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PR[NTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

For Donald Maass

My intention is to tell Of bodies changed To different forms.
The heavens and all below them,

Earth and her creatures

All change,

And we, part of creation,

Also must suffer change.

—Ovid, Metamorphoses

Two suns beat down on the eroded hills, cooking the air, making it hard to see the landscape except
through awavering mirage of hest. Captain Eli Dammond removed his hat, wiping the perspiration from
his forehead, and peered for amoment at the sun—not the primary, but its dwarf sster: smal, red, and
swelling in the ky. The dwarf star was no bigger than histhumbnail a arm'slength, but even o, it
seemed to stoke the morning's heet to anear bail.

Thisfar from camp the landscape lay barren and uniform—gully and dune, gully and dune—for miles. It
looked like so many landsin the Congress Worlds. blasted and sere from war. But here on Null, nature
alone had done the job.

At the crest of the next gully he saw Corpora Willem waving hisarm.

"Captain Dammond, over here. It'shere." Corpora Willem pointed into the wadi and skidded down the
far sde, disgppearing from view.

Y oung Sascha Olander looked up at Captain Dammond for permission to run ahead and see Corpora
Willem'sprize.

"It'sno place for ayoungster,” Willem had groused on the hike out from camp, and he'd been right. But
Eli was not about to deny the genera's granddaughter her small adventure. At fourteen, she was beyond
gpoiling. Theword had no meaning for ayoung woman who would have every privilege and never think



twice about it.
"Go ahead, then, Sascha," he said.

He caught a glimpse of her grin before she was sprint-ing down the lee side of the hard-packed dune and
up the next one.

Eli set out after her, hisboots crunching over alitter of sticks protruding from the soil. He went heavily
armed, the range gun acomfortable bulk at his hip. Though the armistice had held for over ayear now, if
the ahtra broke the peace, no one would be surprised. Some, like Corpora Willem, hoped for it. The
corporal had aregen arm and eye and looked forward to alittle payback. Asbad asre-gen limbs
looked, the-eyes were the worgt, swollen trans-lucent fruits that nevertheless gathered light and saw the
world aswell asthe origind, alpha eyes—better, the enlist-eds vowed.

Stll, it was an uncharted world, and he had his people go armed.

Topping therise, he saw the three of them waiting for him in the wadi, poking at the dusty hulk that
Corpora Willem had found earlier that morning. Next to Willem stood Luce Marzano, captain of the ship
and 112 crew marooned on the planet for the past three years. Like Willem, she wore the brown uniform
of infantry, patched in places, and faded by now to the color of sand. Alert but relaxed, she'd had plenty
of timeto ferret out trouble if there was any. But she'd made her report: the locale was devoid of life,
inimical or otherwise. The enlisteds caled the planet Null; in three years, they'd had no occasion to
changetheir minds.

The massive continent dominating this hemisphere was a quiet, scoured land, rumpled only by fingers of
wind through sand. The most action this place would see was the dwarf star, coming round for avisit
after afour-year absence, and bright enough now to cast a shadow at night.

Saschawas aready climbing on the bank above the contraption, kicking sand from around its metalic
Sdes.
"Sascha," Eli caled. He waved her away from the de-vice. The thing might be booby-trapped. But in

three years, Marzano's crew had found twenty-eight smilar objects— now twenty-nine—and none of
them was wired to deto-nate.

Captain Marzano met Eli as he strode down the bank into the wadi. She cocked her head toward the
machine— acraft, by all appearances, just like the others. "L ooks like this one's newly minted,” she said.
"Hell, it'sin better shapethan | am.”

Eli smiled at that, then fell back to neutrd. Best to remember he might soon be awitnessin an inquiry into
her possible desertion from duty... But he liked Luce Marzano. She was tough and confident, and at
forty-some, still handsome. And aso gone missing the last two years of awar that had bled off the better
part of agenera-tion. Now, ayear into the armigtice, Eli's ship had found the marooned crew and the
ruined ship Fury, presumed lost in action. Or now, it would seem, just logt.

"So they've been here recently,” Eli said, walking with Marzano toward the hexadron. It was haf buried,
likedl the others, in the soil. Maybe it was good they went armed.

"Recent enough,” Marzano said. "They used this place for something. Training, maybe?' She squinted at
the small vessdl before them.

Corpora Willem wiped asmal section of hull clean of dudt. "Likeit'sright off the assembly line, Sr."
When Willem said Sr, helooked a Captain Marzano, instead of Captain Dammond, adight that Eli



ignored for now. He saved his object lessons for bigger lapses.

Marzano's crew didn't like him snooping around the crashed Fury looking for sgns of cowardice. Hell,
he didn't likeit. But Marzano hersdf was pushing hardest for athorough search, urging Eli to inspect and
document every ship system, mangled or not.

Therewerethingsin her favor. Even if she could have repaired the giant fighting ship, it had no launch
capacity from the ground. She had pulled off aminor miracle just negotiating an atmospheric entry and
controlled crash-landing. So she wanted aclean bill of health exonerating her of sabotage, not an
ambiguous report that would dog her career... and by God, he would give her that respect. It wasn't as
though he had better thingsto do. Here he was, thirty-seven years old, acaptain of the Sixth Trans-port
Divis on—advancement prospects dim to none— with agrimy kettle of aship and acrew that said his
name like awad of spit shot out. He wouldn't wish that fate on anyone, least of al Luce Marzano.

" 'Spose there's ahtrabodiesin thisone, sir?' Willem asked.
"That'swhat wéelll find out,” Eli answered.

Willem'seyeswereflat. He hadn't been talking to Eli Dammond, and probably didn't like being answered
by an apha captain who wore the blue of Trangport while better men wore the brown of battle.

From the exposed section of the vessdl, Eli could see the ship was aminiature of an ahtran warship, at
least inits shape, with Sx Sdes, doping dightly toward the top. The craft, like the others Marzano's crew
had found in the vicinity, was big enough for two ahtra, maybe threein atight squeeze. Theintriguing
difference with this particular hexadron was that beneeth a coating of dirt, it might be of recent
origin—might even bein working order.

Since hisarrival here Eli had seen severd of them, and like Marzano, he took them to be landing craft.
But they found no vestige of the late enemy, no ectromagnetic sig-nature as they scanned the planet.
Nothing odd about finding implements of war strewn about, Eli admitted. Half of known space was
littered with skeletons of me-tal and bone from thirty years of mayhem. Except here there was no sign of
battle. Add to that, some of these craft were old—weathered, time-battered carcasses dumping to ruin.
And some were newer.

It was as though ahtra had been coming here for hun-dreds of years. By twos and threes.

A dap of wind came out of nowhere and grazed swest from their faces, cooling their skin just when they
felt they might see flesh split open from the heat. Turning into the breeze, Eli scanned the horizon where
puffs of clouds massed like suds—arare sSght, Marzano commented. She'd had crew set out basins
againg the possibility of rain for the last five days. But each afternoon the sun struck the clouds back with
hammer strokes of 115 degree heat, and the basins lay hot and empty. The only water was beneath the
ground, sucked up by the nearby stand of desiccated pillarsthat passed for trees: the copse the enlisteds
caled the Sticks. The trees hoarded the water inside, in cisterns. From these, the crew tapped and
rationed out water, pure as snowmelt, hot as geysers.

Saschawas prying on the hatch door of the hexa-dron.
"That will do, Sascha," Eli said.

She obeyed, stepping back from the dien craft. She bumped her hat off her head, letting it hang down on
her back by its straps, and alowed her black hair to escape itslong braid in sweat-soaked strands. The
freckles her mother so hated were popping out by the minute. Pocks, Crigtin Olander caled them, the
same asthe enlisteds called the ahtra.



Corpora Willem released the hatch covering. As Eli peered into the dusky interior, he thought he caught
awhiff of the ahtrasmell: sweet and sour, fermented. A thread of memory released sounds, like birds
gtartled from abush... deep, throaty shouts and distant screams. Even the ahtra could scream, though
they showed no fear, not even with adomino gun shoved into a pocked cheek.

But it was empty.

Eli hoisted himsdlf into the craft, sitting on the edge of the curved seet to gain headroom. Theinterior had
aspare look, despite the characteristic ahtran patterns over every square inch of the bulkheads. A smple
control pand faced him on onewall, showing quirky instrumentation with depressons where switches
should be. Forty-five years of contact with the species, and Congress Worlds still had no clue why they
covered their ship wallswith concen-tric squares. .. wherethey camefrom... why they lived inworld
ships... how they functioned with bicamera brains... or how their star drive got an extratwenty per-cent
of speed out of pulse engines.

Inthe end it was that twenty-percent advantage that forced CW to bend knee—in what was
euphemigticaly caled an armistice—so ahtra kept the riches of the Neymium Bdlt for themselves, ceding
apauper's shareto CW, and the warring parties backed off, licking their wounds.

Eli's grandfather could remember the days before the Great War when, for the first time, fast ahtran ships
made trade between the human worlds worthwhile, but the honeymoon was soon over.

"Captain Dammond,” he heard from outside. Marzano was crouching and probing under the hexadron.
"Thisiscurious"

Hejoined her to look under the craft. The underside contained a plate, stuck in a half-open postion,
revealing around mechanism within. Marzano reached up to pull the plate fully open, but it didn't budge.

Eli crawled under the craft, lying on hisback in the dirt, staring up. Willem handed him alamp from his
kit, and Eli aimed itsbeam into acircular maw of metd teeth. Helay there, absorbing thisview. Ashe
reached up to touch the serrated edges, awhisper of soil tumbled into hisface.

His brothers would know what thiswas. Hell, he knew what thiswas.
Marzano's face wasin shadow as she crouched next to him. "What do you make of it?"

Getting to hisfeet, Eli dapped the dirt from hisuniform. "Where did you say the other hexadrons were
found?'

She shrugged. "They're everywhere. In the Sticks. Thewadis. Buried in hillsides, embedded in the
dunes."

"And you never noticed anything like that mecha-nism?' He gestured to the jammed, haf-open plate.

"No. The others were smooth-sided. Or we assumed they were." Defensively, she offered: "We've had
more pressing matters. Like surviving.”

Marzano gestured Willem to take Sascha up the wadi, and the corpora |ft with the girl in tow. Sascha
looked back to where the action was, pleading with great blue eyes for the captain to countermand the
order, but he didn'.

Looking down at hisfeet, Eli sorted the possibilities. Two shadows, one faint, one dark, spread out from
the soles of hisfeet, asthough there were two of him stand-ing there. He squinted up into the beady eye
of the dwarf sun.



"What isit, then, Captain?' Marzano asked.
"They'renot landing craft.” Helooked at her straight on. "They're burrowing craft."

Luce Marzano pursed her lips and frowned, as though unable to reverse her opinions on the instant.
Then, with Eli, shelooked down at the baked soil of the wadi with along, appraising gaze.

2

Luce Marzano and Master Sergeant Ben Juric leaned over the screen. The soundings showed an
underground tun-nel with aside branch to the east. So far, readings were showing auniformity in
dimensions, fueling speculations about mining shafts, a secret ams cache, and lavatubes.

In this case, one was haf the size of the other.
"A naturd system of tunnelsisn't proportiond,” Eli said.

Ben Juric looked at him, gracing him with acrumpled lip. Juric didn't talk unless he had something to say,
s0 Eli had learned to read hisface. Tell me something | don't know, the master sergeant managed to
convey.

From outside the tent, the noise of grinding gears erupted, as the techs put the craft through its paces,
dig-ging down ayard or two; digging back up. The engineers cracked the control system easily. The
controls were Sm-ple; hardest were the calibrations for depth, and the techs were closing in on that.

Techs had been swarming over the craft since the gradiometer reading had revealed the tunnels earlier
that morning. The soundings crew were now some haf mile up the wadi, till following the main tunnd,
measuring the gravity-gradient changes that implied subsurface struc-tures,

"Ahtran tunndls, | say," Marzano concluded. Maybe she hoped they were. He couldn't blame her if she
was ea-ger to fight the war she'd been denied, eager to forget the past year's truce with the enemy.

At the mention of ahtra, one Side of Sergeant Juric's face hardened—the alphaside that till bore normal
ex-pression. Eli would have welcomed his assessment, but the sergeant was wary of him. There was no
history between the two of them, no loyalty. Like the generd's daughter and granddaughter, Juric was
merdly hitching aride on this quick run down through Keller Space.

Only now the shuttle run had taken on a differ-ent complexion. They both wished he could radio for
or-ders. Armistice or no, if you had a cache of arms down here, and God knew what ahtra surprises,
you damn well got your orders from Command, especidly if you're just astinking tub of atransport with
atarnished of-ficer in charge, occupying apost abetter man would have had if most of them weren't
dead or in regen baths. But radio was down, as Marzano had told them. If they hadn't discovered her
Mayday beacon in orbit, they would never have found her—even though they had been looking for her.
The satellite wasn't broadcasting— whatever e ectromagnetic interference disrupted the sur-face
transmissions a so extended well into the planet's exosphere—but on retrieva the ship'stechs had
decoded its message.

Eli caught Sergeant Juric's eye, just long enough to lock on. "We get the kinks worked on that digger, I'm
sending someone down,” Eli said.

Juric nodded. In the three months of their acquain-tance, Eli had never seen Juric show surprise. If you
were aveteran of battle, you didn't show surprise, not at an officer'sorder. If Eli had said, Take a
spoon, Sergeant, and dig your way down to that tunnel, Juric would have nod-ded in just that same

way.



"Let me send one of my people, Captain,” Marzano said. It was her plea, maybe, for achanceto salvage
some-thing from Null. Maybe she looked at Eli and hoped to God sheld never fal so low. He didn't think
shewould. Petrician Luce Marzano, of good family, of the right connections, looked alittle different to
Command than up-through-the-ranks Eli Dammond with top scores, no connections, and aworse crime,
by some lights, than de-sertion.

"Welll see who goes. WEell seeif we can go." Heturned to Juric. " Sergeant, keep the tech teams
working here. Give them some backup for a complete scan of the tun-nels. See how far they extend.”

"Yes, gr. And the ship?”

Luce Marzano's ship, the Fury, was gill out there on the flats with Eli's crew combing its systems for
evidence— oneway or the other. "Keep working," he told Juric, and Marzano nodded, relieved no
doubt that her Situation wasn't upstaged by amore interesting one. "Box up what you have and transfer it
to the Lucia." The Lucia, asweet name for his ship of command, which waslittle better than a bathtub
with fuson drive. And it'd be afull tub onceits complement of 157 lifted off.

He heard agentle cough outside the tent.

Juric cocked his head toward the flap. "Mrs. Olander, sir. Shdl | send her in?"
"No."

Juric'sface said, Got the balls to snub the daughter of the general, do you?

"I don't think she likesto camp,” Marzano said, man-aging awry smile, even as Eli ordered dl her crew's
damn-ing evidence boxed and loaded up.

He hardened his heart toward Luce Marzano and strode out of the tent to deal with hiscivilian
passenger.

"Let'swalk, Mrs. Olander,”" he said, according her anod, and then striking out at a brisk pace across the
floor of thewadi, toward the hexadron. But it was no good act-ing busy—and damn it, he was busy.
Crigtin Olander at-tached hersdf to him like aburr, matching hislong strides, jumping to the point:

"Captain, we don't need dl this." She waved at the crews at work in the wadi. ™Y ou've done your
mission, and it's got nothing to do with these... balsof junk. I've got business at home. Were overdue.”

"Yes, maam, I'mwell aware." / have my duty, he wanted to remind the daughter of the general. A duty
to bring her home and aso to swing into the binary system— where the Fury was known to have been
headed when last heard from—and look for cluesto the ship's fate. Now, with the leisure of the
armistice, MIAswere apriority to the army—if not to this generd's daughter who had the wedlth to earn
adoctorate in math and the leisure to pre-sent a paper at aseminar of aphas with more neurons than
they knew what to do with.

"If you were well aware, wed be hafway home by now." She stopped with Eli some pacesfrom the
hexa-dron, eyeing it with loathing.

The engineering team—M arzano's crew—were stripped down in the heat to undershirts and fatigue
pants, flaunt-ing their regen forearms, deltoids, fingers. They waved desultory slutesat Eli.

"Theresheis," Cristin Olander said, pointing into the distance where Sascha could be seen with her
father, sl-houetted againgt the caustic blue sky, scrounging in the dirt for specimens. " Shell be ruined by
the time we get home. No matter what | do."



Eli looked a Mrs. Olander, wondering how much she could know of ruin.

She gave him atwisted smile, eyes making contact. I know what you think of me, Captain. That | throw
my weight around.” The smile broadened a his discomfort. Y ou must think so. Even | do sometimes.”
She gazed off in the direction of her daughter and husband up on therise. ™Y ou must wonder why | fret
over Sascha—why | don't just let her muck in the dirt, let her study biology.”

Eli knew that biology was no avocation for alady. Hed learned that much cooped up with Crigtin
Olander on the three-month junket from Kdller's star.

She continued, "1t's because my genera father won't permit it." She gave him another twist of her lips, a
surro-gate smile. "Y ou think people like us can do what we will, but you don't know athing.”

Before she could unburden her privileged woes any further, he said, "1 have the responsibility to
investigate that ship, Mrs. Olander. The careers of 112 officers and enlisteds are on the line." When she
had the grace to re-main silent, he added, more softly, " Perhaps you could send your paper on ahead.”

"With radio out?'
"WEelIl be outbound in afew days. Send it then?"

They held each other's gaze. Findly Cristin nodded, saying, "Fine," in atone that madeit clear it wasntt.
She glanced out at the ridge. Sascha was disappearing down itsfar flank. "Maybe you could talk to her,
Captain. Shéll liglen to you. Shelikesyou.”

It offered aquick exit. "If it will help." He excused himself and waked away from her, up thewadi, in the
di-rection of the youngster who was gathering fossils and freckles, ruining her nails and her pretty dpha
in.

A shadow skittered over the plain, just missing Eli. Above, acumulus cloud sailed in amassive, bleached
globule, carrying itsload of moisture far out of reach. The other side of the planet must sprout these
things, Eli thought. In thet great shalow ocean, animd life, marinelife, might flourish. Given haf achance,
Geoff Olander would be wading in that shalow searight now, prodding at mats of agae, sampling
pillows of bacteria, with some-thing closeto rapture.

Given the hand Geoff Olander was dealt on thistem-porary stop, the parched fossils of this hemisphere
would haveto do.

Eli found Geoff and his daughter in a deep, wind-scoured ravine revealing dabs of crumbling stone and,
in the near distance, the hump of another hexadron, half caved-in with age. Geoff waved to Eli—abrief,
cheery hello—and bent over hiswork once more. Saschaheld asack haf her size, the satchel of their
finds

"How's pickings?' Eli asked Sascha

"We havefive bags of specimens,” she said. "Grest defi-nition, full body skeletals" She rummaged in the
satchel for an example.

Geoff shaded hiseyes, looking up at Eli, with the same piercing blue eyes as his daughter. "Not reining us
in, | hope?'

"Might be best if you stayed in camp,” Eli said. "A pre-caution." Against what? Against the social
taboos of an over protective mother ? But he let Geoff draw his own conclusions.



The man looked down the ravine with longing. "Best Site we've found so far." He tapped at adab of rock
with hissmal hammer, doughing off acrumbling layer of mud. Then he sighed and stood up. " Couldn't
you give usafew hours?'

Feeling Saschas eyes burn aholein hisback, Eli said, "As soon asyou can, then.”
Geoff snorted, but said civilly enough, " Caught be-tween two Olanders, en?”

Eli was saved from answering by Sascha sidling be-tween them, shoving atransparent specimen bag into
Eli's hand. It contained the remains of asmdl creature, ajumble of dust and bones. "Nicefossl," Eli sad,
playing the dolt, goading Saschathe way she seemed to love.

"It'snot afossl. It'saskeleton. Real bones. We found the whole skeleton together, and it looked rather
like afrog, ex-cept for spinules on the back." She traced the long spinules with her index finger. "'l found
it, S0 | might get to nameit. Something olanderi. Or, | could immortaize you, Captain. | could make this
one something dammondi . If you were nice and gave us an extra day to make scientific history.”

Geoff raised an eyebrow, daring Eli to deny her.

Eli found himsdf amiling. "I'll take your request under advisement.”

