her ears, the winds uplifting and pushing and buffeting, the ground so wide
and glorious below, the sky endless and full of promise. Shefelt asonewith al the souls on the
Kamchatka, passengers like Hullabal oo and Louise and the Fraser family, worried techslike Putty
Romero and Hanne Tingley, Captain Balandra hersaf, Teddy Toledo and Leorah Farber, Sam and his
awful pain—and she saw the threads that tied her to Team Space snapping and breaking in a painless but
tangibleway, likeaquick yank, silk parting.

"Engines are stopped” someone ydled, and there was chaos.

She blinked at the overvids, at ablue-green marble of a planet that was not Earth, nor one of the Seven
Sigters, nor Fortune, but anew world, virgin, unspoiled.

She kissed Myell's cold forehead and wept.

THIRTY-THREE

"Commander Nam, thank you," said the senator in charge of the J Roon committee. Another day,
another interminable government committee. Byron Nam wanted to scream, or throw something at the
blank-faced men and women sitting on the podium.

"About the being that called itsdlf Jungali—" he began.

"Commander," the senator interrupted. Bland tone. Mild, but firm. "Obvioudy you were hdlucinating, in
pain, and under extreme stress. That part of your account must be taken under study.”

Bagtards, dl of them. Nam rose stiffly from the witness table, walked out of the room in his best uniform,
and emerged into the bright sun of another day in Kimberley. Tom Gold waswaiting & the

curb, leaning againg their silver-blueflit. He too was wearing his dress whites. Histestimony had ended
earlier that morning.

"They'redl goddamnidiots Nam said.
"I hear that." Gold opened the passenger door. "Giveyou aride, sallor?’

Nam got insgde. Gold turned off the autopil ot and guided them through light traffic. Theingde of theflit
was tinted and privacy screened, and warm like a cocoon.

"They think they have dl thetimein theworld,” Nam groused. "That well see the next Roon shipslong



before they reach Earth, now that we know they'll be coming. That we can pull new wesgpons platforms
out of our asses."

Gold asked, " Sounds painful "
"We don't stand a.chance."
"You don't bdievethat."

Nam stared out at the streets and pedestrians, at buildings and bridges. Civilians went about their merry
business down Water Street, not far from Supply Schoal. "Yes, | do."

"If you did, you and | would be hightailing it down the Big Alcheringato hide," Gold said.
"I didn't say we shouldn't fight,” Nam told him. "We should dways %oht."
Gold reached over and squeezed hishand. "Therestheman | love."

Nam leaned his head back and closed his eyes. His Achilles tendon began throbbing for no good reason.
It had been three months since held torn it on the trek up Burringurrah. The Team Space doctorstold him
that it seemed fully healed. To machines, perhaps. To gibs and medical DNGOs. But sometimeshe
limped so badly that he needed a cane, and there was talk of replacement surgery. HeEd resisted so far.

Areyou thinking about her?" Gold asked.

"No," he said truthfully, but he would. At least once aday he would stop whatever he was doing and
wonder where Jodenny Scott was. At

Burringurrah she had climbed into that crocodile ring with Mark Sweeney and Sam Osherman and her
husband's corpse. No one had seen them since. Part of him wished he'd gone with her, and part of him
was insanely glad to be back on Fortune with Gold and the chance to somehow stop the Roon, however
wild and fantastically improbable that might be.

It didn't comfort him to think about the Kamchatka, which had disappeared from Earth's orbit
immediately after Jodenny's disgppearance from Burringurrah. Gone, completely. Not a shred of visud or
scanner datato indicate what had happened to it or its crew and civilian passengers. The Roon ships had
disappeared just asthoroughly from across Earth and up in orbit. The frozen Roon on the plain had
crumbled to ash. Scientists were studying the debris, but had learned amost nothing valuable.

All Nam could do about: Jodenny was wonder what had happened to her. And grieve. Fedl sorrow for
Myell, who had died to become Jungdi. Regret that he himsalf hadn't been Myell's biggest supporter,
though he hoped in the end he/d done what he could.

"Hey," Gold said, tapping hisknee. "Were home."

Nam opened hiseyes. They had purchased a private home far from military housing. The neighborhood
was good, not too crowded, not too old. Eucalyptus trees kept it fragrant. Gold pulled theflit into the
garage, parked, and opened the kitchen door. Nam limped in after him. Sunlight spilled in through the
oversize windows and the blue waters of the bay glittered past the edges of their backyard.

"It'syour turn to make dinner," Gold said.
Nam flopped down on the sofa. "1'm not very hungry.”

Gold gave him agtern look. "How can you single-handedly defest the Roon if you don't keep up your



drength?"
"That'snot funny.”
"I'm not joking," Gold replied. "Tdl him, Karl."