"Kissof death," Saschadeclared, gently placing the bag in her satchel like afine piece of porcean.
"A lot of bones here, then, Mr. Olander?' Eli saw for himsalf that the ravine was littered with them.
"Yes, aworld of them. A biologist's dream.”

"Then the place had life once," Eli said, meaning the bones, but looking at the hexadron.

"Still does, somewhere, | expect. Drought's driven them off." Geoff twisted a bone fragment in hishand, a
narrow span with an odd socket joint.

Eli knew it was more than an odd bone to Geoff—it was the chance to pierce amystery or leave it
forever buried. But he saw it in Geoff dander's eyes more than in the bones.

"WEIl never come back here,” Geoff said softly. No chalengeto Eli's authority.

"l doubt it." The planet was so far off the service routes that the Lucia was lucky to have found Marzano
and her crew at all.

Geoff sghed a the waste. "Five, sx billion years of life—and dl we haveiswhat'sin those sacks. I'd
amos stay behind, you know?"

Eli knew. Knew that urge to bend the rules when they needed bending.

Nearly overhead now, the yellow sun lapped up the very shadows at his feet, wrung swesat from his
hairline. Down the ravine, the ancient hexadron still had ametd glint beneath the baked-on dust. He
gazed at the thing, hismind looking for waysto bend therules...

Noting his gaze, Saschaasked, "What about the under-ground cave, Captain?' He was marshaing his
arguments. If there are ahtra down there, it will take an officer to han-dle the encounter; itsa
political matter, not a firefight... but the justification could comelater. The longer you think, the
worse your decision, went the army adage.

The chance of alifetimerang in hisears. After abeat, Eli answered, making up hismind. "I'll be going



down."

"Can | comewith you?'

"No placefor alady," he said, straight-faced.

Sheregarded him with anicy gare. "Will you bring Captain Marzano with you?"

"l expect not."

That seemed to mollify Sascha, who monitored the doling out of adventures with greet acuity.

Eli picked Sascha's hat off the rock where sheld dis-carded it and handed it to her. "Mrs. Olander will be
hap-pier with meif you wear this. Help me win some points?”

Sascha sighed and donned the hat, aworld-weary ex-pression flitting across her face.
Geoff Olander nodded in the direction of the next wadi. "Think there's something down there, then?"

/ hope so, sprang to Eli's mind. It was a Dammond brother's response. Always anose for trouble, drawn
to the action. Sometimes the action was more than they bar-gained for. Now three of hisfour brothers
were dead, killed in the war—the real war, Eli'sfather said, not the elite officer'swar, cushioned by
command, out of thefray.

Once, coming back from officer candidate school, Eli and hisfather had duked it out over whether Eli
thought he was too good for enlisted rank. Neither could remember who swung firg, but they both
landed some hard blows. Later, spent and gasping, they washed up together and sat down to dinner at
the big family table. Nobody said aword about their bruises, swelling like bread dough.

Geoff was il waiting for hisanswer.
"Only oneway tofind out,” Eli findly said.

From the distance came the grinding shudder of the hexadron, having another go at the hard pan floor of
the wadi.
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Sascha Olander and her parents had a deluxe tent, officer-quaity issue straight off the newly arrived
Lucia. Nearby, Captain Marzano's tent sagged from three years of pedling-hot sun. Geoff Olander had
offered their tent to Marzano. But she had declined, as she should.

In the middle of that spacioustent, Sascha sat on achair as her mother rewove her braid in front of the
slver-edged mirror that shed hung from the tent pole.

Sascha pursued her point, though her mother was weary of the topic: “"Why do you hate him so?
"I don't hate him." Crigtin pulled the braid so tight Sascha's temples ached.
"Despisehim, then."

"I neither despise nor hate him, dear. | seldom regard him at al." She secured the braid with aband,
frowning a the wisps that sprang loose.

"That'sso... dismissve," Saschareturned with some heat. "Yourejust likedl therest.”



Her father looked up from hisworktable, catching Sascha's eye, conveying hisrebuke.

For his sake, Saschatoned it down anotch. "We're friends, Mother. | just want to watch him go into the
mine. Or whatever itis"

"It'samilitary matter. Youll just beintheway." Crigtin checked her own hair in the mirror, the
short-cropped, stylish cut of awoman graduated from girlish braids.

Sascha needed a deep, cooling breath, but when sheinhaed, al she got was achest full of Null's hot,
yeadly arr.

From the shadows in back her father'svoice came. "It may not hurt, Crigtin. I'll go with her."

Crigtin turned on her husband with ferocity. "Y ou a-ways give in. Each little thing just encourages her.
Y ou don't remember what it'slike, the obligations shell have. She's nearly grown, Geoff."

"Then, for God's sake, |et her have afew more days of childhood.”

Sascha could see the fire stoked in her mother's eyes. "Y ou think that's going to make it easier on her?
Y ou don't see, do you? Already in camp she'sgot an enlisted friend..."

"It'sonly electronic chess, Mother," Saschainterrupted.

Crigtin rolled on past, till locked on the enemy, her husband. ... with avocabulary that could snge
metal, and hair that lookslikeit did.™

"Nevertheless," Geoff said, attempting aneutral end, to sdlvage atruce.

"That'sregen hair, and Nazim's lucky she'sgot any," Saschamumbled, invisble—and oddly beside the
point— to the dueling adults.

Cristin looked at her husband afew beats. Findly, al she said was " She can't take no for an answer,
God help her."

Geoff continued in the usua way, which wasto give the verba win to Cristin and then do what he chose.
"Thiswill only take an hour. Then she'syoursfor the day." He stood up to make hisintention clear.

Mother hated to |ose these contests. Suppressing the delight on her face, Sascha offered, "I'll study
differentidswhen | get back."

Cristinwaved her hand intired dismissa.
Sascha headed for the tent door. Her father opened the flap. "Hat," he said, donning his own.

She dashed back, swiping her hat from the table. Too late, Cristin caught her gaze. "Be careful who you
pick for heroes, Sascha."

"What do you care who my heroes are?' Then she re-gretted saying it, knowing it could refer to her
preference for her father over her mother, for biology over math, and shetried so hard not to fuel that
rivalry, and not to force any edicts over whether she should study a man's science or alady's.

"| care" Crigtin Olander said.

Fedling guilty now, Sascha backed away, toward the flap door. "I'll be back."



She thought she heard her mother say, barely audible, "I doubt that.”

Sascha burgt into the bright wall of light just outside. Her father raised his eyebrows, she raised her own,
and off they set for the hexadron.

They passed the rows of tents, and the wood huts that supplemented Marzano's military-issue hutches.
Sdlted in among the tattered quarters were Captain Dammond's crisp new igloo-style tents. These were
the quarters of those soldiers with whom she'd shared three months' berth, and who therefore had had
timeto hate her. Privi-lege, their eyes said when they looked at her. Money. Gen-eral's whelp. Some
of the enlisteds were cleaning weapons, sitting in the last of the morning shade.

All the long way from Kéller's sar—Congress World Four—she got a double dose of education. The
forma one, in math and manners from her mother, who findly had her daughter entirely under her thumb
at close quar-ters, and the informa one, learned from the ranks of the enlisteds, on envy and the art of
despising, even over such asmall thing as the Olanders having a ship berth large enough for ten enlisteds
and taking their mealswith the officers.

Thusit was that when assigned to the Lucia for trans-port to their new post—and seeing how the
soldiers sneered at Captain Dammond behind his back, Sascha came to take his side. Whoever the
enlisteds hated was someone very like hersdf.

To catch the meager shade, she and her father walked aong the edge of the Sticks, those tall spines of
wood that sprouted like quills from the land, and which inspired her father to dub thisthe Gray Spiny
Forest. Of the two camps established by Captain Marzano, Sascha and her parents were assigned to
Charlie Camp, where the water require-ments of ninety-four people engaged a harvesting opera-tion
covering two square miles of the Sticks. Baker Camp, established far enough away to assure its own
water sup-ply, exploited the eastern stick cisterns.

What the enlisteds saw as sticks were actudly plants of great complexity, ranging from short stubsto
pil-lars over twelve feet high. Many of them were verticaly striated with ridges, between which tracings
of green appeared to carry on the plants photosynthesis. The grooves were deeply folded into the wood,
asthough hid-ing from, aswell as benefiting from, the sunlight. The trees had a centra shaft that at lower
levels harbored modest reserves of water, tapped from the aguifer below. Burls of gnarled wood
disturbed the symmetry of some of thetrees. A few of these were great potbellied growths of enormous
density. Beneath the gray spiny treeswas no understory at dl, only the dusty millennid mats of falen
companions.

Two sunsfired the Sky. Captain Marzano's people called the smaller one, theonein dliptica orbit, ared
dwarf from its smoldering, reddish glow, and no amount of science could didodge agood name once the
enlisteds dubbed something. But her father liked her to cal it abrown dwarf, because technicaly it wasn't
ared dwarf, and not redly agtar at al, emitting itslight from gravita-tiona energy and reflected light from

the primary.

Sascha spied the bright yellow cable that snaked through the Sticks between Charlie and Baker camps.
With radio usdless here, it was her only link to her friend, the eegant and profane Badri Nazim.

Private Nazim was Sascha's friend—despite the fact that they'd never met in the flesh and had only
known each other afew days. Nazim was just five years older than Sascha, but was old enough to have
aregen skull, from which sprouted bone white hair in stark contrast to her nearly black skin. Sascha
enjoyed Nazim's exotic looks, worldly vocabulary, and their shared devotion to eectronic chess. But she
liked the vocabulary best— Nazim's arsend of expletives and ripe expressions. When Sascha posted a
chess query on the eectronic bulletin board, Nazim responded within the hour. " Delighted to play chess'



was how Sascharelated the message to her mother. What Nazim actually said was " Chess at 21:00. Just
don't messyour pastel pantiesif you lose.”

Stepping over the cable, she and her father hurried on, sparing no time for the Gray Spiny Forest and its
modest wonders. The hexadron would soon be put to its task, an event that both intrigued and worried
Sascha. "What will he find underground, Fether?"

"Abandoned war bunkers, | should say."

"Hesgoing done?!

"So hesays"

"That'sbrave." She caught the flicker of asmile at the edge of hisface. "Wel, itis"

"Yes, of course. | would never detract from the man'svirtues, Sascha" Earnestly said. Teasing.
Shetook hishand. "But | love you best.”

"I'll remind you of that when I'm in my dotage, and whining for my dippers.”

After atime she asked, "How will he get back up? How doesit work againgt gravity?"
"Ahtratechnology, | suppose. They've got ships forty-percent the speed of light, don't forget.”
"But how will he know how to runit if we can't even understand their technology?'

Her father amiled. "It'sjust adigging machine, not a spaceship. Thetechsworked it out.”

They stood at the head of the draw where, below, Dammond and Marzano chatted, accompanied by a
group of officersand enlisteds. Her father held firmly to her hand, keeping her beside him.

"Hewon' careif we go down," she protested.

The digging machine sat in the wadi like adark egg, tucked away by someferd, metdlic beast. Thisdid
not seem like avery good ideadl of a sudden, this going down. She stood, letting the breezefill her
blouse and wick the sweat away. A rumble caused everyoneto ook in the direction of severd towering
clouds with scoured, gray bottoms.

"Why is he going alone? Shouldn't he bring afew sol-diers?"
"Wll, if there'sto be trouble, one soldier or three won't make much difference, | suspect.”

"Thenit'savery bravething..." Sheglanced at her father to seeif he agreed, but as usud, he maintained
aneutrdity toward Eli Dammond, a habit of long practice, to remain aoof from military gossip.

At lagt Captain Dammond waved them down and Sascha, conscious of the group watching her, managed
agraceful dide down the sandy hillock.

Captain Dammond wore plain fatigues, no insignia, and his head was bare, showing amass of sandy hair
that he wore rather longer than the military style. The hair softened scoured features that made him seem
uncaring or saf-contained. The gray eyes, in particular, were flinty, and when angered she had seen them
harden to black. But she had aso seen him smile, and thought him handsome in any mood.

Looking to her father, the captain said, "Lieutenant Rocheisin charge until | return.” Roche, standing next



to Captain Dammond, was a veteran of war, atal, burly fel-low. Captain Marzano's face wasfenced in,
no wisp of emotion escaping.

Her father nodded at the courtesy of theinformation. It was none of any Olander's businesswho
commanded, not grictly.

But Sascha was distracted from the conversation. There was something about this hexadron she didn't
like. For amachine to transport soldiers, it looked wrong. It wastoo small. It had no proper Congress
Worlds design but that odd ahtra shape, those six Sdes, waiting to engulf Captain Dammond and keep
him. No, thiswas not agood idea.

Eli wastaking to her father. Then he smiled and said something to her, she hardly knew what, and he
was climb-ing in. She wanted to cry out, put astop to this event. What did it matter what lay below
ground if they were leaving and never coming back? What harm to leave these bunkers and their war
trophies behind? Even if ahtralurked in the those tunnels, they were at peace now; no one need discover
them or their purposes.

Just asthey were closing the hatch, Sascha darted for-ward. The inside of the hexadron glowed from
temporary lights the techs had rigged. Shelooked at Eli and said, "I've decided to name my spiny
amphibian after you, Cap-tain.”

"Thank you, Sascha. That would be an honor.” Looking at her closdly, hefinished, "Seeyouin alittle
while, then.”

"Yes, but...-
He was watching her as he dways did, patiently, as though he cared about what she might have to say.
"Sascha..." came her father's warning voice behind her.

She swallowed, struggling with whether to speak, whether to say, Don't go, Captain. Don't go down...
But there was no reason why, no argument asoldier would listen to.

"Hurry back," she said, at last, and conjured up her best smile, though it felt hollow asaspiny tree.
k

Inside, the hexadron was spare and smple. A small con-trol panel contained finger-sized depressions
cradling touch padsfor boring and hatch controls. Eli sat with his knees drawn up and his neck dightly
bent, his5'10" frame atight fit in the capsule. His hand rested on the pane, but it was Saschasface he
saw before him, afleeting ook of fear darting across her eyes. Why are you doing this, she seemed to
say. Don't do this.

He'd seen that look before, on his mother's face, when she watched four of her five sonsand her
husband enter the mines day after day, year after year. Eli wondered why she dways expected the worst
of the mineswhen it was never mining that killed her boys, but only the war—the one she'd been proud
to send them off to. Three came home again in body bags. And Eli, despite many bat-tles, had never
taken so much as a scratch. So despite the combat decorations, Eli lacked one badge—the inddlible
one—of regen.

He pressed the declivity to engage the digger. Gears churned, and the frame shuddered so hard histeeth
clattered. He clenched hisjaw and braced his arms on the seat. After afew seconds the drilling took on a
high-pitched whine paired with relentless grinding. Rock and dirt raced through the conveyor tubes of the
hexadron's hull, spewing the tailings behind as the craft sank into the ground. Soon there would be only a



trembling mound of soil at the surface where the digger had been.

It took longer than Eli expected. He switched on hislamp. His hand on the small range gun at his hip was
damp with perspiration as the hexadron warmed to itstask. It was adescent of 120 feet. Next to him
was atank of air, in case of trouble on the way down or back up. He didn't expect trouble, but that's just
when it would proba-bly happen. His father and brothers would have been at ease in such aplace, deep
in the bowels of aplanet; but Eli had vowed he would never be aminer, and his parents chose the only
other option: they sent him for asoldier. The draft would have snared him eventudly anyway, and it was
an honorable cdling; until Eli showed an aptitude for an officer. Then he saw hisfather harden toward
him, asthough Eli'srisein rank set his brothers lower by de-fault. If enlisted was good enough for them, it
was good enough for Eli. But now that three of them were dead, how could he ever compete with that?

His ears were plugged with noise. Rocks ground be-neath his feet as the hexadron lurched downward in
smdl, shuddering jolts.

It felt like going into combat. Times like thiswere what a professona soldier trained for, maybelived for.
Timeswhen the mental world pedled away, leaving you in the center of the moment, doubts left behind
aong with every other piece of cognition. He thought of the many times heéd dammed a shuttle down into
atmosphere, ready to debark and fight... the old combat high... distant memory now after missions of
trangport, supply, admin-istration, and routine. He till had his rank, despite the carnage that was not—at
least officidly—nhisfault in that last battle. Not the last beattle of the war, by any means,, but his last
battle...

With afind lurch, the craft stopped.

Dead quiet crept in, replacing the roar of teeth againgt stone. His bones rang with harmonics, skin tingling.
Pings of small rocks skittered off the hull. He fingered the hatch control. A sickening delay, then the
scrape of the pand. Beyond, only black—and the piquant rush of oxygenated air.

Eli powered up hislamp and crawled through. The beam flashed on wallsto the sde, and thefloor, a
short drop down from where he stood. The techs had nailed the calibration to within inches.

He stepped out, leaving the hexadron mostly buried inthewadll, dl but the egressside.

The beam of the lamp reveded a shelf cut into stone, stretching out beyond the cone of light, but far
enough to convince him that this tunnel was acongtruct. Some ten feet high by eight feet wide, the place
had the look and smell of decay.

Standing now in the middle of the tunndl, he listened. Profound silence surrounded him. After atime, he
heard faint sounds, buried sounds: hissing of air, dripping water, creaks of sediments giving way to
gravity. Once—though it was surely imaginary—a remote shout. On another level, he registered only
slence. It was asthough his ears carried background noise, the reverberation of things heard before,
erratic snips of sound lost in the maze of the cochlea.

He st off in the direction of the most extensive tunnels as mapped by the survey team. Therewas no
machinery, no litter of artifacts, no railsor tracks, yet the wdlsthem-selves, in their regularity, spoke of
purpose and perma-nence. In places, water seepage traced rusty fingersfrom ceiling to floor.

Pulling out his comm unit, he made his call to Roche on the surface. It was no surprise to him when it
went unanswered. If radio didn't work on the surface, no rea-son why it would cometo life 120 feet
below ground. But he would follow procedures. It would al be done accord-ing to procedure.

Turning back, he secured histether to the hexadron with a staple. When he glanced up from that task, he



noted the walls again. Something odd about them, regular but pitted, gray with what might be apinkish
cad.

The place had to be ahtran—who e se could have built this? If true, it was a momentous discovery.
Command would want to know about this, and soon. Because ahtra were never known to use worlds
other than their great metal spheres, the world-habitats. They were creatures of their metal worlds, only
fighting on planetary surfaces for the rare ground offensive against Congress World targets.

If they mined here, what did they extract? No substi-tute for neymium, surely, the cause of decades of
war. Neymium was the door to interstellar journeys, afuel source so compatible with the fusion drives
that ships were freed from the weight of massive fud cargoes, freed to move fast enough, far enough.
When Congress Worlds discovered the Belt, however, they found their trading part-ners had long since
staked their claim, and weren't happy to share. Congress Worlds looked at the Belt and thought of
freedom, wealth, and converse among their worlds with-out dependence on ahtratraders. The ahtra
looked at the Belt and thought, Keep out.

Damn likely the ahtrahad asimilar view of the place where he now stood.

But they were at peace, Eli reminded himsdf. Still, it was afragile consgtruct, athing of wordsand
promises between two aien combatants. Perhaps, to the ahtra, agree-ments meant nothing. Of course,
having a system of tun-nels on a backwater planet did not break the peace. If that was dl it was. But he
felt certain there was more. And if there was, held find it, showing Command that he could pursue the
ahtrawhen it was right to do so. Could pursue them asfar as need be.

"To hell and back," he whispered. His own voice was agtartling, dmost atangible thing in this quiet
world, and made him fed vulnerablefor thefirs time.

He cameto asdetunne. A profound smell of musti-ness hit his nogtrils. Playing out the tether, he turned
down this branch. In the beam of the lamp around him, Eli no-ticed that, at the base of the walls, there
were long ropes of soil. Knedling, he picked up atubelike section, fingering its dust asit spilled through

hisfingers

He cameto an enlargement of the corridor. As he swung hislamp he saw that he wasin alarge cavern
with curious walls. The closest section contained nooks per-haps three feet wide, filled with tightly rolled
material. He moved forward to touch it, judging it to be cloth from the threads that dangled from frayed
edges. Pulling on onerall to didodgeit, an entire section of cloth separated, re-leasing athin stream of
sand from the center. He took a better grip and pulled again, thistime removing the entire roll, which
findly dropped out of the nook onto the floor, raisng asmal eruption of dust. Then it wasasmple
mat-ter to kick open therall. Asit unwound, the cloth split in protest. Eli stared at the contents.

Bones. Human bones. No, surely ahtrabones. It was aburial chamber. The nooks contained hundreds
of bodies. Eli looked back down at the bones he'd didodged. If ah-tran, the skull should show the
junction of the dataten-dril. As he knelt down for acloser view, asound cameto his conscious mind, a
noise he'd been hearing for the last seconds that he'd thought came from his own ears. Some-one was
gpproaching, running.

He stood, dousing hislight and withdrawing to thewall. He could fed aburid roll pressing againg his
neck.

In another moment, light burst into the cavern and two ahtra gppeared. Eli had time to notice their full
armament, their guns drawn, before they spied him. His own gun was pointing a them and they hesitated.
One of them spoke and brought hishand up in adicing motion. If there were only two Eli might bring
them down, but his Situation was ambiguous. He appeared to be grave robbing, or at least desecrating.



Tothem hewas an intruder.
Besides, it was peacetime. Hewouldn't be thefirst tofire.
He dowly lowered hisgun.

The two ahtra advanced, circling him and herding him away from the burid cloth and its contents. As he
stepped backward, Eli camein view of the corridor down which held come. Ten or fifteen ahtra stood
there, holding greenish-ydlow lights, casting their gray facesin aghoulish light.

Thefirst ahtra—whether male or female, he couldn't tell—spoke again, in that deep register characteristic
of the species, their language unintelligible. Eli held his hands up, pams out, in agesture even the ahtra
knew.

He was surprised when the blow came, the butt end of the gun crashing across histemple. He sprawled
back-ward from the force of it, felt the breath erupt from hislungs. Asheféll, hislast thought was Ought
to make a hell of a scar ...

King's pawn four, came the opening gambit.

Badri Nazim made a conventional opening, clearing the way for her queen to swoop out on one of its
killing missons.

Sascha countered with king's pawn seven and the game was under way: nineteen-year-old corpord and
veteran of the Great War against fourteen-year-old heir gpparent to the Olander fortune. Nazim saw their
chess games asawar of the proletariat against the entrenched monarchy.

But a another level, Nazim was utterly indifferent to the palitics of status. To Saschasddight, shejust
wanted to beat Saschas pants off.

On the split screen, Sascha saw both chessboard and Nazim's tent, shared with her five buddies. It was a
view that might at any time include varying states of undress, blistering language, and an easy—but to
Sascha's mind, highly codified—six-way banter.

Nazim wasfingering her unlit cigarette, flipping it over and under the digits of her left hand. Moving
another pawn, sheflicked her eyes at the screen. "Heard from him yet?

"No." It had been five hours, and they hadn't heard from Captain Dammond. "It's ill early,” Sascha said.
Hoped.

One of the enlisteds came up behind Nazim, putting his hand on her shoulder, apparently watching the
chess game. He was smoking a cigarette.

"That was smart, figuring those fuckersfor digging machines,” Nazim alowed.

Sascha hadn't heard Nazim say either good or bad about Captain Dammond, so the compliment warmed
her.

"Y eah, probably was," Sascharesponded, practicing the laconic style of Nazim'sworld, aworld where a
man could put hisarm around your shoulders and it didn't mean anything. Unlessit did... The private's
index finger was moving dong theingde of Nazim's collar. All of which Nazim ignored, but essy, smiling
alittle. It was wonderful to be so easy around men. Noncommitta, friendly, but holding your own.
Sascha committed the tyle of it to memory, but feared it wouldn't do in any so-cid Stuation she could
imagine. In her world, one must a-ways have something to say. Preferably witty, or at least intelligent. Or



knowingly gossipy. One didn't St mute while aman stuck hisfinger under your collar.
Nazim moved her queen's pawn to avulnerable d-4

position, which forced Sascha to decide between taking apawn or continuing her attack on Nazim's
rook.

"Well, son of ahbitch," Saschasaid, admiring the move. Nazim often thumbed her nose at chess theory;
her ap-proach could be summed up as whatever works.

Sascha made her decision—she took the pawn—so she could concentrate on the other half of the screen
where the maneuvers were even more interesting.

From acot in the back came the comment, "Marzano's al the captain we need,” making it clear where
theloyd-tieslay.

Nazim held her expression and her companion smirked. The game went on: chess, and finger in collar.

Saschawouldn't win an argument in this venue, didn't want it to come between her and Nazim. Especidly
not tonight, when she'd hoped the captain would have been back, reporting on amoldering cache of
weapons, long forgotten by the ahtra. .. or with abloody but superficia wound, having taken on a bunker
of thirty diens.

Tonight she didn't want to hear the barracks side of things, the stories of the alpha captain, the coward
captain. Sheld no heart to hear him vilified, hiswrong background, attending the wrong schools—his
hasty field promotionsin the wake of thefifty million dead. Sheld heard it dl before—and deflected it dl
with cool disdain. She knew jeal ousy when she saw it. Eli Dammond was a self-made man whose
humble background might never earn him a colone's bars, but who loved the infantry, the command of
troops. It was said that, given anew com-pany, he knew every enlisted's name within aweek and where
they hailed from. With his prodigious memory, he could recite the RSC, Revised Starship Code, from
front to back. Thus even the story of the Recompense made not the dightest wobblein her conviction
that he was unjustly despised.

Nor would she hear of it tonight, of al nights.

Nazim waslooking at her with araised eyebrow, no more than awhite scar arching over her eye.
Sascha's mind had been wandering. How had Nazim threatened both the pawn and rook in one move?

"One of 'em's dog mesat, Olander.” Nazim could smell blood, and Sascha sat forward, concentrating.

As Sascha sorted through her moves, Nazim casudly reached up and tugged on her companion's shirt,
bringing him down to her leve, kissng him full on the mouth. To Sascha's astonishment, when she
released him, she ex-haed a plume of cigarette smoke in along, sinuous spurt. Saschatried not to stare,
but her concentration was blown.

It was purdly the most el egant and sensua thing that Sascha had ever seen, both for its outrageousness
and its casud execution. Already, asthough it hadn't even mat-tered, the enlisted with the lit cigarette was
moving away, talking with someone e se. Unconscious of, or taking for granted, Nazim's playful and
atidic act.

Saschawas deeply envious. It was an odd fedling, hav-ing consistently been the object of jealousy, to so
desper-ately want a thing someone else had. She wasn't even sure what it was that Nazim had, that she
wanted. Maybe it was a particular grace, in awoman whom Saschas mother would judge to have none
at al. Or perhapsit had to do with freedom, with ways of being awoman that had never occurred to her,



or with being superbly suited to the place you chose. Again, the word cameto mind: grace.
"Y our move, Olander,” Nazim said.

Sascha was three pieces down, but she hardly cared. "I am outmatched,” she murmured, and Nazim
amiled, tak-ing the compliment as her due.

5

Deepintheflow of data, Maret Din Kharon became aware of adisturbance. Something was pushing on
her body. Thiswould be highly discourteousin the public data lobe where she had gated in. Reluctantly
she disengaged from her devotions.

Vod Ceb Rilvinn stood at her side, nudging her shoul-der. His gritty digger clotheswere noted with
sdelong glances by those nearby.

"Maret-as, attend me!" he said, careful not to touch her again.

"I am here, Vod-as." In truth, she was struggling to re-turn. She released the data plug, and curled the
tendril to her neck. "What isit?"

"Nefer Ton Enkar. She cdlsfor you, but you haven't heard athing; you've been wasting yoursdf with kin
wargers. " His expression conveyed what he thought of her de-votions.

Maret's skin prickled at the mention of Nefer. " She calls me? When?"
"Now! For the past pan and more." His agitation drove him to hisfeet again, tugging at her.

If Nefer was caling her so urgently that even the dig-gers knew, then she was very late. More debits
againg her. Nefer would rejoice.

Vod hurried her dong with adiscreet touch at her |eft elbow, urging her past otherswho found thislittle
sideway conduciveto their data needs. No one would inter-rupt here—unlessit was Nefer Most Prime
hersdif.

Vod fumbled at the porta to the nearest travel chute, opening it widefor her. He had paed in his
emotiona dis-tress, causing his markingsto recede. VVod was ever too emotional, but his concern was
SWest.

"V od-as, why hurry meto my detractor?'
"So she won't debit you beyond recovery.”
"l am ever in her debt.”

"Shéll ruinyou,” he growled. His eyes held hersin a gaze that would be rude had they not been friends
so long.

"Nefer needsme." Shewas Nefer's Chief Datalllumi-nator. It was not atrivia position.
"Then don't keep her waiting." He dammed the hatch behind her.

"Nefer Ton Enkar,” she vocalized, and the ded shot away, an gpproved transit from Nefer hersdlf, no
doubt, and aluxury of mixed benefit that Maret had come to as-sociate with excruciating audiences with
her static mis-tress.



Eli fought hisway back to consciousness. Through blurry vison he saw asmall room without ornament or
furniture other than the pallet on which helay. But it was less aroom than a smoothly carved space, wals
mesting celling in an uninterrupted line. He was bound firmly, lying on hisside.

An ahtra knedled before him. He or she wore loose long pants and a cropped shirt, cut from arichly
patterned materia in brown and red. From his one previous encoun-ter with ahtra civilians, he recognized
the typica garment pattern of squares within squares. Maes and females dressed dike, he knew, but by
the drape of the shirt he guessed thisindividual was afemae. Theface, hands, and forearms were
covered with the faint circular markings for which humans gave ahtra the sobriquet pocks. Thisindividud
bore alarge oval pattern precisaly between the eyes.

Eli spoke. "I am Captain Eli Dammond, of Congress World Sixth Trangport Division. | meant no harm,
coming here." If they hadn't heard the war was over, he hoped they'd take the news well.

The ahtragave no indication of having understood him. Eli noted the thick data tendril that curled from
the left Side of the back of the bald skull. It was folded tightly against the head, reaching dmost to the
neck.

The ahtraleaned in closely, staring a him, eyes pro-foundly dark blue, the whites no more than ahao
around the extended iris. A nictitating membrane closed up from below asit blinked. Its graceful lips
parted to reved small white teeth and an expression that might have been abe-grudging smileor a
heartfelt sneer.

They left him done then, tightly bound, ignoring his cals of protest. When they findly camefor him and
sum-moned him to hisfeet, it was arelief to move.

They led him out of the cell, and down a brightly lit corridor with acelling just alittle too low to look
proper. He wastdler than hisguards, afull head taler, but it wasn't agreat advantage when they were
armed and he wasn't. Passages diverged frequently from the corri-dor they followed, reveding a
bewildering array of tun-nesand stairwdlls. All were covered in adightly irregular, rubbery-looking
materid. Hetook painsto remember thisroute, trying to maintain his orientation to his entry point.

Though he'd been stunned or drugged, he thought he had been conveyed some distance from the burial
chamber on amechanized transport.

Bad luck that they'd come upon him in the buria chamber—»but his reception might bode worse than
of-fended senshilities. He had discovered an extensive under-ground warren; this labyrinth was no longer
an ahtran secret. Unlessthey killed him...

His escort brought him to aroom where a patterned carpet covered hdf thefloor.

Two ahtrafaced him, one seated on the carpet, the other on the bare floor. One of them—from the
discernible ovd in the center of her forehead—might be the one who had inspected him earlier. The other
individua was seated off to the Sde, wearing more smple éttire, yet patterned. This aide—if that wasthe
desgnation—spoke:

"I have your speech, and will signify for Nefer Ton Enkar, who requires your atention.”

The accent was an excellent approximation of Stan-dard. "'l understand,” Eli said. Perfume saturated the
arr, bringing adight nausea upon him. Or perhapsit wasthis close view of the hairless, bronze-skinned
creatures, aliens he had seen before, had seen close up... and under worse circumstances.

The one caled Nefer spoke, articulating the guttural ahtran speech.



Theinterpreter said, "My mistiress wishes to know how you cameto the buria place.”

He decided on the short answer. "'In the digging ma-chine, which we found on the surface. We meant no
harm.”

"How many came with you?'
"Just mysdlf.”

The interpreter spoke now to Nefer, and they con-ferred for some time, with Nefer keeping her gaze on
the carpet. Complex symbols nested in squares within squares, like amandaain reds, black, and gray.

The interpreter trandated. "Why did you venture to disturb our departed kin? Do your people not tend to
show honor to the dead?'

"It was an error of ignorance. | couldn't guessit was aburia ste. My people don't bury our dead this
way."

"Y ou would not be aware of human catacombs?' the interpreter asked without reference to Nefer.

Old Earth had societies where catacombs were used. It astonished him that the ahtra knew this. "Yes,"
hesad, "but it isavery ancient custom, no longer much known. | gpologize for the offense.”

The blink came from the bottom up. " Perhaps you were careless?!

He ignored the rebuke. He had no wish to convey un-due deference. "' Please trandate my gpology for
your mis-tress”

Asfar ashe could tell, hisinterpreter did so. Hearing this, Nefer raised her hands dightly in agesture he
took for acceptance, but which might also have been ashrug of indifference. Nefer looked at Eli for the
firgt time. He thought he had seen more sympathetic eyes on drill ser-geants. But ahtran eyes were very
large—larger than ahorse's. It was disconcerting, and perhaps accounted for their ook of araptor.
Seeing the two ahtra together, he no-ticed that this Nefer looked different than the interpreter, with less
prominent markings.

Theinterpreter gpoke again. "My mistress would know your rank and mission among us and how many
arewithyou... above."

Hetold thetruth, since it wasn't clear to him if more or fewer troops would be to his advantage. He
explained the Situation of the marooned group, and that he had intended to leave the surface within a
week, having stayed long enough to collect evidence in regard to the absence from duty of Luce
Marzano and her crew. The discovery of the working hexadron and the tunnels, however, prompted an
investigation, armistice or no.

There was along silence as both ahtrastared at the floor. Finally, Nefer asked, through the aide, "What
arma-ment have you brought with you?"

"We havelittle. We are atrangport ship. No threst to you.”

When the aide trand ated this, he noted that the lead ahtra's datatendril jerked, dmost like a startle reflex.
Theinterpreter looked up a him. The dark eyesfixed him in adisconcerting, long gaze. When the gaze
was with-drawn, it was like a sentence being passed. The room grew gtifling—overwarm and more

perfumed.



"Release my bonds, asacourtesy,” he said. "Y ou have my word | intend no violence."

Nefer granted permission and the aide came over to unfasten theties. The aide'sfacia patternswere
mirror images on each sde, with the largest ovasresting on the cheekbones.

"What isyour name?" he asked.

The ahtras head turned to the Side, avoiding his eyeswhile working theties. Thelight caught the skin
tracingsin high definition for amoment, showing gradations of bronze coloring, degpening to brown. "
am Maret," the aide answered very low.

Eli rubbed at hiswrists and arms while the aide moved back into place. Before questions could resume,
he said, "My superiors will want to know the purpose of your presence here. How shal | answer them?”

Nefer took along time to answer.

Maret trandated. "We occupy thisworld asisour right. Below."

They sat for sometime, waiting for Nefer to continue.

When shedid not, Eli ventured, "Y ou abide by the treaty terms?’ Not that he would believe their answer.
"It happens we have dways been here. It is not forbid-den by treaty."

"l am freeto go?' The slence greeting thiswas rather longer than he would have liked. "It would be
againg thetreaty for you to keep me here.”

"Yes. This presentsadifficulty.”
Hefilled the dlence by saying, "Perhaps| can help you with your difficulty.”

Nefer turned to the interpreter and spoke softly for atime. Then she rose and moved past him, toward
the entrance. She spoke something directly to him for thefirst time. The words were like rocks ground
together. Sheleft the room, ushering in four other ahtra, who remained standing by the door.

Maret looked at the floor as she trandated, "My mis-tress says sheisvery sorry.”

The heat in the room was mounting. "I hope she has no reason to be sorry for what she can still avoid
doing." The gapsin their conversation were swollen silences, with a presence of their own. He waited.

Finaly Maret looked at him. "Y ou cannot leave now."
"Thenwhen?'
"Asyou measureit, youwould say... afew weeks. | am very sorry.”

"My peoplewill grow darmed a such adday. It will atract military atention." He thought that might not
betrue. They could leave without him, assuming he had suf-focated in the capsule or in the tunnels.

"Yes, regrettably.”

"What isthe difficulty?Y our postion, if you hoped it to remain secret, islikely to be exposed, even if you
never release me. There's no point in kegping me here, and much reason to permit my return.”

After adow blink, shesaid: "l very deeply regret to bear the newsto you that your peoplewill dl die. |
am very sorry. Thereisnothing we can do.”



He stared at her.
Her dark eyes were cadm as she said, "No one will survive—above. | am sorry."

Hefought back hisalarm. "If you attack,'Congress Worlds will find you and destroy you. These tunnels
can't protect you." That was no bluff. They would come, for the general’s daughter and
granddaughter—eventualy.

"Wewill not attack. It will not be our doing. Y ou have no armament... to speak of. Y ou will tend to be
over-whelmed."

"Let me go back, then, to warn them." She was stand-ing up to go. He d so rose, aware of the guards
shifting behind him. "No matter who attacks my people, you will be blamed. Thearmigticeisfragile.
Maret, do you want war?"'

"No."
"Then hep us. Let mewarn them."
"Thiswould not be possible.”

Her passivity was maddening. He found himsalf step-ping toward her, gripping her by the forearm. "By
God, itispossblel™ Ashehed her arm, shevisibly paled.

The guards grabbed him from behind, and he alowed them to restrain him for the moment.

Maret's eyestook on aglaze as she stood taller and brushed at the place where he had grabbed her.
"They are asdead dready,” she said placidly.

He surged forward, despite the restraints. Strong hands locked him in place. Maret hastily backed away
from him, retreating toward the door. He cried out after her: "No, thiswill not happen!™

She paused in the doorway, saying, "No one can hear you." Then the door closed behind her with
sucking noise.

* % %

A thin stream of dirt cascaded onto Vod's head from the bare rock overhead. He looked up into the
blacknesswherefoam girders held the lid of the tunndl in place. So far from the comforting walls of
DownWorld, the smell of dirt and the Sight of oozing water claimed his senses. He was un-easy, though
he'd spent hiswhole life working amid the dirt and the wet.

The tunnels here were wrong, no matter what the Prime Engineer said.

They had eighteen increments of rest before work re-sumed. Around him, hisfellow workers dumped
againg thewadlls, fatigued, plugged in. Crouching among the shavings of the tunnel, he sank histendril into
the tempo-rary gates strung aong the work shaft.

His backmind swveled with data.

Nefer Ton Enkar commandeered aforward postion for her latest data. It hove into view, bragging of
comple-tion rates, hexals of ways dug, rebored, renewed, and in-spected. She bragged of safety
records, projected outputs, maintenance cycles, and increments of cost. He bypassed this propaganda
withirritation, barely suppressng apa-lor of disgust. Nefer and her numbers. Sime data



His backmind quickly scanned the data streams. News strands were full of the human among them.
Wagers clogged the fidds. the human would stay, for how long; he would leave, by when. Nefer would
kill him, the choice of execution style. Some wagered that there were more hu-mans, their true numbers,
what they would do. Some bet on war.

Vod noted with chagrin that Maret was assigned as the human's custodian. A flurry of exploratory
wagersflick-ered into view. Shewould fail, by when. Shewould lose fa-vor, shewould fal in training,
she would achieve ronid, shewould not. So thiswas the path, Vod thought, by which Nefer would ruin
Maret. He forced himself to attend to the wager streams. There appeared a shocking wager on which
past kin the human had defiled in the reliquary. Many callsfor censure greeted thiswager; it was
with-drawn. Then aflood of sentimental remembrances, wagersin honor of past kin, ashow of devotion,
many half-hearted and skimpy, an emotiond crest in the data flow soon subsumed by the generd flood of
gpeculation on the human captain and the baleful eventsthat hisarrival must portend. Eventsthat fluxors
saw as interesting and statics as ominous.