Karl the Koala uncurled himsdf from a pillow by the patio doors and lumbered toward Nam. After
Burringurrah, Nam had hired a couple of off-duty sergeantsto trek through the outback and rescue the
little bot from the wreck of the Kamchatka's lifeboat. Karl's fur was dill alittle singed in places, and one
of hiseyeshad atiny crack in thelens, but he was otherwise in fine shape. Nam was hoping Jodenny
might come back for the bot someday. He'd keep the koala safe until that happened.

"Rub bdly,” Karl ingsted, and climbed up onto the sofa

Nam obeyed. Gold opened the refrigerator, peered insde, and heaved a dramatic sigh.
"I'll take you to dinner,” Nam said, surrendering.

"Y ou hate egting out.”

"For you, anything."

"Hmmm." Gold cameto the sofaand sat beside him. "I can think of better thingsto do with the rest of
our night.”

Nam would recognize that lecherous look anywhere. Despite his gloomy mood, he felt the definite stirring
of interest.

"Hne" hesad. "Well order in."

Karl retreated to a cushion in the corner, curled up in the sunlight, and smiled.

* * % % %

The cemetery was on agrassy, peaceful hill not far from the colony of Providence. Under the canopy of
trees stood one lone headstone with no name on it. Jodenny couldn't explain why she didn't want Myell's
name engraved into the rock. She suspected that Sweeney and the others thought she wasin denid, that
if there was no name she could pretend her husband wasn't dead, but that was ridiculous. Every single
day shelived with the hollowed-out pain in her chest that reminded her he was gone.

And every day her womb grew bigger, her body swelling and curving as expected. Mydl'slast gift to her.

"| dreamed last night it was aboy," she said today, as trees swayed in the wind and grasstickled her bare
feet. Though the day was sunny, rain was forecast for the afternoon. "I dreamed he could play the piano,
just likeyou. But | don't remember you playing the piano. | never asked if you could play anything.”

The leaves bowed and rustled above, and insects hummed in the grass.
"Maybe someonein the crew could make apiano,” Jodenny murmured.

Asif musical ingrumentswere any kind of priority. Jodenny stretched out on the ground, letting the earth
support her growing body. Junior, maybe waking from anap, kicked her l€ft ribs twice and then went
gtill. Jodenny hadn't realized how much abuse from within pregnant women endured. Kicks and pokes
and al sorts of twigting. If the kid wasn't destined to be a pianist, maybe it could be the colony'sfirst
gymnaest.



Abuse and weight gain and fatigue, and daily fear that something would go wrong with the delivery.
Jodenny was happy to endure dl of it aslong asthislittle piece of Myell continued to grow within her.
Their only child. Shetold hersdf that it didn't matter but she wanted aboy, and planned to give him his
father'sname.

Another kick, harder than the last.

"Ouch," Jodenny complained.

Fat and lazy cloudsrolled by in the sky until her view was blocked by Leorah Farber's concerned face.
"Areyou deeping?' Farber asked.

Jodenny frowned. "I don't think so."

"I've been cdling your name.”

Shesat up dowly. "'Is something wrong?!

"I wanted to tell you before you heard the gossip.” Farber sat down beside her and pulled a blade of
grass from the ground. Sheld let her dark hair grow long in the months they'd been marooned, and the
breeze blew it around her face. "Teddy and | are moving to the coast.”

Jodenny hid her surprise. The Zhangslived at the coast, long with a handful of other passengerswho
had rejected Captain Balandra's leadership.

"You'rejoining the dissdents?' Jodenny asked.

Farber twisted the grassinto aknot. "Hoping for rescue doesn't make you arebe. They need to believe
Team Spaceiscoming for us. | guess| need to believeiit, too. For my daughter's sake.”

Junior kicked again. Jodenny patted her left side, urging him to settle down.

"Y ou could come," Farber said hopefully. "After the baby, if you're worried about that."
"I'm loya to the captain,” Jodenny said. "And someone has to keep an eye on Sam.”
Farber grimaced. "He's crazy. And dangerous.”

"He's been through more than any of us," Jodenny protested.

"Morethan you?'

"Much morethan me," sheinsisted, even though no one knew what Osherman had endured at the hands
of the Roon. He could not or would not speak. The Kamchatka's medica equipment wasn't
sophigticated enough to say for sure. Ensign Collins believed he was dectively mute, but Jodenny didn't

agree.

No one doubted that Osherman was il traumatized. He dept most nights in Jodenny'stiny house, curled
up on asofafrom one of the ship'slounges. Often he had terrible nightmares that |eft him shaking and
crying soundlesdy. Sometimes he fled out the door into the darkness, and Jodenny let him go. The
sentries reported that he spent alot of time at the beach. He'd trimmed his beard and gained some
weight, but he never smiled, never looked anyone in the eye, and kept aknife in hisboot.

He scared people, Jodenny knew. But she didn't think he'd harm anyone but himsdif.