All indl, it wasan uproar. A fine distraction that he would not put it past Nefer to have orchestrated.
Diggerswere dying in the relentless boring through Down World. But now we have a human among us
to breed new for-tunes in the wager fields. Well, Maret was less and |ess the fluxor to lead them from
their misery. Maret tended strongly to study, and though scholarship was al very well, scholars were not
leaders.

Nefer herself groomed Maret for scholarship, funded her. So Maret studied. Already she knew more
than most of her teachers. She knew mathematics, history, her kin to the twelfth net, and even spoke the
human standard lan-guage. It would be so like Nefer to use Maret's strengths against her.

In the tendency of dwellersto be either fluxor or static, Maret was, Vod believed, more centra on the
scae than most. Though afluxor, she tended more toward tradi-tion and caution than most
fluxors—more than himself, certainly—and therefore had appeal as aleader who could command the
respect of statics. Vod had aienated most dwellers at one time or another. But it was his birth stamp, his
pattern. Dwellers do not change their markings, the saying went.

Ashistendril disengaged from the gate, he noticed Irran Sitting next to him adong the tunnel wall. Her
scent stirred him. But dready the diggers were moving back to work, and he abandoned the idea of
finding aside lobe with her. Irran was always one to rush the season.

Along with Harn and Wecar, he traipsed back toward their stations in the borer.

Wecar spoke. "The human,” she began. "Maret-as will show you the human before we see him." She
was curious to see thisfabled cresture.

Vod hurried to answer before the machine drowned out all talk. "Well see what Nefer decrees. Maret
hasno say inthis"

"They say heispadeasamushroom,” Wecar said.
"And bad smdlling," Harn added.
"Nefer Ton Enkar will kill him," Wecar said. She climbed onto the borer, into the driver'swell.

Before Wecar could close hersdf in, Harn threw back: "Nefer won't kill him, she sent for him.
Otherwise, how could he be here?"

There was no good answer for this question. But if Nefer had sent for him, Vod mused, why? We are



done with war . They had fought the humansto their knees. Hemms, who even Nefer must attend,
bragged that the humans had sued for peace. And ahtragranted it, even though it would have been only
judicetokill themdl.

AsWecar dammed the driver'swell door, Vod and Harn took their placesin the cab. The cutterhead
growled to life, biting into stone.

Vod'stendril no more than touched the data plug when he knew something was wrong. The pressures
had mounted to limits of tolerance, ground shifts sgnaled from al sides. He beat thewarning system by a
breath, shouting over the voice path, "Out, out! Get out!" He heard the driver's cab door open, heard
bells clanging. Through the cab window he saw the First Engineer racing away to safety, asure sgn from
acowardly gatic that aground shift was under way. Vod found himsdlf outside the borer amid
pandemonium. The Second Engineer tried to urge Wecar to return to the driver'swell to back the
machine out, but she refused. Now Vod wasin a crowd of workers shoving to get out of the tunnel even
asthe ground creaked around them. Sand cascaded from overhead. Rocks spit onto their helmets.

Vod stooped beside Wecar, her helmet dented by agreat stone. As he dragged her forward, aroar sped
toward them from the habitat of death itself. Billowing dust over-took them, followed by adeluge of rock
and soil. It caught V od's fet, pitching him headlong, then carried him for-ward in amonsirous wave of
dirt. It struck the breath from his chest and locked hisarmsin place, ripping Wecar from his grasp.

Soil drilled up his nose, and he knew the terror of suf-focation... but then adraft of cool air touched his
head and hisface. He snaiched a breath. The dirt fell over him again. Hewas pinned in the didelikea
boulder. He felt someone—Wecar he hoped—sgueeze his ankle, once, twice. Helay rigid in the weight
of the spill, wiggling his head alittle to form ahole by his nose. Then he heard voices and someone was
freeing the dirt around his head, then his shoulders. As strong hands gripped under his armpits and pulled
him free, he saw Wecar's hand protruding from the snub end of the dide.

"Wecar," he gasped, looking into the faces of hisfellow diggers. "Find Wecar."

They left him propped up againgt the wall and returned to the fray. Momentslater arumble herdded a
further dump of debris. He scrambled back to the massve incur-sion of soil, digging with bare hands
alongside his co-workers.

Much later, when al hope was spent, he staggered out of the fresh dig, past the terrible faces of kin
assembling down-tunnel, carrying the rugs of those they feared dead.

But it was Wecar's hand reaching from the soil that long remained in hismind.
6

During the night the rains came. At firg, lying on her cot and awakened by the noise of droplets on the
tent, Sascha thought that someone was showering the tent with pebbles. Shelay listening to the staccato
best, her body tingling, as though registering the taps hersdlf. In the dark, her body was vast, her mind a
gentle curl inthe midst of ahot, dark ream.

A puff of wind punched at the tent, carrying the smell of mud and rain. She looked over to her parents
cots. "Farther?' she whispered.

"l heer it." Hisvoice was barely audible.
"Rain," shesad. After apause "They said it never rained.”

"They werewrong."



The mirror on the center tent pole shone with ablueiri-descence, reflecting Cristin's nearby computer
screen, dill active, running her mother's equations. Sascha thought she might deep, lulled by the soothing
white noise of rain. She remembered aline from an old poem: "For rain, it hath afriendly sound/ To one
who's six feet underground.” She wondered if Captain Dammond could hear the rain. She wondered
about him congtantly, one moment hoping he was dive, and then—consdering his entombment— hoping
he had died swiftly.

Seep wasimpossible. She sat up, hearing voices out-side.

Her mother's drowsy voice: "Go back to deep, Sascha." But Saschafound her boots and went to the
tent flap. Peering out, she saw asheet of rain lit by the nearest camp light. "It'sraining, Mother," she said.

"Yes. And now we shall have mud aswell as heat." More voices. The camp was waking up, though
morn-ing was nowherein sght. A few people stood in the aides between the tents and et the rainfall
wash them. Sascha put out her arm, fedling therain like small stabbing nee-dles. Her body shivered in the
cool lashing. She had seen many rains, but this one was so different. Perhaps she reacted to the crew of
the Fury—uwithout rain these three years—gathering outside, seeing it with the eyes of wonder.

By dawn, it was arevitdized camp. Everyone remarked on the rain, enjoying the clean, cooler air.
Soldierswiped down items that had been left out and were now spattered with mud. Remnants of clouds
scudded overhead, reced-ing as the sun took over, boosted by its dwarf twin.

She wandered through camp, jumping the queue at the mess tent, and grabbing a piece of bread.
Munching on it, she doshed through puddles, dready disgppearing into the sand.

Captain Marzano and Lieutenant Roche were stand-ing in the clearing at the center of camp. Marzano's
brown uniform and Roche's blue—Infantry and Transport, respec-tively. As Marzano and Roche
conferred, Sascha wished she could eavesdrop as they discussed the subject on every-one's mind.

Captain Dammond had been gone two days. The first few hours were the worst, with everyone waiting
for hisreturn or expecting—though no one spoke it—an attack if ahtrawere below. From snippets of
conversation, Sascha knew what the enlisteds were thinking; that Dammond got caught in arocky grave
trying to play hero. They had never thought ahtra hid below; everyone knew that pockslived in
hexadrons. If the ahtra came to thisworld, asit seemed they had, perhapsthey, too, tried to investigate
the tunndls, and failed—as Dammond had.

Now Lieutenant Roche's Transport crew were ea-ger to leave. They'd finished combing the wreck of
the Fury. The evidence—neither condemning nor exonerating Marzano—was boxed up and |oaded on
the Lucia. But they waited, giving Dammond the benefit of the doubt.

Shameesdy, Crigtin added her voice to the arguments, urging areturn to what she caled civilization.
Saschasaw clearly what civilization would mean for her; alife like her mother's, talking and steering
conversations, attending to people and their endless social gtirrings. Saschamight have an avoceation, a
ladylike pursuit such as math or physics, but she would not go mucking about in the wilderness, not once
grown. So Sascha stayed just one step this side of womanhood. But she felt—with anumb
certainty—that once she wore the dresses of the general’s granddaughter, everything would betray her at
once. Her bosom would show itsalf beneath the thin silks, her first blood would come. And it would all
be over.

She made her way among the uniforms, the soldiers winding their way to breskfast, eyes averted, except
those regen eyes that seemed to focusin dl directions at once. She had seen asoldier in aregen bath
once, floating like a sea plant, asmall nub appearing at each of the three savered limbs. The limbswould
grow perfectly, except for color, which rumor had it could be done better and wasn't, by design. The



enlisteds liked their fleshy medasof vaor.

A sheen of iridescence caught the sun, along ribbon of pink and lavender at the bottom of the ditch. This
tricklewas d| that remained of the smdll torrent that siwept through last night: amere line of moisture,
bubbling be-fore sinking into the dirt. Saschawalked closer, knegling next to the rivulet. Instead of
bubbles, the froth was com-posed of amyriad of tiny insects, their backs draped in the digphanous
shawls of their wings. She had to lean very close to see them.

From behind her came avoice. "Mind they don't bite your pretty nose."

She looked up to see Sergeant Ben Juric. With the sun behind him, his face was backlit, and she couldn't
tell by his expresson how much sarcasm heintended. "They must like the water,” she said, pointing at the
insects. "Or what's |eft of it."

"They do. Crawled right out of it."

Saschalooked more closdly. Sheld assumed they'd flown and alighted there. But even as she watched,
the gnats crawled from the mud, wings dicked back and rapidly dry-ing in the sun. She squinted up at the
sergeant. "Mogt peo-ple wouldn't notice something like that.”

"| pay attention.”

Thiswasthe longest conversation she'd had with the sergeant in their three months of shipboard
acquaintance.

Emboldened, she asked: ™Y ou think he's coming back?' No preamble needed for the question on
everyones mind. If he answered yes, held be on the captain's side; if he an-swered no, then not. People
showed their hearts by what they hoped for and what they thought they'd get. Like the disappointment
her mother saw every time shelooked at her daughter.

The question got him moving. He strode past her, hisleft Sdeto her, the Sdethey said wasall new
growth.

"No," she heard him say, low and certain.

Saschastood up, unwilling to leaveit. "It was a brave thing, to hunt them out down there." When Juric
didn't stop, she added, "All by himself."

Juric paused then, turning to fix her with one cooked eye. "Don't confuse brave with stupid.”
She tramped up to him, the words cascading out. "What have you got againgt him, al of you?"

Juric probed at histeeth with histongue. "Wdll, let's see. How about your apha captain taking an old
man's job in Trangport? How about your captain skating through twelve years of war and never taking a
wound? Skin as smooth as a baby's bottom.”

"Those aren't fair reasonsto hate aman.”" She had an urge to shake some sense into him as he stood
therewith hisugly grin.

"Every soldier knows fair when he seesit, princess.”
She advanced agtep. "Dont't... ever... cdl methat.”

His grin broadened, and he gave amock saute, leaving her fuming in the hest.



Later that morning she and Nazim hooked up for chess. Nazim |ooked to be donein her crew tent; no
subtext to their chess game today, then. Saschawas mildly disap-pointed, but thought she might therefore
have a better chance to win, undistracted.

"Hey, Olander,” Nazim said, advancing a pawn on-screen. Her unlit cigarette rested behind one ear like
an extrawegpon. Sascha knew that Nazim had given up smok-ing. Keeping the cigarette at hand was
sheer bravado.

"Nazim, you ugly bastard,” Saschathrew back, enlisted-style.
"| fed red lucky today, Olander. Gonnabest your aphaass,” Nazim said cheerily,
"Kulbhit," Saschasaid.

But perhgps Nazim's white hair might be proof of luck. Then again, getting half her skull blown off might
be proof of bad luck.

7

Maret hurried down the PrimeWay, fury in her chest and afine mask of calm over her festures. She
spoke to those she should, according respect, but moved on as quickly as propriety alowed.

Data stewards beckoned to her from posts along the way, promising strands into the flow. When they
saw her, they offered tidbits of archiva data on the human species, along with wagers on the human's
fate. Failing to close adedl, they tailored wagersfor her kin nets, issuesthat her kin had once followed
and would wager on now if they lived. Mogt times she would have placed awager or two, remembering
her kin asthough they till strovein fluxor affairs and surrounded her with close rdation.

Pausing, she purchased afew remembrances of those lost in the tunnel cave-in, and then resumed her
course to the g leries of Nefer Ton Enkar. 1t waswell that Nefer had locked her out of accessto a chute
thistime. If Maret had arrived in Nefer's presence earlier, she would have dis-graced herself with a
display of emotion. She wasn't sure which emotion would have exposed itself: anger at being denied
accessto Tirinn Vir Horat, her Data Guide, or fear that Nefer had at |ast turned on her as Vod aways
pre-dicted she would.

Nefer was her benefactor. Nefer opened the gates of opportunity for Maret, lavishing resources on her,
en-abling her to perform prodigious devotions, and sweeping aside every obstacle to study, paying for
amost unbridled access to the data flow. Sometimes Maret thought that Nefer had some feling for her.

She believed thisless and lessthese days.

The Prime Way was fragrant today. Lorel blossomed from cultivated patches on the walls, beckoning
with anew odor, tailored to the coming season. Maret stopped to pluck some, taking sustenance for the
interview with Nefer Most Prime—ever an exhausting prospect.

A steward nearby whispered to her, "It's been many spans since | had awager of you, Maret-as."

She turned to face him, her reverieimpinged. "Tomor-row, Bir-as, tomorrow." She hurried on, shunting
to back-mind the obligation to Bir and a so backminding how much she could afford to wager.
Sometimes backmind was more cautious than prime mind; but in matters of wedlth, thiswas proper.

Striving to maintain her color, Maret hurried on. All dong the way, dwellerswatched her for asign of
whether the human among them was a portent of disaster. All hu-mans carried the scent of carnage and
war. For Maret, their odor carried afurther strand of revulsion...



Shewasin training for ronid. She wasthelast of her bloodline; if she died in war the thread of her lineage
would dissolve, except in the deep wells of datawhere nothing waslogt.

Nefer looked at her with afriendly expression, taking up atiny wand of snuff and inhaling.
"How faresthe grave-defiler?' Nefer asked, as Maret seated herself on the adjoining rug.

A small plate of food lay between them. Maret ate amorsd for sociability, answering, "He hides his
distress poorly.”

"Yes. | have been most concerned for him. But heisnow calm.”
nDrng?u
Nefer raised her hand, confirming it was so and of no importance.

If the human was drugged, Maret doubted she could win his confidence as she was expected to. "He
may resent the drugs.”

"Hewasraving."

"What did he say?'

"He voiced your name."
"Why was| not caled?’

A pause before Nefer answered. "Y ou were determined to see Tirinn Vir Horat. We tried to reach you."
Nefer ad-justed her position, seated cross-legged in front of Maret. "Hemms Extreme Prime must
wonder if you neglect your duty."

"But mistress, the human has reason to bein distress. | cannot much help him and | have many other
obligations— suchasronid.”

"l cannot say how you will perform your duty.” Shelooked at Maret, till friendly. "Can 17"

Maret was shamed by the rebuke. "No, mistress. | will attend him." She leaned forward to refill the snuff
wand. "The flow swdlswith agitation over thisevent,” Maret went on. " The human camps will perish.
Who among the human worlds will believe we did not kill them?"

Nefer answered, "Who will know they died? Thefirst ship waslost for three years. Now another ship
will have disappeared. Who will care now that never cared before?!

"Y es. But the human damsthey will know."

"Hewould."

"Yes Butif heisright?'

Nefer sat very ill, her color holding. "When was afluxor admitted to high counsals?”
"Forgive, mistress." Maret stared at Nefer's rug, wo-ven with her ancestral designs.

"Thereismuch to forgive lately, Maret-as. One tends toward exasperation. But if you sharein the
regrettable agitation of your inferiors, | will assure you that we are ready to fight if the humans attack. Did
you think me de-fensdess?'



"No, certainly not." Maret |looked steadfastly at the floor. "But..." Though the silence was agreat weight,
Maret pushed through it. "Why bother with this single human?

Nefer waited along timeto answer. "Though we are not afraid to fight, it may be well to avoid an
unnecessary conflict. Thismay require usto have asurvivor. Onewho can vouch for us. To say what
killed them."

Maret looked up at her, barely containing her surprise. "Why would he do usthisfavor?

"It will not beafavor. It will bethetruth." Nefer hed Maret's gaze as she added: "' And though he will
hate us, hewill come to admireyou."

Maret concedled her disgust at the notion of the hu-man forming any fond opinion of her. Shewould
much rather have his hodtility.

Within Nefer's placid face, her eyeswere unrdenting. Nailing home her point, she added, "Thisisthe
Extreme Primée's hope, and mine."

And so, Maret thought with asinking heart, it was acommand.
"Onething in addition,” Nefer said, taking another smdl line of snuff. " The matter of ronid.”
Maret held very ill.

"Such adigtraction from your work." Nefer wiped aremnant of snuff from her upper lip. "It isvery
disagree-able, isit not, to place onesdlf in needless danger? One must admire those who attempt ronid. A
deeply proper occupation, certainly. But | have withdrawn all resources supporting your further training
with Tirinn Vir Horat." She pushed the plate of cellaforward, encouraging Maret to partake. "One might
leave such thingsto fluxors of— lower capacity. Might one not?'

At this statement, Maret felt her skin cool in anger. Nefer herself could never summon the courage to
enter afreshly dug tunnel, much less attempt ronid.

Nefer watched Maret with aclose gaze. "Y ou do look well when you are distressed, Maret-as. A stétic
pallor, might one say?'Y ou should have been born astatic. It would make my job so much easier.” Inthe
heavy slence that followed, she murmured, ™Y our genomeisto study, Maret-as, asmineisto lead.”

Then, liking to finish with such afine homily, she sig-naled the interview a an end.
He dreamed he was a young boy, walking through a puzzle.

It wasamazein afield, like the one he had once gone to with hisfather. The farmer had trodden down
the corn-stalks, creating paths that twisted in endless serpentine patterns. Looking up at the corn around
him, Eli found himsef in caverns of gold. A matching maze of blue above wasthe ky. By thetime he
looked ahead again, hisfa-ther was gone, and he ran to catch up. But at the turn there were two
directionsto choose from, each one long and stalky and yellow. He called out, but the only answer was
the scragpe of husksin thewind. Heran on, taking al right turns, thinking to himsdlf, First I'll try right,
then left... but there was no logic to the corn maze, and hisfather was gone, though from timeto time he
thought he saw, through the sea of husks, aflicker of the man he sought. He pursued that flicker; it was
al he had. When at last he saw afigure at the end of arow, and approached, it proved to be a creature
with bronze skin, and the marks of aleop-ard

"Captain Eli Dammond." The voice waslow and coo-ing. "Eli Dammond, you will please make an effort
to wake up.”



It wasthe voice of dry corn husks.
Again his name was spoken. Thistime by agoblin. He blinked as the room came into focus.
"If you wake up, | will remove your restraints.”

He thought of plunging back into the maze; it was preferable to where he feared he redly was. But he
opened hiseyes. Hewasin asmall round room devoid of furnish-ings except for the palet beneath him.
The ahtran at his sde was the one with matching ova pocks on each high cheek.

"You arethirgty. Drink this"" The goblin had pulled him up into agtting postion. It put atube in hismouth
that ddlivered water. The goblin had a burnished brown skin with slver rings etched just below the
surface, the size of ababy'sfist, achicken'segg... but hisvison blurred. Events of the last few hours
came back to him in nauseous snatches. They had drugged him—whether before or after the beeting, he
wasn't sure.

"You are awake now."

"Drugged, damn you."

"Soyou will becam.”

So he would be helpless.

"My troops..."

"No, Eli Dammond." Her voice sounded like adeep purr. "We will not spesk of them.”

He rose up, braced by one hand, and tried to get his feet under him, but the room morphed into odd
shapes, dizzying him. Rage swelled in hischest. "Back... let me back..."

"You caled for me. But | will leaveif you tend toward this subject.”

He reached for her arm and managed to latch on to it, yanking her close. The goblin's eyes were sapphire
blue. Within the orbs, alighter iriswas set, and within that an inner ring. Worlds within worlds. Bonds
within bonds.

He hauled her closer, pushing the wordsinto her face: "My troops, my camp.”
"If you return you will die.”

"Dont care..." hesad, ill gripping thedim wrigt.

"My mistress does not permit you to die."

"Then sheis... my enemy." They al—al were hisenemy. He had fought his guards, and blows came.
Then drugs. They were cowards to subdue him so. Hetried to tighten his hold on her wrigt, but the
power in her hands was extraordinary.

She pried hisfingerseadly off her wridt. "Quiet your-sdif.”

"Kill me. Then I'll be quiet." His voice sounded like an ahtran growl. He Sipped a the water from the
tube. The room began to settle into a consistent shape.

Maret settled in front of him. "Now | will tell you how things are disposed to be for you." Her voice was



low and eerily calm. It stoked hisfury, but he banked that for later. ™Y ou have shown unseemly agitation
to your guards. Such outbursts shal not be tolerated.”

"They needed correction,” he mumbled. They had taken him into some awful communa bathroom where
he was urged to void his bladder. Somewhere in that trip he had come to blows with his guards.

Shelooked at him with along, dow blink. ™Y ou came among us asacrimind, insulting our deed. Leaving
asdethat graceless act, you came armed into the heart of

Down World. We did not look for you or ask for you. Y our ships above are unwelcome, and incline
toward deep of-fense. Y et we do not retaliate. Odds are, no one of you will survive above, but that is
not of our doing. We know you are asoldier and your disgrace will beto live. Do not lec-ture me on
human psychology. But what you want is not noticed among us. Nefer Ton Enkar wishesfor you to
re-main safe and for me to see to your comfort. Her reasons will not be questioned. If you are violent, as
isyour birth slamp, you will be subdued. | do not wish to remove your last redlm of freedom, your mind.
Do not bring this upon yoursdlf. Do not presume to have information of me. Y ou will have information as
may be permitted by the gra-ciousness of Nefer Most Prime. Among the ahtrainforma-tion is not free. |
am very deeply sorry for the coming deaths of your command. But we have no respongbility for them,
neither causing them nor shirking our respong-hility to intervene. Be obedient, Eli Dammond. | am very
deeply sorry to tell you of your harsh circumstances. Ac-cept what you can and resolve to be cam.”

"Goto hell." He closed hiseyesto shut her up.

But shewouldn't let him be. "That would be a human insult, Eli Dammond, not an ahtran one. Y ou must
study your enemy to know a proper insult.”

Eli thought her neck fragile enough to know agood in-sult. But he bided histime,

She continued, "It isavery human mistake to measure dl things againgt yoursaves. Y our cultureisyoung,
and you tend to immature error. Thus you will not have a per-spective to understand the ahtra. Y ou
believe, for exam-ple, that Hemms Extreme Primeisfemale, inferring femae leadership from my position
and my mistress. Do not as-sume agender biasin our culture because one existsin your own. Gender is
irrdlevant among us. Of much greater import is the tendency toward fluxor or static. Y ou may take some
libertieswith afluxor, Eli Dammond, but when in the presence of agtatic, you will do well to conform.
That was agtatic guard who gave you the disfiguring bruise, you apprehend.”

He opened hiseyesto look at this creature. "And what is your tendency, Maret? Toward beating your
prisoners, or not?"

"That would be an offensve question.”
An ahtran insult. Good. He closed his eyes again as awave of nausea overtook him.
The creature Maret remained slent then, watching him as he fell back into a stupor.

The usua pictures played out on the back of hiseye-lids. The bridge of the Recompense. Screens on
every side, each onefilled with fire, firefrom the Fidelity, from the Raptor . Radio channels clogged with
shouts, some inco-herent, some all too clear. He thought he heard the ship hull scream, metd torqued
beyond endurance.

The Recompense shuddered under ahit, lightsfailed, came back, failed again. In strobelike frames, Eli
saw the bridge crew in random moments of chaos—L ieutenant Nule's face was bleached, hiseyes
awayson Eli, waiting for orders.



All the while the bridge filled with noise like the world cracking open, releasing mongters, bellowing.
8

The forest was changing. The enlisteds said 0. Sascha had seen the grass sprouting in camp like a
patchy beard. But she wanted to see the forest.

Saschawaited for one of the torrential rain squalsthat lashed the camp and made a dash past the
desultory guards on the perimeter.

Though both camps were officidly on dert, few believed in the possibility of ahtran attack. Captain
Dammond was missing from mischance, not malice. Meanwhile the enlist-eds awaited the decison to
leave. Soldiers stood around in tight knots, resigned to more waiting. Oddly, the ones that had been
waiting three years seemed more patient than the onesthat just got here. But for everyone, lifewas
suspended until they dug the captain out or gave him up.

The digging reports were ominous. Field bots morphed into diggers had initially gouged out a crater some
twenty feet wide and six deep, but the walls dumped in during the first rain, creating more of amud
wallow than an excavartion. From gradiometer imaging they knew the hexadron was buried deep. If
Captain Dammond was dive, held be in the tunnd below, perhaps unable to activate the hexadron for the
return trip. The plan, which every hour looked more desperate, was for the two botsto drill their way
down and morph into amachine capable of repairsto the hexadron.

Sascharan in the opposite direction from the digging operation, toward the Gray Spiny Forest, rumored
to be outgrowing its name. After four days of pacing the com-pound, ducking her mother, pestering her
father at his desk, and—in her mind—clawing out that muddy in-filled shaft with her own fingers, she
needed a cheering sght.

Smells of wet soil and mud surrounded her. In the dis-tance thunder ground out a swallowed roar, but
the light-ning was missing. Something was dways missing. Thisworld was bound up in secrets, likethe
hexadron to no-where, like the fate of Captain Dammond, like the precur-sors of al those bonesin the
valey where shed found her amphib.

Her father tolerated her nickname, amphib. By the den-tition and morphology, many of the specimens
they'd col-lected resembled amphibians. Now that Null reveaed its water, the classification began to fit.

Shewasin the spiny forest, standing in an eddy of light. The squall had passed, leaving her feet sunk
halfway in mud, her shirt adhering like adroopy skin. A patina of pae green shone from the stick trees. It
was an intermittently green world, where one dant of light brewed a verdant palette to the forest, another
agray-brown. On the nearest tree she noted that the inner grooves of nascent green now bulged as
though swollen with water—ballooning over the ridges of the bark grooves, and grown lighter in color
with the expansion. Saschatook out her knife and sample bag, cutting into the curdle of green, the first
blush of an unguessed-at spring. From the tops of afew stick trees agreen growing tip protruded from
the sheath of gray bark.

Fingers of morning sunlight released fog from the forest floor like smoke from abanked fire. She took off
her hat and stood in place, steaming like the forest itsalf. Around her, in abubble of life, small flying
things, bardly digtin-guishable from pollen, swooped in unison. She thought of the captainin hisown
bubble of life, that metal container. She had known it would kill him. She might have told him, but instead
gave him that false, cheery good-bye...

Saschahurried on, trying to leave these thoughts be-hind. Striding through the ravine, degpening herein
thiswood, she made her way toward the cleft where she and her father had collected skeletals.



When she got to the ravine she found a swift stream, partially obscuring her boneyard. Rivulets cascaded
down theflanks of the hills, carrying water opague with silt. In the growing heat of the day, the water
tempted her to leave her clothesin apile and wade in, |etting the waters renew her asthey had the Sticks.
She closed her eyes, letting the sun warm her eydids. Through the dit of her eyes, she saw prisms,
ripples of color chasing over the landscape likeadick of oil set dight.

A disk of color blossomed up on the ridgeline. She opened her eyesto stare.

A great yellow-green cloud undulated there, not fifty feet away. It flashed pink, then yellow-green, then
pink again. In the midst was adark center, and from it came a soprano wailing. Saschastood up, shading
her eyes from the sun which just now rose over theridge, backlighting the miasma—and clearly
slhouetting ahuman shape in the middle. She thought the screaming sounded like her mother.

Sascha scrambled up the muddy hill, dipping on the glasdike clay. Closer now, Sascha could seethat it
was her mother—surrounded by flying insects with colorful wings, butterflies perhaps, with downward
besting wings flash-ing green, and upward, pink. They covered Cristin with bright fur and surrounded her
as sheran dong theridge, screaming. She was careening away from Sascha. Then, reversing in panic,
she began running toward her. Her mother flapped her hands around her face, fending off the flying
swarm. Sascha plunged straight into the cloud of in-sects. Therein the blind buzz of wings, she reached
out to her mother. Slapping hands pummeled Sascha before her mother registered the sight of her
daughter.

As Crigtin shouted, a butterfly flew into her mouth asinto ared cave. She spat it out again, coughing, as
around them fluttered the green, and then pink papery wings. Fi-naly Sascha pulled on her mother'sarms
until they both fell to their hands and knees. Cristin buried her face in the mud while Sascha swept the
winged cloud from her mother's hair. She noted that the dower she moved, the less they flocked, until,
abandoning her swipes, she wrapped her arms around her mother's trembling back and found a pocket
of insect-free air to breathe in the crevasse between their bodies.

What frightened her more than the swarm was her mother, lying huddled in the mud, shaking. Sascha
whis-pered in her ear: "I'm sorry, I'm sorry..." Shewould never hear the end of this.

After atime shefdt afirm hand on her shoulder. It was her father. The swarm had disappeared. She
looked up into hisface, mouth set, eyes hard. Mother sat up, catch-ing her breath, and began pulling
wings, legs, antennae from her person.

Cristin looked up at her husband, then at Sascha. "Hat," she said to her daughter and roseto her feet
with calm dignity, asthough she were not covered with mud and bug juice.

Saschasfather pulled her to her feet. It was then she saw the soldier with him, rifle drawn, facing
outward, scanning down both sides of theridge. She'd never thought her father one to bring agun where
soap and water would do.

Hisrigid arm fixed Saschain place. "Stay right here," he said, moving then to hiswifes Sde, saying
something to her in awhisper. Beneeth the layer of filth, Cridtin'sface flashed darm. A noisefrom the
other side of the ridge grabbed Sascha's attention. Two more soldiers, fully armed, climbed up onto the
ridge from below.

Crigtin latched on to Saschaand urged her along the ridgdline, with soldiersleading and at the rear,
watching everything.

"What's happened?' she asked her mother in alow voice,



Crigtin's face was streaked with mud, swest, and butter-fly pulp. A pink wing with alacy pattern was
pasted onto her cheek like atattoo. She spat to one side, an action that Sascha had never seen from her
mother, much lessin public. Evidently the progpect of swallowing bug juice overcame her scruples.

"Something bit one of the men. It must have been ven-omous,” her mother said.
"Ishedl right?'

"No. He'sdead.” Crigtin brushed bug litter from Sascha's face and braid, but Sascha broke away to walk
next to her father.

When she started to apologize, he stopped her. " Sascha, you'll stay out of the forest now," he said softly.
"Yes, ar." His gentle tone drove home his edict more than any lecture.

All the way back to camp Sascha checked the backs of her hands, finding scratches that might or might
not be bites, and listening to her body for evidence of venom.

9

Hoisted on the shoulders of dwellers, sixteen rugs wound their way to the reiquary. Vod knew the
procession was under way and he wanted badly to be there, but only kin were excused from the digsto
bury the dead. The digging must go on. Unless, as now, he was favored with one of the Paramount
Borer'sregrettable |gpses of efficiency.

The borer was broken. By the look on the Second Engi-neer's face, the delay would cost severa spans
of digging time. The old dtatic looked directly into hisface, asthough it were Vod'sfault the day's linedl
output was ruined. Coworkers gathered around, staring balefully at the great borer with its mangled
blade. A broken machine was ever areminder that DownWorld could sirangle aswell as nur-ture. From
the diggers expressions, VVod thought he could tell which of them had wagered on the output numbers,
and which werelosers.

With the impassive skin of atrue static, the engineer kept her color, but gazed long at the borer as though
searching for asign—perhaps a miraculous recovery from its broken condition. Engineerswerea
superdtitiouslot, putting great store in the timing and type of breakdowns, reading them againgt historical
maintenance trends, dis-cerning patterns. But to VVod, the meaning of breakdowns like this one was clear
enough: dig too fast and the rock will kill you.

As gtatic maintenance workers swarmed over the borer, Vod dipped away from hiswork unit, aware
that he must hurry before the borer growled back to life.

The contusions on his body from the dide were nearly healed after the ministrations of the physiopath, but
one knee protested his hurried pace. Limping, he hurried past fluxors digging side tunnels. They hailed
him as he passed, and he acknowledged them, knowing each by name and many up to the third kin net.

Vod dipped into adownway. A temporary stairset, it was araw, crumbling place, without a growth of
hab and supported by foam beams. He blinked so frequently from the suspended dust that hissight
seemed to be asuccession of pictures rather than aseamlessredlity. But thiswas er-ror. The Data
Guides said that al lifewas a process. It was error, they said, to believe in separate things and particles.
All matter and dl eventswereinterrdated, dl waysinter-reated, asthe realm of the submolecular was
sad to dem-ondrate. No one thing isfundamentd; dl isrelationd.

But he was no scholar. He had dug since he was a child. The Human War required that everyone work,
and many fluxors chose the patriotic way of digging and physical work. He had not got far with



philosophy. Only asfar as palitics.

He passed portdsleading to the multilayered digs, where fluxors carved new ways forward. A mgor
porta led onto the extension of the Prime Way, the mgor under-taking of every digger'slifeinthe
constant migration through Down World to replenish their dwelling. The rolled dead wereleft behind in
successive reliquaries, where now Wecar was borne on the shoulders of her kin.

Vod continued into the DegpReaches. Where aminor way dead-headed in an unfinished lobe, he came
upon many rug looms, once lovingly stored, now forgotten. Threading hisway among them he cameto
the hidden porta—also long forgotten.

Here was the entrance to his wondrous find, a secret he had not disclosed even to his nearest friends.
The staticswould certainly come and tidy up this place, if they knew of it. It was ancient and
unmaintained, dangeroudy un-monitored: ardlic of the past. For thisreason, Vod loved it. Herewas a
separate and ancient chute, the origina dig-ger chute that carried workersto and from the new region six
thousand cycles ago, to dig the new ways that would become Ankhorat.

He sidled through the portal and crawled a short dis-tance to the cab, waiting where he had left it, its
door fill-ing the portal. He entered the cab in utter darkness. The lights didn't work, but he knew from
explorationsthat it contained thirty-six seats, the hard foam deeply carved with messages from the
past—fluxor names, all the work-erswho created Ankhorat with their hands and lives. He stabbed his
fingersinto the overhead console, connecting to the smple on switch, and felt the cab lurch forward,
carrying him aong the deep, forgotten path.

In this very chute his ancient kin had traversed the fresh regions to renew Down World. The chute
brought them to aforward position where they set to digging anew Prime Way, boring back to meet the
digging from the other side. Once the two sides broke through to each other, the chute fell into obscurity.
But VVod knew the ways, had madeit hislife sudy. A scholar of digging; that per-haps described him
best.

He hurtled along in blackness, under everything, steeped for thisbrief ride in timel essness, surrounded by
the hum of the cab's ancient motor. Hisfingers traced the etch-ingsin the seat benesth him. Under his
fingers hefdt the grooves that marked where adigger had carved aname. For amoment he thought he
felt the name Wecar... Wecar, now as dead as the ancient digger who had once sat here.

Arriving at the end of the line, he scrambled out into another forgotten lobe in the DegpReaches. There,
an oversized way housed aregion of industrial noise. The ominous sound of water vats doshed nearby
amid the rumble of power generators and supplemental food re-fineries. He noted that ateam of statics
labored on an exposed flank of the hab, reconstructing networks embed-ded behind the sheath. They
eyed him, afluxor out of place. He hurried through thistunnd of noise.

In three spira turns of an upway he came to a subminor way and saw thetail end of the rliquary
procession. In thisregion were smple kin dens, the ancestra gpartments of humble fluxors. More
accomplished fluxorslived Over-Prime, where their sengbilities would not be offended by the sight of
rolled rugs. Vod fell in behind the line of mourn-ers, their shadows hunching againgt the walls, thrownin
re-lief by pockets of phosphorescent cella

Proximity to gpartments required strict inwardness. He neither looked to the side, nor, in foremind,
noticed much outside hisimmediate purpose. Through the portas he saw that dwellers dept and studied
and played with progeny and sat their rugs, but he registered little of dl that. Walking next to afellow
digger, the fellow nodded at him, but kept the silence of the walk. He noted some static maintenance
workers had joined the procession in ashow of support.



And then, at the next curve of the way, stood Maret Din Kharon. Shefdll in beside him.
"Here arerugswe will never seeagain,” he muttered by way of greeting. "All for the whim of Nefer.”

"Werenew our home, Vod-as. | have two sadnesses for the deaths, but sometimes there will be alapse
insfety.”

He spoke close to her ear. "Her whim, those tunnels.”
"We must renew our world," she whispered.

Thevision of Wecar's hand protruding from the dide prompted his bitter reply: ™Y ou sound like agtatic.”
At the rebuke, Maret fell sllent. "If you will spesk like agtatic, best you don't cometo lay the rugs down.”

Maret dropped back, and Vod stopped with her for amoment.

"Best you don't come farther, Maret-as, if you still keep your color.” While those with murdered kin
pale with grief. He thought it, but kept it to himself.

She nodded gravely, standing calm as stone while the procession retreated into the depths.

The sixteen rugs were borne along, tightly rolled, pat-tern facing inward. The footfdls of the mourners
were the only sounds, as dwellers stopped their errands to | et the procession pass by. With every step,
Vod dug adeeper groove in hisheart, hating Nefer Ton Enkar.

When at last they lay the rugsin their resting dots, sev-erd fluxorslooked to him, as though he must be
censored for what he failed to do. For failing to win Maret to their cause. His connection with Maret was
the one strand of digger hope, the only access to power.

Other diggers said their devotions, mumbling of vone and UpWorld. These were smple dwellers, fluxor
and gtatic alike, who clung to their myths. Above, the sunlit world delivered to the dead their rewards, as
the vone de-creed. Many of the kin gathered at thisreliquary were the sort who thronged to the Prime
Way dramas, never tir-ing of the stories, and worse, sometimes believing them. It was maddening how
otherwiserational ahtraminds could hold at once a scientific understanding of the vone, and at the same
time imbue them with mystical proper-ties. When pressed, adweller given to devotional tenden-cies
would say it gave the vone honor. Superstition, more

like. Vod st little store by such notions. Thislifewasal they had.
All the more reason to make it count.
"My migtresswishesfor you to wak with me, Eli Dammond.”

Eli had risen when Maret entered his cdll. The effect of the drugs had passed, leaving him steady on his
feet and clearheaded at last. The only lingering discomfort was his ssomach cramping from adiet of fleshy
mushroomlike seg-ments. He was beginning to recognize which kinds made him most nauseous, and left
them untouched.

. She had said a walk. So far he had only walked from his holding cell to the communal bathrooms, and
onceto Nefer'sinterview room. And he remembered every inch of those paths.

"Asyouwish," hesaid. He could pretend at confor-mity, and gladly, if she would show him more of the
layout of his prison.

"Y our demeanor is agreesble, Eli Dammond. Much improved.”



"l do better when not poisoned by your drugs.”
"Yes, certanly.”

He was getting used to her placidity, though it galled. She spoke of the attack on his crew and

passengers as though it were aterrible inconvenience. Worse, she spoke of it as being imminent, and then
claimed the right to re-main uninvolved. She claimed it would not be ahtrawho attacked—uwho then?
And why were the ahtra helpless to prevent it? Perhaps it was some natural disaster they spoke of—but
if s, why did they probe for how much arma-ment the camp possessed? Under threst of drugs, she
ex-pected him to remain cam, as though adisplay of emotion was more notable than a pending breach of
thearmidtice.

He had asked her, earlier: "Who is your enemy? Who threatens the surface of thisworld?'
"We have no enemy except yourselves, Eli Dammond.”

"But we are at peace..."

"Enemies may be at peace.”

He was coming to know thisindividua named Maret: arrogant and dismissive of him, yet seemingly
pleased when helet himsalf be guided or instructed by her. Shewasa fluxor, she said... perhaps some
system of psychologi-ca grouping—though the skin markings of fluxors were consderably more
pronounced than those of the oneswho Maret referred to as statics.

"My mistress wishes you to have some understanding of us," Maret said, "'so that you may cometo learn
that we mean you no harm, despite your unfortunate circum-stances among us.”