Farber tossed her blade of grass back to the ground. ™Y ou redlly don't think help is coming for us?*

"I think..." Jodenny started, and then paused. "I think no one knows the future. | have trouble getting
through one day a atime. Help hasn't come today, how's that?"

"Sofar," Farber said.
"Sofar," Jodenny agreed.
Thewind picked up, and clouds moved in front of the sun.

Abruptly Farber stood. "Come on. I'll buy you some lunch. A pack of emergency rations and the last
known dregs of Ensign Sadligi's coffee."

Jodenny glanced at Myd|l's unmarked tombstone.
"He'snot there," Farber said gently. "It'sjust abody."

Just abody. Take me, Jungali had whispered, but for what? So she could bury the corpse of her beloved
on this unknown world, far from where they'd hoped to make a home together. So hismortal remains
could rot in the ground while she grew a baby and faced the rest of her life without him. Jodenny felt a
surge of bitterness at the way things had turned out. But then Junior kicked again, and shetold hersdlf
that anger was bad for the baby.

Stll. If she ever met that Nogomain again, he was going to damn well answer some questions. She
knuckled her eyes dry and lifted a hand.

"Help me up?' Jodenny asked, and Farber gave her ahand.

They walked downhill together, and made it to Providence before the sky opened up with rain, thunder,
and lightning.

* k % k %

An hour before dawn, with Jodenny snoring softly in her room and Providence's moon heavy in the
slver-black sky, Sam Osherman gave up on deep and went for awalk.

Hewalked east, as he often did, toward the wooded peninsulathat separated the bay from thewild blue
ocean. Thear was cool and clean. At the edge of sky and seaand land he sat on ajumble of rocks left
exposed by the receding tide. If he watched the glinting seaclosely enough he might see shark finsor a
band of dolphins. Very rarely acrocodile might wander over from the marshes and peer at him with open
jaws.

Nothing to see here, he wanted to say. Would have said, if the Roon hadn't stolen hisvoice.

He couldn't think of that. Couldn't touch those memories without their razor-sharp edges dicing new
woundsinto him. Instead he sat with hisface turned to the eat, thinking about thelittle life growing insde
Jodenny, and the Kamchatka ill in orbit with only a skeleton crew aboard. Most of the ship's cargo,
equipment, and resources had already been stripped clean. There was no going back to Earth, Osherman
suspected. And not much of an Earth to go back to, perhaps. Jodenny's child would never know the
worlds|eft behind.

The sun began to burn itsway up past the horizon. Osherman focused on the name Jungdli, trying to
summon the god that Myell had become. Held tried it dozens of times dready, maybe hundreds of times,



with no success. His memories of the plateau were till shaky, sill tenuous. A nightmare time of blood
and pain and brilliant lights. But he was sure that somehow Jungdi wasn't very far away, that Terry
Myel's story was far from over.

And the Roon. The Roon were still out there, a prospect that made Osherman want to crawl into the
deepest hole he could find and never emerge.

Out in the waves, awhale breached the seds surface asif greeting the sunrise. It dammed back down
againin ashower of spray, and itsenormoustail gave alittlewave.

Osherman did off the rocks with renewed determination. For Jodenny and her baby, hewould do his
best to be sane today. He would not cower in fear, or claw at hisown armsand legs, or giveinto the
impulseto burn himself clean. He wouldn't yield control to thewild voicesin hisskull. Wouldn't pay
attention if the Roon King poked its dimy head out from behind awall, if it blew its hot fetid bresth into
Osherman's own mouth. He would be good, he would be strong, and as he climbed the beach toward
the settlement he hoped that maybe Jodenny would notice, and give him asmile or two for hisefforts.

Just as he reached the edge of the woods, adark blue ouroboros shimmered into existence on the sand.
It was neither a snake nor a crocodile, but instead shaped like aman. A man bentin acircle, hisfeetin
his mouth, his muscles smooth and untroubled, his face rapturous.

Standing in thering was Terry Myell. A very surprised-looking Myell, but also one who was not dead or
godiikein any way.

"Commander?' Myell asked, hisvoice distant. He raised ahand asif trying to reach past the ouroboros,
but seemed constrained, trapped in some way Areyou there?!

Osherman tried to answer, but his damaged voice yielded nothing.
The ouroboros and Myel| disappeared as quickly and easily as they had appeared.

Osherman touched the warm sand with hisfingers. A different kind of hallucination, this, but one he could
live with. Better than visions of the Roon King, better than night terrorsin which he was ahdpless,
terrified prisoner wanting only to die.

He put his handsin his pockets and walked away.

In the trees above, a Great Egret peered down with beady eyes and then flew away, high into the sky,
the land open and welcoming beneath her wings.

* x % k %

Far away, in agreen seacave, Free-not-chained nursed her haf human son and whispered, "My little
Jungdi. Y our day will come."

* % % % %

END