Again, theinsistence on ahtrainnocence. It rang hol-low, as did the implication of some unnamed threst.
But he only nodded at her to continue.

"Therefore, we will walk today aong the ways. While we do so, you will remember that my people may
be sur-prised or darmed to see you, though al have heard of your presence here. Therefore, you will
remain grictly courteous. For example, you will not move from my side, nor make sudden movements
that may appear threaten-ing. Humans are prone to violence in socid dtuations, atendency that is
darmingtothedwdlers”

"I would not wish to darm such peacesble people.”

Shetook timefor one of her dow blinks. ™Y ou may give me your word that you will be gpt to observe
theserules”

"Of course"

Hefollowed her to the door, which she appeared to un-lock with aflick of her skull tendril against apad
in the door frame.

Hefollowed her into the corridor that she referred to asa way. Thisway, like others he had seen, was
about five feet wide and eight high, with the ceiling forming acurved arch. The wall surfaces gppeared
amilar to thosein hiscdl, where theirregularity looked like aknobby gelatin substance that gave dightly
to pressure of afinger, soon re-suming shape.

At intervas dong the way, screens arose from the walls on fleshy nubs, displaying ahtran language texts
and fig-ures. Individuas stood to view the screens, some with their data tendrilsinserted into cables.



Without fail, his presence caused every other activity to stop while ahtra stared a him, datatendrils
popping out of their holds— the equivaent, perhaps, of jaw-dropping. Maret had said the ahtrahad
been here avery long time, an intelligence that confounded human assumptions that the ahtralived
ex-clusvely onworld ships.

He concentrated on the system of corridors, noting side passages teeming with shadowy ahtra—dwellers
, as she called them. Severd times held seen work crews massed around arupturein thewall, using tools
on what might be a degper mechanica system. In addition to the Side passage-ways, stairwaysled to
what werelikely other levels. Some-where, relatively close by, was the persond trangt chute leading to
the point he had entered this place. And by which he would escape.

They passed a section of wall where amass of pae blue mushrooms sprouted. Ahtrafregly plucked at
them asthey passed, eating them as they walked. His stomach spasmed, remembering those blue
morsdls.

Maret noted his gaze. "In places, the hab is host to these fruiting bodies. Behind the hab, their mycelia
form anetwork in the deep soil. We produce most food chemi-cally, but thiswould be our traditional
food, which is now a—parasite—you would say, on the hab. A beneficia one."

"Thehabisdive?'

"Yes, certainly. Thehabisa... symbiont, you would say. Ahtraand hab have lived in rdation for amillion
cycles. Oursisabuilt environment. But of the living Up World, the hab is a sole and precious remnant.”

"Alive..." Eli scanned the spongy corridor walswith new interest.
"What else? But do not bedarmed, itis... domesti-cated.”
"Itsananimd?"

"That would be your word. To us, it isthe hab, of an-cient lineage. Cycles past remembering, these were
fierce burrowing creatures. We shared our dens with them, and trained them to protect us. They burst
from our holesto devour our enemies, and it tended to provide safety for us. Our wastes supplied a
source of food for the habsen.”

Eli looked around him with new sight. "But now the hab..." He struggled to find the words that would
ex-press how a creature could turn inside out, if that was what it was.

"Isinverted, yes" Sheamiled. "Asl said, cycles past reemembering.”
"How old are the ahtra, Maret?'

"Y ou cannot imagine. Since ancient days the hab has depended on us, asweonit. But it is not
everlagting, so we move forward, through Down World, in renewd. Whereit has died, we leave.”

"We dways thought that you lived inworld ships..."

"Some of ustend to do so. But the—world ships— would provide asubsurface dwelling of a sort you
appre-hend.”

Ignorant. We have been ignorant of our enemy. And the ahtra preferred it that way to judge by
this hidden place.

She led him to theright as the corridor splitintoa’Y be-fore them. The tunnel now grew more crowded



with both heavily marked and lightly marked ahtra. He impressed the route into his memory, dert for any
clueto the way he had traversed from the trangt chute to his cell. Though he'd been drugged and beaten
at thetime, by God, he would remember.

With aturn of the corridor, the way became yet more noisy, and before long they came upon an arch that
opened onto a stunning sight. Beneath amassive, arched celling lay atunnel wide enough to contain the
Lucia.

The ceiling rose some fifty feet over their heads and ex-tended in agtraight line asfar in each direction as
Eli could see. Hundreds of ahtra gathered here, some standing in knots around the ubiquitous—but, here,
larger—screens which shifted with displays of ahtran symbols. Many dwellers seemed riveted by what
they watched. In pockets along the corridor some ahtra sat like proprietors next to their screens, sharing
wall space with what Eli took to be vendors of various sorts. In the center of the way moved a swarm of
pedestrians, mogt talking and gesturing in a hubbub of interaction.

"Thisisthe PrimeWay," Maret explained. "My mis-tresswishes you to know us, as much asyou are
capable. The PrimeWay isthe heart of us." Shetouched his elbow, guiding him forward.

He controlled the urge to yank away. He would con-form, as she put it. For now.

They moved into the throng of ahtra. He could see over them, from the vantage point of his height, down
the cavernous tunnel, across the smooth skulls of thousands of individuas. Asthey proceeded, a path
opened up for them. Dwellers brushed up againgt others standing next to the screens, who in turn swung
around to stare a the hu-man among them. From al directions, large dark eyesturned to watch him.

For thefirst time Eli believed in Maret's claim of the an-tiquity of this subterranean world. Here wasthe
scae that suggested an extendve population, here was the cacophony of their voices, the interlocking
lives, cohering in groups, clusters, eddies, here was the variety, density, and dis-order of a
long-dwelled-in city. He wondered what else this DownWorld had of vaulted spaces, tributaries of ways
, and caverns of unknown purpose. All indl it was astaggering discovery.

And since they had taken such painsto hide, Eli had lit-tle hope they would dlow himto leave. In that
case hisdisplay here on the Prime Way must have some purpose other than what Maret had claimed.

They walked down the way. Eli tried to guess what ahtra roles and occupations he was|ooking at. By
dress, some looked |ess prosperous than others, but none were shabhbily clad. There was no evidence of
military presence— no combat uniforms nor visible wegpons. He saw that among the ahtra, there were
large and smdl individuds, portly and thin. Some with many ova markings on face, neck, and barearms,
some with fewer. Markings ranged in shading from bright silver to light gray.

"What does Nefer wish meto see?'

Maret answered in her well-modulated manner. "To see that we live as you do, proceeding with our
lives, apeaceful community.”

With a few notable lapses... Ignoring the public relations, he asked, "Who is Nefer anong you?”

"My mistressisMost Prime, and orders dl affairs of our dwelling. She aso orders my life according to
her de-sign, as she doesyours."

"Who isabove Nefer?'

"That isHemms Pre llltek. Y ou will not have reason to know him."



Someonein the crowd plucked at hisdeeve. Theindi-vidua was staring a him most pointedly, but Eli
and Maret kept moving. Apparently not al ahtra disdained to touch him.

"What are the screens showing?' he asked hisguide.
Maret stopped in front of one, where the screen filled with ahtra runes, displayed in concentric squares.
"Different things," shereplied. "Thisone displayswa-gers.”

A dweller who sat next to this screen sprang forward and began trying to engage Maret ina
conversation. She answered him, in her speech. By the screen, severd ahtra had inserted their head
tendrilsinto jacksin thewall.

"Wagers? Gambling, you mean?"

"Y ou might say s0. Weloveto guess how thingswill occur. Wewin and lose” She amiled for thefirst
time, astrange sght. "Thisoneisabout you, Eli Dammond. Y ou are of high interest here, being new. As
you stay longer among us, interest in you will wane."

Theindividua who had touched Eli amoment before was back again. Seeing this, Maret turned from the
screen and hurried Eli away. However, the individual refused to be left behind, keeping pace with Eli and
Maret. When the ahtramoved, the cloth of the dweller'swhite robe took on sheens of red or green,
digtinctively different from the sub-dued fabric worn by everyone else Eli had so far seen.

"Ignore her," Maret said, quickening her pace. "Thisisonly agomin.”

But the gomin pursued them, findly moving to bar their path. She spoketo Eli, looking up a him eagerly,
and then to Maret, as though she might trandate. She didntt.

Asasmdl crowd of ahtragathered to watch this fra-cas, the gomin made adistinctive gesture with the
pams of her hands, agesture directed at Eli, and which wasfol-lowed by a stir anong the gathered
ahtra—a reaction that Eli sensed was an angry one.

"Do not look at her," Maret said, now pulling on Eli's elbow, and attempting to navigate around the
gomin.
But shewas blocking his path. Eli looked down at her.

The crowd of ahtragrew loud, with some shouting a the gomin, and othersat Eli. Fegling something push
him in the back, he pivoted in that direction. His quick move-ment took those nearest him by surprise,
causing them to swerve back from him. Conscious that every movement had meaning, Eli tried to adopt a
cam exterior, keeping his face expressionless, looking a no one.

Meanwhile Maret was trying to push past the gomin once again, and succeeded in putting her off
baance. For amoment the gomin jostled againgt Eli, gripping him firmly by the upper arm. Then other
ahtrawere pulling the gomin away, which she did not resist, but began repeating some-thing, chantlike,
which was soon subsumed by the answered chant of the crowd.

Maret wasfairly hauling Eli down the way, herding him toward the Side of the PrimeéWay to an opening
where aside corridor led away from the tumult. Keeping her fin-gers on hiselbow, Maret steered him
down anarrow way, and then into an even narrower set of stairs, where they climbed to the next levdl.
She paused at the top of the stairs, then chose her direction and silently herded him along the corridor.

"Wewill go back to your cell, Eli Dammond,” she said, her skin having taken on adightly pale cast.



Shewastaking him on an dternative route, unwit-tingly giving him afurther view of the labyrinth. They
passed open doorways. Within, groups of ahtramingled, sometimes Sitting on rugs or engaged in various
activities. Once, he saw what he thought might be aloom. Then they were descending astairwell. After
the vast cavern they had come from, the smaller ways and especidly the stairwells seemed cramped and
overwarm. The ceiling here barely cleared the top of his head.

She steered him by the arm, muttering, "Y ou did not honor your promise.”
"What happened down there?"

She stopped suddenly. They were very close together, forcing him to look into the dark shafts of her
eyes. Thisclose shedid not look humanlike—not anything like. "Y our promise,” shesad, "toremain
cam, to be courte-ous.”

"Wheat is the courteous response to amob?"'
Resuming her pace, she turned them into a corridor he recognized. They were approaching his cell.

After amoment, shesaid, "It was your scent.” After abesat, she added, still hurrying himalong: "You are
differ-ent from us. But it is your human way, so you cannot be at fault.”

"What isthe human way?"
"To beready for sex a dl times."

She noted hissurprise. ™Y our scent conveys asexua meaning. Though it isaien to us, some perceiveit
strongly. Such asthe gomin. This one was attracted to you. Then you looked directly at the gomin—as|
instructed you not to— and she became agitated, which those around her found worthy of censure. And
the happenings tended to disorder.”

He recognized the vicinity of hiscell. He knew the place, the corridor, the environs. It was asthough his
very body remembered every turn, every advance, every retrac-ing of steps. And more, he thought he
knew where the ac-cessto the trangt chutelay ...

With Maret standing by the doorway, he walked into his prison. After gazing at him for afew moments
shesad, "Gomin are unnaturd. They can participatein sex at any time, like humans. My people observe
atimewith sex and atime without. When the red season comes, we hunger for each other; otherwise
not. Y our human ways are peculiar to us. Nevertheless, since your scent upsetsthe dwellers, | will see
that your needs are met. Do you require a sexual partner to be at ease?”’

He looked down at her, diminutive as she was. Power-ful as shewas. "Leave me aone, Maret. That
would make me at ease." He didn't plan to stay long enough to upset the dwellers.

She paused, blinking dowly, thelid arising from the bottom, and barely reaching the zenith before
retracting. It was, Eli concluded, akind of sigh of confusion or exas-peration.

"We do not understand each other very wdl, Eli Dammond.”
"Y ou can say that again,” he muttered.

Shelooked as though she might literaly repeat her statement. Then, with the utmost dignity, sheturned to
the door, summoning it open. And then closed again. He stared at the door, acutely aware of the acrid
odor of hisown swest.



10

Sascha had been lying on her cot in a state of sensory dep-rivation, eyes closed, with therelentlessrain
masking al sound. Shetried to deep to escape her dark thoughts.

They had abandoned the search for Captain Dammond yesterday. The hole the bots dug was now full of
water, seven feet deep. Lieutenant Roche pronounced the cap-tain dead. How convenient for them,
Saschathought, that Captain Dammond should obligingly diejust when they could no longer make
headway againgt the pit of mud. She raged and argued, but her parents were the only ones she dared
speak to, and they weretired of the subject. Sleep was the only answer, but she had dept enough to last
weeks. Now all that was |eft was a state of semiconsciousness, d-ternating with her mother's structured
lesson plans. The high points of the day were trips to the mess tent, accom-panied by her parents.
Watchful. Afraid.

Intwo days of unremitting rain three soldiers had died. The venom of Null's crestures was swift. Paralyss
came within seconds, then death. The men died by suffocation, when their digphragms froze up—abad
way to die, the enlisteds said. Y ou couldn't will your chest toriseand let in air, not if your automeatic
nervous system was discon-nected.

Crigtin and Saschafelt noill effects from their en-counter with the butterflies—or what Saschas father
had agreed could be called butterflies until the insects could be examined. It wasn't the butterflies that
killed the men, it was smd | semiaquatic creatures about aslong as ahand, not including thetail. The
enlisteds called them lizards, but what they redlly were could not be determined from the body of the only
onein their possession—a blackened corpse, the target of four laser guns at once.

Through the drumbest of rain, Saschathought she heard a counterpoint. V oices shouting. In another
mo-ment, she was Sitting up, swinging her feet off the cot.

"Easy doesit," her mother said, turning dowly from her work at the computer. Sheraised her hand, pam
out, to stop Saschafrom moving.

Geoff Olander walked to the tent flap, peering out into the encampment. " Someone's coming. It'l be
Baker Camp coming in." Baker Camp would be consolidating with their camp in readiness to move out.
To debark the planet. "I'll just check to see," he said. Crigtin looked at him with that be careful look she
used o liberaly.

Saschabolted acrossthe tent to hissde. "Father, please. Let me come with you." If Baker Camp wason
itsway in, Badri Nazim would be with them. She siwung around to face her mother, plead with her. "The
only onesthat died wereright next to the stream.” They called the ditch running through camp a stream,
for it was now a permanent watercourse.

Geoff shook hishead. "Stay with your mother." He wasweary of her entregties, or perhaps of Crigtin's
counter-entregties.

Saschalocked eyes with her mother. ™Y ou can't protect me forever. Y ou can't protect me from my own
life."

Geoff looked at hiswife for along moment, challeng-ing her to respond. Cristin took it as another of her
hus-band's small betrayas. "Go, then." At Geoff's hesitation, she waved at them resignedly. "Go."

They plunged out of the tent without further argument. Sascha's clotheswere ingantly drenched in the
pelting rain. Through the cascade of water, Sascha could barely see the tents sharing arow with their
own. With therain leaching the color from the world, the camp and the hills beyond had gone gray and



white. Beyond the camp perimeter Saschawatched great banks of fog rolling through, mask-ing the low,
jagged hills. She knew those hills were chang-ing. In moments of abating rain Sascha had seen agreen fur
lying over the toothed ridges. It was grass sprouting.

The camp had awakened one morning to find the mossy fuzz everywhere, sprung up from the ground
where rhizomous roots had lain dormant. Grass was aremark-able plant, her father had said—astrange
comment, for Sascha had thought grass the smplest of growing things, the least worthy of consideration.
But grass, her father said, had the odd characteristic of arising from under-ground structures without any
growing tip protruding. Upon this quality depended al the grazing animas of al worlds, which otherwise
might chew their local grass crop out of existence. And upon the grazers depended many a human
settlement. So grass made human life possible, in asense.

Well, if so, Null wasindeed coming to life. And this miracle was occurring just asthey wereleaving. Just
as they were abandoning Eli Dammond. When he came back—and Sascha was sure that he would come
back—he would find the land changed. Perhaps he would hardly recognize it for the hot, scoured place it
had been when he left. The only proof he would have that he was even on theright planet would be the
sodden remains of their camp.

Thislonely vison filled her with more dismay than the thought of his desth.

A large crowd of enlisteds had gathered at the perime-ter to see what the commotion was. It wasnt, as
Sascha's father expected, the contingent of sixty-three soldiers coming in from Baker Camp. It wasa
military detail leav-ing. The corpora next to her murmured, "They're going to bring inthe Lucia. '‘Bout
time"

A unit of twelve soldiers was forming up under Lieu-tenant Roches direction. They learned the mission
would beled by Captain Luce Marzano, tasked with hiking the sx milesto the transport ship and flying it
back. Marzano would be landing on the wide field to the south of Charlie Camp, but shéld have to wait
for abreak in the weather to maneuver down and avoid the ridge. There had been talk about evacuating
on foot, but the ground was soggy and turning to marsh, the presumed niche of the poisonouslizards.
Though some argued deploying on foot was safer than risking the Lucia on atight landing, Lieutenant
Roche made his decison. He had civiliansto think about: the general's granddaughter , for God's sake.

Despite the eagernessto berid of the place, the enlist-eds were in a better mood, now that Marzano was
going after the Lucia. With alittle luck, they could lift off by the end of the day.

" Shouldataken a dog with her," the corpora next to her muttered.

Sascha saw that Captain Marzano was indeed leaving on her own, without the escort of abot. The
versatile ma-chines were about the size of adog, and dubbed accord-ingly by the enlisteds. Apparently
Charlie Camp's two bots would be reserved for defense of the camp.

She sdled her way closer to Lieutenant Roche and his officers, hoping to overhear any scrap of news
that might relate to Captain Dammond or the dig, but in the downpour, the officers voices meted. She
could seetheir faceswell enough, though. Roche looked sour, as though command didn't suit him, not
after losing five enlisteds. The expression on Luce Marzano's face, however, couldn't be mistaken for
anything but glee. Today she had asmal command and achanceto pull off adifficult misson, and no
question of her fleeing army justicein the Lucia, for wherein the eight worlds could she go?

AsMarzano's unit moved past the camp perimeter, the gathering broke up, except those that watched
the line wend off, skirting the edge of the Gray Spiny Forest. Sascha and her father were among those
who watched.



"I'm sorry, Sascha," her father said.

She knew what about. Marzano's mission was Dammond's sentence of death or exile. Saschatried to
be-lieve that Congress Worlds would send aship out for him: a map-up mission for the mop-up misson.
But word had it, no one would ever be coming back here. Not for one man. A man who was probably
dead.

All a once, Saschafound hersdlf resting her head againgt her father's chest, warm tears springing out to
join the cold rain on her face. Hisarm cinched her close. She had no right to cry for Eli Dammond. She
wasonly agirl who could barely presumeto cal the captain her friend.

Someone had come up next to them, saying: "Mr. Olander, got something for you."

Sascha disengaged from her father's arms, embarrassed to see Sergeant Ben Juric regarding them with a
critical stare. She hated to be seen crying, by him of al people, aman so tough he'd been known to saw
asoldier's blasted leg off with apocketknife.

"What've you got, Sergeant?’
"Youll havetotdl me." Juric twisted his chin to theleft, indicating where they should go.

They followed Juric through camp, avoiding the deeper puddles whose depths were suspect. Asthey
walked, Juric said, "Couple of my men been hunting." He offered noth-ing more, but led them to atent
deep inthe lower enlist-eds section of camp.

Asthey entered the tent, two soldiers|ooked up from a game of cards on the bunk. One of them glanced
to the middle of the tent where, on the floor, a covered wash-pan lay. A thick pane of clear plaz lay over
the top. Juric waited by the tent flap as Saschaand her father stepped forward. Within the pan asmall
lizardlike creature skit-tered from one side of the pan to the other.

Geoff looked sharply up at Juric.
The sergeant shrugged. Y ou wanted to seealive one.”

Sascha noted itstriangular, flattened head and four short legs and tail. The only remarkable feasture was
its smooth skin, gleaming silver, banded by black latera stripes. Then it revedled its other remarkable
feature: ajaw full of tiny, stiletto-sharp teeth.

The pan clattered gently as the creature began dashing around the perimeter of its cage.
"Thiswhat killed those men?" Geoff Olander asked.

The enlisted Sitting nearest them said, ™Y eah, and now we gonnakill it." He flipped down acard on the
mattress, with aflourish that roundly displayed hisregen hand, pale asafish bely.

"No," Geoff sad, "///kill it."
The one with the regen hand frowned at this appro-priation of what he clearly considered his property.
"Dissection,” her father said.

Sascha ventured, "L ooks like asdamander.” The smooth, moist skin would alow water evaporation, and
the dits on the head might even be gills, such as some sdlamanders kept into adulthood.

Geoff Olander pursed hislips, nodding to Juric. " Per-haps your men would bring this over to the med



tent, where I'll be able to borrow some instruments.”

Meanwhile Sascha hunched over the pan to peer at the creature, which froze in the shadow she cast over
itscage. In the next moment it had gathered its hind legs under it and legpt straight up, tipping thelid to
one sde and cata-pulting itsdlf into the air. Startled, Saschafell onto her back asthe tent erupted into
action, the two enlisteds scram-bling for weapons and Sascha's father lurching toward her, arms
outstretched in warning. She swiveled her head to locate the lizard. She saw it poised by one of the
sol-dier'sfeet. Unaware, the enlisted turned from side to Side, pointing his gun at everything that moved.
Then, just asshe said, "By your feet," the creature bounded into the air again, landing in the middle of
Saschas|ap.

Shefroze.

Her father was shouting for the men not to fire as the two soldiers pointed their guns at Saschas solar
plexus.

She stared at the creature. The world collapsed swiftly into the present moment: hot tent, silver lizard,
golden eyes, pressure on her pelvisfrom itsfeet. The animal looked like a porcelain statue except for the
eyes, which seemed to return her gaze in friendly fashion. Then it sprang.

Sascha was knocked flat by an arm. When she scram-bled up again she saw the lizard impaled on the
tent floor with aknife through its midsection. Orange-red blood be-gan pooling under it.

Asher father pulled her away from the cresture, she saw it was still convulsing on the knife that Sergeant
Juric was methodically twisting back and forth in the creaturés gut. At last Juric stood and, bracing the
toe of his boot against the creature's body, pulled hisknife out.

Sascha felt ashudder pass through her, the tremor she couldn't alow herself amoment before.

One of the soldiers swore. " Goddamn.” Then he laughed. "It'salegpin’ lizard. A goddamn leapin' lizerd."
"Shut up," hisfriend said, holstering his gun and wip-ing the swest from his upper lip.

Juric cleaned hisknife on a cast-off sock.

"Thank you, Sergeant,” her father said softly.

Juric nodded. Then he turned on hismen. "Y ou alphs.” They bristled. No enlisted wanted that name,
especidly these two who sported their regens with pride. "Hel pless without your guns, aren't you? Ever
kill anything with your bare hands?' He smiled, aterrible haf grin that seemed to carve apainful course
into the working sSide of hisface.

Sascha's father had regained his composure. " Perhaps you men would get that specimen back in the
pan?' They jumped to the task, using arag to lift the creature by thetail.

Asthey handed Geoff the pan, he said, "Wewon't talk about this. We don't want to upset anyone over
what might have happened here, do we?"

The two men nodded. They had no more wish to face Lieutenant Roche than Sascha wished to face her
mother.

"Well, then," her father finished. He clamped a hand on Sascha's shoulder and gently steered her toward
the tent opening.



As Juric held the tent flap for them he said to Sascha, ™Y ou've got steady nerves, Ms. Olander. Put my
alphs, here, to shame."

Despite the glowers from the two enlisteds, Saschalet hersdf smile at Juric. "Thanks, Sergeant.”
He didn't smile back, but she had no wish to see that particular expression again.

Word came that evening from Baker Camp. They weren't coming. It was thefirst time since they landed
on Null that Sascha saw her father worried. Her mother aways wor-ried, and therefore was no
barometer of events. But now Geoff Olander's eyestook on awatchful, edgy cast that Sgnaled he was
payings attention to something beyond bi-ology.

ltwas2 A.M., but every light in camp was on. They didn't think that Marzano would attempt anight
landing, but the rains had stopped—and if she made arun for it, they wanted the lightsto mark the spot.
Of course, no one knew for certain that Marzano wasin fact Sitting securein the Lucia, much less
pondering how she might exploit a break in the monsoonsto do anight run. Everyone acted as though
shewas, but no one knew. Not now that they'd heard from Baker Camp.

Saschawas Sitting on her bunk trying for the sixth or seventh timeto get through to Nazim. Perhaps her
friend was adeep. Her connection to Baker Camp faded and surged, promising a bad transmission even
if shedid get through, but Sascha continued to try.

In the other corner of the tent her mother, who, like Sascha, had abandoned deep, was busy inputting at
her screen, revising her paper endlessly, as though the act of editing imposed much-needed order on the
world. Geoff was gitting with the officersin Lieutenant Rochée's tent. It made Sascha proud to think that
they considered her farther an important resource in their current problems. His dissection proved that
the venomed creatures were more like amphibians than reptiles, and that the poison was de-livered by
spray, not fangs. It meant that you didn't want to get even close to the amphibs, much less have one
eye-bdling you asit sat in your lap.

"Nazim," she repeated again. "Nazim, wake up, you lazy rotten enlisted.” Outside, the breezerippled the
tent walls. After dl the rat-a-tat-tatting of the rains, the wind possessed an extraordinarily calm sound,
rather like the breathing of a somnolent world, aseep after a purging rage. Sascha sat cross-legged,
balancing her screen on her knees, poking the reconnect button at regular intervals.

When an answer came, Saschawas S0 surprised she a-most dropped the date. Cristin turned around
from her screen.

"Hey, Olander," Nazim said. Her image on-screen was dightly twisted on the diagonal.

"S0," Saschabegan, "you patches afraid of alittle hike in the woods?"

"Shit, no." Nazim'susua devilish grin wastwisted to the side. "Welll meet you hafway, Olander. By the
bridge."

It was such arelief to hear Nazim's confident tone, Sascha amost wept. It would dl be al right. These
sea-soned troops weren't going to panic over alittle trouble.

Stll... "Whetbridge?'

Nazim hunched something closer around her shoul-ders. It looked like a blanket, but the screen was
seeded with holes, and adant. "Our camp dog is out there build-ing us anice bridge. We didn't like the
narrow one."



"Bridge over what?' Sascha asked.
"Bridge over the black river.”

Sascha and her mother traded glances at this obscure remark. Nazim closed her eyesfor amoment as
though shewould fall adeep inthe middle of their conversation.

"Did | wakeyou?'
"Yeah. But | was having bad dreams.”

"What happened?’ After apauseto let Nazim answer, Sascha prompted, "We heard you lost six. That's
ugly.”

"Y eah, welogt Olivetti and Ganz to thelizards. If you stay away from the banyans, they don't come at
you as much, but sometimes they hit you from ground nests.” Sascha didn't know what banyans were,
but she didn't in-terrupt. "By the time we got afew hundred yardsin, we couldn't see shit, it was so dark
in the canopy and the ever-fucking rain. Couldn't march in astraight line, with the roots getting in our
way." She seemed to be talking to her-sdlf, not explaining anything, just replaying her memory. "So we
went around them and ended up switchbacking al over the pocking jungle. That's when we found the
river." She stopped to take a swig of something from acup.

"Wheét river?'

Nazim said fiercely, "The goddamned black river, that'swhat." Her fervor caught Sascha by surprise.

"Y ou guys didn't know about the black river, did you? Y ou said, come on down, comein to Charlie, so
we took the straightest path we could, and yes, theré's a pocking river in the mid-dle of the Sticks!
"That'swhere we lost the others." Her expression was impossible to read on the dant. "Don't go wading
inshalow rivers, Olander." The connection went out.

Saschas mother came over and sat beside her daughter on the cot. In another moment Nazim was back
again, continuing, "... went after him, to help. Then he starts floundering, too, and we see what's got hold
of him, maybe samething that got Fortney. It'sabig bastard, 'bout as big as you, Olander. It's got very
large front pin-cersin front, on aflat body. It had eyes on the top of its back, and atail with astinger like
alance. We zapped it the best we could, but our guys went down into the black river. They went down,
Olander!" Her voice cracked, or the connection was garbling her. " And they never came back up. Sowe
got the dog to work on the bridge, and it did anarrow one. Perez volunteered to go over, and he was
fine, got over just fine, and then we lined up, and when Barent went over, there was a thrashing below
the bridge, and he just toppled in. After that, we retreated. We |eft the dog to do awider bridge, but we
weren't going to wait. Perez, on the other side of the river, he was supposed to go on, to try to get to
Charlie Camp. Wefindly made it back, sort of ... And you guys, you never saw Perez, did you?' When
Sascha didn't answer, Nazim spat out, " Did you?'

"No," Saschawhispered. Then louder, "No, Nazim, we haven't yet."
"Yet?' Her tonewas menacing. ™Y ou expect to see him comewatzing in?'

Sascha felt her mother's arm around her shoulders. It was the kind of comfort that Saschawanted to give
Nazim, but all she could say was"I'm sorry, Nazim."

Her friend shrugged benesath the blanket that she kept snug around her. In amore even voice she said,
"I'm not going back there."

"Were bringing the Lucia into Charlie Camp,” Saschatold her. "We're going to get out of here.”



"Haveanicetrip," camethebitter reply.

"Wewill. Assoon asyou get here.”

"Wefigureto go around the Sticks tomorrow. The long way around,” Nazim said.
"See you tomorrow, then."

"On aniceday it would take an hour, hour and ahaf."

"Maybeit'll be nice tomorrow." Even to Saschait sounded lame.

Nazim stared. "I think we're about done with nice." Then she reached toward the keyboard, and the
discon-nect button. "Don't go walking in the woods, Olander,” she said, and the screen went blank.

11

Eli wiped agob of paste from his deeve. Somewhere in the tour of the Prime Way, he had picked up a
sticky wad of something. It stuck to hisringers for amoment, and he threw it to the floor, whereit joined
the unfamiliar litter of hisprison cdl.

He went to the cell door and listened, trying to discern the rhythms of the place, and when the corridors
might be less used. He knew the route to the trangt chute. But avoiding meeting adweller would be
difficult, given that he couldn't predict ahtra periods of rest or low activity. They didn't deep at regular
intervas, it was known. But when they did, it was a profound and unmovable deep. It waslittle enough
information to have at hisdisposad. Ahtra hid themselves and what they were. At the sametime, ahtra
undertook to study human ways. Maret's familiarity with his culture might easily come from theradio
communications of Congress Worlds, over hundreds, even thousands of years. But ahtra, to their great
advantage, did not lesk information, by radio or otherwise,

Just now there were voices outside, and shuffling feet in the corridor. He waited.

His thoughts went to the encampment on the surface. Sometimes he thought that by sheer concentration
he could see what was happening there. Sometimes he envisioned a blasted place, an enemy attack,
everyone dead. Other times, atidy departure. They had waited, then left, thinking him dead. Or they
were breaking camp at this very moment, preparing to leave. He pressed his ear againgt the door,
draining to hear.

He thought of the moments where everything hangsin the balance. Pivota moments carried in the stream
of or-dinary events. Like fragments of space rock, they shot past you—or through you—out of nowhere.
Sometimes you didn't redlize their importance until you found blood later. Other times you knew them
with dead certainty, right away. That day on the Recompense, the event came upon him like that. Even at
that moment, he knew it would make him or ruin him,

The screens were registering nothing. The bridge was cool, but the electronics, as aways, cast amiserly
hesat, enough to release agummy, chemica odor. Colond Suzan Tenering had just | eft the bridge, passing
the helm to Eli, and the crew relaxed anotch. Someone made small talk in low tones. It wasthe calm,
ordered atmosphere of combat readiness with an underlying anxiety, each crew member knowing they
could join thefifty million deed today, de-pending.

Then it gppeared on-screen, no more than a speck, but the techs had its signature, some jumping to
conclusions, whispering the word that galvanized the bridge: world ship. Colond Tenering wasin the
elevator, three decks down, heading lower. Then her voice burst into his ears, over the headset, while the
bridge crew scrambled, hail-ing, andlyzing. Eli conveyed the gist of it to Tenering, now riding back up to



her command, but too late to be &t the center of events aswas Eli Dammond, first officer of the
Recompense. Lieutenant Nule stared at Eli, awaiting the order to launch missiles, looking like aman set
on fire. Everyone dse stared a the screen, just trying to figure out what they were looking at, the view no
human had laid eyes on before, more than afleeting glimpse at vast dis-tances. "Captain?' Lieutenant
Nule said. Tenering's voice hammered for assessment. Lieutenant Nule asked again for orders. The crew
turned to Eli, dl frantic. He spoke. Hiswords left an imprint in hisbody, afleshy callous.

"Holdfire, Lieutenant..." hesad.

At that moment Colone Tenering burst onto the flight deck, even as the event came hurtling through,
taking with it chunks of what had been, until then, Eli Dammond'slife...

Swest dripping down hissides, Eli got up from his crouch near the door and paced his cell, waking nine
stepsin onedirection, nine in the other, and back again. Sometimein that hour of pacing he thought he
saw amovement. The gob of paste that he had thrown down was inching aong the floor. Amoebalike, it
scrunched it-self up and extended its forward portion, drawing up the back.

Eli sat down and watched it. It was heading for thewall, where it stopped, wriggling in place, then
disap-peared indgde. Thewall closed up behind it, leaving asmall bruise-mark.

He sat for avery long while, watching the bruise lighten. Then it began to swell. He watched with
amaze-ment as awhite bubble haf his size ballooned from thewall. From within the sack, avoice came,
barely in hear-ing range. "Move closer.”

Eli probed the bubble with hisfinger, dipping it inddeto no ill effect.
"Indde, indde, can't you?' camethe voice.

The bubble dongated, dmost beckoning. With nothing to lose, Eli moved toward the wall, entering the
bubble.

Hefound himsdlf gtting in asmal gdlery, kneeto knee with an ahtrain what must be avirtua
environment, ut-terly flawlessin its detail. The individua wore odd, pat-ternless clothesthat, in the folds,
flashed iridescent green. It was, he suspected, the gomin that he had encountered in the PrimeWay.

"l can't stay long. | hope you don't mind," the gomin said. "Would the words tend wrong? I've been
study-ing." The gomin spoke softly, the deep voice dmost apurr. Y oursis Congress Worlds Standard,
would that be wrong? | hope | haven't been backminding al this span without suc-cess. I've worked hard
to get here, Eli Dammond. Don't waste my time. Thereisn't much of it."

"l can understand you."

The gomin's data tendril jerked in surprise a the sound of Eli‘'svoice. "This meeting verges on improper
ways. De-cide now if you will risk any consequences.”

Any meeting hisjallerswould find improper, Eli was most eager for. "l accept.”
The gomin relaxed her position. ™Y ou are conducive to our converse, then?'
IIYS.II

"That isvery commodious of you. Y ou give me two happinesses.” The gomin relaxed even further,
douching and drawing one knee up to support alanguid arm. "Eli Dammond, do not tend to believe what
Maret Din Kharon says about me. Sheinclinesto be conventiona. | will tell you about me. | am



susceptible to censure for being like you.” Shelooked about her, her eyelids closing up for amoment.
Opening her eyes again, she said, "We do not have much time. | havetried to find away that would not
offend.”

" Speek, then, if we don't have much time.”

"Thank you, | take that for permission.” The robes rustled, flashing colorsin response to movement. "Y ou
are predisposed to be the enemy, Eli Dammond. But gomin like me have an—interest—in human ways.
Because we tend like you in that we have no seasons. | would know some matters about you. How alike
do wetend to be, how do you function without chaos, and isit a perfect life? Y ou can't answer dl at
once," shesad. "Start somewhere, please.”

Now, this might be exploited. Maret had said that in-formation was not free among her people. So then,
if the gomin wanted information, the gomin would pay.

"Let'sstart with what | wish to know. Then I'll tell you what you wish to know."

"That would not befair. | risk that you, asthe enemy, will be unlikely to honor your side of it. Please
redize | would not speak so bluntly if our limited time together did not preclude courtesies.”

"Then well aternate, answer for answer.”

The gomin sat up, more attentive now. "Answer for answer. That would befair. | begin.”
"Y ou have aready had one question. | answered that | am willing to converse with you."
"Ask, then. But do not ask me about escaping. | tend to be agomin, but | am no traitor.”
Jumping to the heart of it, Eli asked, "What is happen-ing to my people on the surface?!
"That would depend on the... vone."

"What are the vone?'

"They are... asthey are." The gomin fidgeted with her robes. " Objects of devotion, you might say."
"Myth or redity, then?'

"Oh, both, certainly. It isacontinuum, you percaive.”

Eli waited. "But whet are the vone?'

"l answered.”

"Poorly."

"Thevone," the gomin continued, "are understood as death and life, with the power over usal. They
might be, in your view, our gods. Above, they may accept or reject us. Soon Maret Din Kharon will
ascend to meet them.”

"Maret isgoing to the surface?’
"That isanother question, Eli Dammond.”

Eli resolved to frame his questions more carefully. "Y our turn.”



The gomin blinked again, thistime keeping her eyes closed longer, as though listening to something.
When she opened her eyes, she said, "Perhaps there will be no point to dl this. When you leave, al will
be disposed asit was. Knowing of human things, might | not be more miserable than ever before?

"Isthat your question”?'

"No. Thank you for that alowance, Eli Dammond. | see you do not take advantage of me. My question:
How free are you humans among yoursal ves with matters of close sexud contact, and knowing whois
conducive to re-ceptivity and when? Would it be wonderful ? Would it be—thisis your word—
paradise}”

Eli plunged ahead: "We can ask if the other personisin-terested.” He thought of Luce Marzano, and how
he would have pursued her but could not, under the circumstances. " Sometimes we don't take any action,
because the other person is clearly not available, such as being someone e se's partner, or being under
your power or command.”

"That would be complicated.”
"Sometimes™
The gomin said softly, "Y ou didn't answer about para-dise.”

Paradise is the place you used to have, that you can't return to. But he answered, "No, it's not
paradise. But maybe it's good enough.”

The gomin blinked, long and dow.

Eli took histurn. "What does Nefer want from me?'

"One can't know the Most Primes mind, certainly.”

"Guess" Eli ingsted.

"Nefer might want to punish you.” She plucked at her robes.
"That's not much of an answer."

"Neither was yours," the gomin countered. "But per-haps she seeks away to use you to gather power. It
hap-pens sheis an important static, but thwarted. Hemmsis only four years her senior, so Hemms Pre
[lltek will live long, forever shading Nefer Ton Enkar in hisleadership.”

The gomin posed her question: "Again about paradise, do your rules surrounding close sexua contact
suggest that you are congtantly unfulfilled and therefore not degply happy?*

Eli answered: "Our ways are dl we know. But I'm glad we aren't—censored—as you are. For some of
my people, sexud rules can be troubling. But we are freer than you. Asfor paradise, that changes with
circumgtance. For me paradiseisrgoining my command. Do you see?"

The gomin hesitated. "Would that be your next ques-tion?"

"No." Eli asked: "Tdl mewhat it meansto be satic or fluxor, and why you set such sore by it."
"| think you may have asked two questions, Eli Dammond.”

He shrugged.



The gomin drew up her knees and folded her arms around them, as though lost in thought. " Static and
fluxor. That isthe dant of our lives. You seeit al around you. By chance, | am afluxor, for instance.

"Things are not separate and—fundamental—you per-celve. They arein relation to each other, sowe are
taught. In relation to other fluxors, and certainly, statics, | am an extreme. | tend toward unusua interests.
Curiosity—your word? Thismay entail risk and higher emotion. Some-times one tends to bend the
traditions. Statics will find this offensive. But | do not despise statics, though they may despise gomin.
Statics are our leaders of late—for the last thousand cycles. They are prone to administration of affairs.
One would find weariness in such things. And of course, statics are not conducive to sexual converse, so
oneisgraeful to beafluxor.”

"It isconfusing, these roles of gatic and fluxor,” Eli said.

"These are the wayswe know," the gomin said. "But now itismy turn..." Suddenly she closed her eyes.
When she opened them, she looked dlarmed.

The bubble evaporated, and Eli was aware once more of hiscdl. In the next moment, the door opened,
and aguard entered, bringing food.

It was the chance Eli had been waiting for: asingle guard, the door |eft gar.

Maret's face hovered in front of him. Someone had sawed off the back of hishead. Her face came closer
to him. "'l have sent for aphysopath, Eli Dammond.”

They had bound him, arms and feet, where he lay on the mat in hiscell. Ashissight cleared, so did his
memory.

"They said you fought harder than they thought a hu-man would tend to do. Therefore they had to besat
you harder. | am very deeply sorry, Eli Dammond.”

Heturned hisfaceto the rubbery wall, hating the sight of her.

His escape lasted asfar asthe third side corridor, where he walked among the dwellers, remaining calm,
acting like he had business elsewhere. Ashedid. They tolerated this, it seemed. But at the next turn, the
guardswerewaiting.

He had time to think that their markings were very pale, and thus they would be statics, who would be
harsher with him. Then hetook out the nearest ahtra, turning to the next.

They did not understand street fighting, which gave him a considerable advantage for thefirg fifteen
seconds. Then, once he was down, they set on him, beating him ex-clusively on the right side of his body.

Maret explained thiswastheir tradition, not to hit on the left Side, near the Side of the head where the
dataten-dril was seated. She seemed proud of the fact that the guards showed such restraint.

"Nobody ever taught you folks how to fight,” Eli mut-tered.

Maret was very quiet then. ™Y ou break the rules when you fight," she said dmost inaudibly.
So I've been told.

12

Maret sped through the chute, stretched out in the flat-tened car, making herself afleshy bullet. The
privacy of the chutes was worth paying for today. Although it was her right to purchase a Data Guide's



savices, Nefer'sire caled for discretion.

Nefer had always paid, and now Maret saw thefolly of handouts. By her patronage Nefer controlled
Maret. Cut-ting off fundsfor training purposes, she forced Maret to access the few credits her first kin
net had reserved for her.

Maret tried to remember how it was that she had be-come so dependent on Nefer. The Most Prime
Nefer had sought her out when Maret was gill achild. According to Nefer, Maret's gene scans showed
apromising scholar, and Nefer had need of a scholar-servant, finding meaning in the richness of the Well.
Maret digpatched her role as Data I lluminator with scrupul ous confidentiaity—unlike the powerful Data
Guides whose discretion Nefer did not trust. In her more cynica frame of mind, Maret thought it served
Nefer'sintereststo use her as an intermediary. For those tracing data draws could not tell whether Maret
accessed information for her own scholarly pursuits— which were many—or for Nefer's secretive
adminigtrative and politica needs.

Leaving the chute, Maret lost no time crossing Prime-Way. At this extreme end, asmall crowd had
gathered a the Meridian, watching as the sun line e ongated incre-ment by increment along the wall,
informing the hab, from the remote ocular UpWorld, of the approach of the season. Morethan a
tradition, light relayed from above was the hab'slast link to Sdered time, alink that must never be
broken.

As she hurried across Prime Way, the sun line seemed to point at her, saying, Hurry, hurry...

Arriving & last a Tirinn Vir Horat'simposing lobe, Maret found the forward gdlery teeming with
workers. Some were plugged into trunks clustered like ciliaover the data pedestals. They moved about
with the distracted look of those fully engaged, researching issuesin backmind while developing heurigtics
and pattern searchesin fore-mind. Tirinn's Paramount Locator noted her standing there and motioned for
her to enter. Nemon Es Marn accorded her his persond attention, gracioudy choosing to ignore whether
Nefer paid or did not. He conducted her into anarrow way just outside the busy |obe, where they

passed other dwellers seated on abench along the wall, who looked up resentfully as she passed by the
queue.

In front of Tirinn's chamber, Nemon gestured forward a Second Data Custodian. She carried atray
bearing asmall tube of water and aplate of lorel. For courtesy, Maret took asip of water. Nemon and
the custodian then retregted, leaving her to summon calm. She never knew what she would find in the
chamber before her. Since it was adata stage, it could be anything.

Onceit had been the surface of atraveling hexadron. They had conducted their lessons hurtling through
gpace, with radiation setting off quick firesin their eyes. Other unsettling exercises placed her Up World,
with sky and things that swelled out of the ground. Down World was a place of routine and safety, but
Up World was aream of chaotic and shifting perils. Tirinn'sjob was to accustom one to such an
experience. For those like Maret, ascending for the first time, it was a daunting task. She had studied Up
World. But she had not felt it.

She opened the porta and entered Tirinn's stage. He was surrounded by noisy free water. From this
inauspi-cious locale, Maret gathered it would be abad session.

As she looked more closdly, she saw that her teacher was seated in front of awaterfal, on ashelf of
rock. Maret gathered her resolve and approached him. At the foot of thefalls, aWaterWay disgorged its
contents while canyon walls rose up on both sides, laden with disorganized plant growths. Here were
bottomless skies, and many kinds of fecund life, some mobile, some fixed, some edible, many poisonous,
some lower on the food chain. Some higher. She knew these things, didn't she?



"Shall we stand and gawk, or shal we begin?’ Tirinn Vir Horat asked, his grating voice carrying despite
theroar of thefdls.

Maret picked her way through the plants crowding the edge of the WaterWay, her feet wallowing in
soupy gravel. The smells of the place disoriented her. What does a vone smell like? dl candidates
wished to know. Likeamed of sweet lorel and like offa, myth said.

As she seated hersdlf on the rock, a disconcerting mist of water sent chillsthrough her scalp.

Tirinn shifted his perch, creating arock indentation that alowed him to St more comfortably. He left her
gt-ting on theflat rock. Hisloose-fitting caftan was soaking wet, clinging to hisbody, reveding rolls of fat
at hiswaist. Heturned, searching her face. "Ah. So you have ques-tions, do you?"

Shefound hersdf blurting: "Will you send me forward?!
He soit to the sde. The gob fizzed asthe mit fell onit. "Impudent. Ak me something ese."

"Will Nefer prevent me from going Up?"' It was dis-courteous to imply that Nefer might subvert Tirinn's
deci-son. But statics were aways trying to manipulate ronid decisions, to support their wagering for
persona vendetta, or to indulge persona genetic preferences.

Helooked up to the vivid blue sky, asthough in exas-peration. "Y ou think I'd admit to corruption?”
"Will shefind some other way to ruin me?"

"She may try. Isit worth therisk, isthat your question? If you don't know the answer to that, why are
you wasting my time? Thisisthe busy season for me. Did you see the line out there?' He waved & the
porta, now alarge flower with progeny flowers sprouting by the moment from its edges. "A few of those
candidates are very promising. I've put my hopes on severd of them. | can't waste time with dackers.”

"I'm not dacking. I'm paying for thetraining mysdif.”

"Y es, paying. And the price hurts, doesit? Maret-as, are you blind asthe hab? Therisks are
commensurate with the payoff.”

Anger crawled up from her belly. She was paying dearly, and getting little. Wasit cowardly to fear Nefer
Ton Enkar and the ruin she could bring?

Ponderoudy, he roseto hisfeet, facing the WaterWay afew moments. Then he carefully removed his
caftan and jJumped in, naked.

It was a shocking thing, to see someone jumping into aflow of water without any warning.

She couldn't see him for amoment. Then he re-appeared in the writhing pool where the falls met the
WaterWay. "Ho!" hecried. "Hereiswhat | see! You are Maret-as. Y our siblings are Nirid, Rumir, Hoz,
Diret, and Garl. Y our primeis Ellod, your second primeis Tdik of high repute. Y our second kin net from
Birim, Ellod'ssblings are Berd, Rullat, Fon, and Falaam, aswell as Rez's prog-eny, Lassem and Zir;
finaly, Rumir's progeny, Ninim. All names of digtinction. And thet is only the beginning.”

Hefloated on his back, squinting into the bright ceiling of sky. He spoke softly, but she could hear him
whisper in her ear. "Deeper than Talik, the flow speaks of your kin and your lineage. They stand,
Maret-as, foot upon shoul-der, each net supported by the one benegath in cycles past knowing.”

She saw avisionin her mind of prime supported by prime supported by prime, each standing on the



shoulders of the one beneath. Between her feet she saw Ellod's dear face looking up at her. Ellod stood
on Tdik's shoulders, Talik'sfeatures grown darker in the datawell. Talik stood upon her prime's
shoulders, afluxor of surpassing beauty, whose name Maret knew, as she knew them dl to the twelfth
net. The pillar of kin threaded deeper, past the twentieth, fiftieth net. Maret's sight was so keen, she could
discern their expressions, their patience, and their faith. Some had been standing for one thousand cycles,
and some for five thousand. She saw their faces. Some looked out-ward into the well, till called by the
flow of theworld, till remembered in the wager fields, if only in batches. A few craned their necksto
look straight up from their posi-tionsin the ladder, gazing past feet and shoulders, looking Maret in the
eyes, holding her gaze with abinding force.

Tirinn caled out: "Ho!" The WaterWay now ran back-ward, up thefdls. "Here swim your bold
descendants, or they would be swvimming if there were any. In someways | hold out more hope for them
than you. And some of them are excellent swimmers. They don't St whimpering on the Sdelines, afraid to

get wet!"
She thought she could see gleams of arms, flanks— future kin, born of her imagination...

After atime, Tirinn climbed out of the WaterWay, grunting with the effort of hauling hisbulk up onto the
rock. She thought he could just aswell jump up to his seat as make such aproduction of it, but Tirinn did
ashewished. A great fluffy towe was around his shoulders, and he began to vigoroudy dry off, wiggling
hisrolls of fat with the towel and buffing his skin to abronze sheen. As he dressed, he said, "' So what was
your question again?'

Maret bowed her head. "Thereisno question, Tirinn-as."

Hetook his seat again. " Sure? Weve got plenty of time." He smiled out at the Water\WWay—now flowing
intheright direction.

"I'maure”

He shrugged, a movement she had seen Eli Dammond use. For amoment she had wondered what he
knew of the human. No doubt, with Eli's escape attempt, Tirinn would think she had faled at that
commisson aswell.

The Data Guide's voice was rd axed and salf-satisfied. "Now that we've had our little chat, let'strain.”
He smiled with greet kindness. "Swim,” he said.
Sherose and removed her clothes.

"By theway," came hisvoice, very low. "Y ou aren't the only swvimmer today. Some will tend to be
hungry.”

Holding on to her color, she hesitated only for amo-ment before diving in.
13

The Third Engineer looked up at VVod dubioudy. Vod stood on the lip of the Paramount Borer during
oneof itsbrief down increments.

"Please, Third Engineer. Thiswill be quick."

She was one of the older statics, and had dways seemed friendly enough. He thought he could count on
her discretion. "Only anincrement.” Vod ducked inside, leaving the door open. Soon he heard her



lumber in be-hind him.
The cab brightened as they entered, its data displays bristling with light.

"What isit, Vod-as?' She glanced out the door to see if Second Engineer was watching. Apparently
satisfied that he wasn't, she turned a pointed gaze a Vod.

Now that he had her attention, Vod felt a pang of im-propriety at what he was about to do. It wasn't his
place. Nor was it Wecar's place, that narrow dot that now held her bones. VVod plunged on. “It'sthe
latest digs”

Heinserted hisforefinger into the display nub on the control pand where his configuration was primed
up. Onto the heads-up display came aflood of lines, aschematic of tunneling, with colors showing
projected build-out of cur-rent patterns.

The engineer's data tendril jerked in surprise as she looked at the diplay. "What are you doing, working
this data?"

"I'm showing you thedigs™"
"Yes, certainly, but thisisn't your job, Skilled Digger.”

"Just look, will you?' VVod turned to point at the dis-play, but the engineer went on, disregarding the data.
"Thisisengineer'swork. Y ou're way out of category, here, Vod-as. Diggers don't model tunnels.” Statics
had atiresome weakness for truisms.

"I didn't model them. | just plugged into what engi-neers had already done." If she would just put one of
her mindsto this, they could be done and out of here before anyone saw ahigh engineer and alow digger
consorting.

"Why would you need to look at the modeling? Y ou're adigger. A worthy job, Vod-as, or don't you
think so any-more?”

"By the deep dark well, Jindaal-as, will you just look?'

A splotch of discoloration gppeared on the engineer's cheeks. " Since when did you think stepping out of
cate-gory was afine way to spend downtime?”

Releasing an explosive breath, Vod grabbed Jindad's wrist and fairly dragged her out of the borer and
down thefreshly dug tunnd.

The anterior feeding flaps of the hab were grazing through the loose spoil of clay, sand, and gravel, as
though thistunndl werethe same asany other.

"Vod Ceb Rilvinn, what in Down World has come over you?'

Thusfar the engineer dlowed him to prope her into the tunnel, but VVod knew he was on shifting ground.
Hetried to placate her with formdity. "Third Engineer, it isvitaly important that | show you something for
the safety of our dig and our lives." He had hoped she/d come to her own conclusion abouit that, but hed
be lucky just to keep her attention.

In the sudden gloom of the deep tunnel Jindaal snapped her headlamp on, as he did. "This better be
worth—"

"Your vauabletime. Yes. It will be." The old static wasted twice this much time wagering on the job, but



Vod knew to defer. "Well wak the latest dig, Third Engineer. Then you'l see.”

He had her gently by the elbow, walking her as quickly asthey could manage in the semidark, so that she
could imprint the digs. All dwellers kept amap in backmind of everywherethey had ever traversed. Ina
few increments Jndaal would have the lay of the digs without resorting to an engineer's display caled up
by adigger. So hetook her on through the tunnel, and into a downway, back through another tunnd and
into an upway.

Trickles of free water dithered down the open walls of the digs, asight both he and the Third Engineer
were hardened to. Still, they averted their headlamps from therivulets. Asthey walked the deserted
tunnels, Vod fancied he heard a degp thudding now and again. It was an odd sound, not like the creak of
the foam girders or the echoes from active digging € sewhere Down World. But soil and rock shifted, he
knew; the deep world was not asilent place.

When they'd stepped through the entire path, V od turned to her. " So do you see?"
The engineer stared a him.
He added, "They're too close. The entire new portion of the network is unstable.”

In the gloom he searched her face for response. Beyond the safety issue lay the more interesting question.
Why would the engineers dlow faulty pockets of tunnels? But when helooked into Third Engineer's Setic
face, he found only cool contempt.

"Perhaps, Vod-as, you need to rest. The shock of the recent dump..."

"Slump? It was acollapse!"

"But thesetunndsare holding.”

"Y ou can seefor yoursdf it won't last.” But he wasin no wise certain what the engineer could see.
"Huxor hyseria" came the dismaying answer.

"I'm not hysterica!"

"Keep your color, Vod-as. | only meant that you tend to overreact.”

To hischagrin, hefdt hisskin pae. Thiswasworse and worse. "Jindad, this whole section may collgpse.
Do you want that responsibility?*

"That's an engineer'sjudgment.”
"Yed That'sexactly what I'm asking for. An engineer'sjudgment.”

This seemed to moallify her for amoment, but then she said, "'I'd be asked how | cameto my opinion. It
would look very bad for you if | told about digger meddling.”

"Thenlie"
"Youreaskingmetolie?'
"Vonetakeme! Youretwiging everything.”

At that moment agrinding creak issued from dl around them. A bone-weary pluck on the snews of the



deep. Third Engineer looked up at the celling. Her face had turned the color of the hab in off-season. A
sheen of swest coated her face. She began backing up, heading toward the lighted digs.

Hed lost her interest. Shewas now interested in get-ting asfar away as possible. Though her fears only
sup-ported his position.

"Don't worry," he muttered. "It won't fall down until it'sfull of diggers.” But dready she was scurrying
away. Statics ever coveted their persond safety.

In high frugtration, VVod kicked the tunnd wall with dl his strength.
It held, for now.

* k% %

Nefer sat before Eli on arichly patterned rug. He remem-bered her distinctive markings, especidly the
double ova between her wide-set eyes. Thiswasthefirgt time hed been with Nefer alone, without
Maret to trandate.

"Y ou would bewell, Captain Eli Dammond,” she said in Standard, with a guttural accent so heavy that Eli
leaned forward to hear her. Nefer drew back.

He knew ahtrareacted to human scent, but for this mesting, at least, they'd alowed him to clean himself
thor-oughly with a cleansing clay and avacuum hose. His clothes, temporarily taken from him, were
returned stiff and clean.

"l an dive," he responded. He adjusted his position, favoring the side of his body not swollen with
bruises.

"Alive—yes. That shdl be agreegbleto me."
"| do striveto be agreeable.”

"I would not have said so, Eli Dammond. Y ou are re-grettably unruly for one who has been offered my
protec-tion."

"It isagilded cage, Nefer-as.™
She blinked. "One has difficulty understanding you. Y our language has a—proclivity to error.”

In other words, she was il learning. In the pause that followed her statement, he asked, "Are our two
peoplesat war?' If they were, it would explain why she didn't worry about provoking Congress Worlds
in her actions againgt hismisson.

"Would your ships coming here show such atendency?' she countered.
"No, asl've sad dready. Thefirst ship suffered equip-ment failure. My ship was to rescue them.”

"One hopes not to give offense by saying one doubts. Failure of equipment in the FarReachesisamost
serioudy regrettable safety lapse. Perhaps humans tend not to be adequately prepared for venturing into
FarReaches?'

"In the recent war, the FarReaches held some surprisesfor ahtraas well."

"Oneremembers.” Shelicked her teeth. He noticed her tongue seemed to have anap. "But the



HumanWar is con-cluded. Now we are conducive to more delightful topics.”

She helped hersdf to amorsd of food on aplatein front of her. Thefood looked like fragments of
fungus. Af-ter chewing dowly for amoment, Nefer pointed to the platein agraceless gesture for himto
help himsdlf. There were no noxious varieties displayed, but he declined.

"Eli Dammond, we will spesk of things Above. Shdl that become agreeable?!
"Yes." She had hisfull atention now, and she seemed more keenly focused on him aswell.

"Onewill try to explain as much as your flawed lan-guage may tolerate. Please forgive any unintended
error. Therisk may be that you become outward with your fed-ings. One wishes you to have the
understanding that if you make athrestening gesture toward one's person, you will immediately receive
injuriesthat shall be regrettably diffi-cult to remedy."

"I will remaincdm." He sat very dill, to show how cam hewas.
"Yes" Nefer continued. "As one has dready said, your ship and its contents are dead.”
She was new to the language. But he wondered if her choice of words was ddliberate.

She reached for ashort, narrow stick resting on aplate at her side and inhaed from it a powder. Sniffing
noisily, she continued, "Do you know whét tradition is?"

"Yes, it'salong-standing way of doing things."

"Even among humans, | would guess, some things seem like they shdl be longtime-standing ways."
"Like protecting those under one's command.”

"Yes, vary likethat," she said with some satisfaction.

"In the case of ahtra, we do not venture Up World except under traditiona—happenstances.”
"But you sometimestravel in shipsat your whim."

"Ships." Sheblinked. "Y es, you call them ships. But that, Eli Dammond, would not be Up World. That
would be away from the world. Y ou discern the difference?’

"When do you venture UpWorld?'

Ignoring this, Nefer continued, "Given that we shal not pass UpWorld except for our traditional ways,
we cannot remove the bodiesfor buria. Generdly, there will not tend to be bodiesin any case, you
apprehend.” She paused, pointing at the plate of fungus.

He controlled hisresponse with difficulty. "It is degply offensive to offer food when discussng news of
disster.”

"Oneforgets courtesies. Y our language drifts so easily toward error, doesit not?" She watched him with
great in-tendty. Her large eyes seemed to gather up all the light of the room. At last she continued, "One
does not rgoice in the misfortunes of others... but one might wager on them.”

Shewatched him as he shifted his position, stretching out aleg that had begun to throb with his
cross-legged posture.



Shewent on: "Thus we wager on happenstances, such aswhen and in what manner al of your people
died. Of course, winning or losing till proves nothing. It would be atradition.”

Fireflicked across his skin, and in his gut. "Under-stood. We have traditions like that. Such astaking
revenge againg betraydl. It proves nothing, but it's satisfying.”

"Certainly,” Nefer replied. "We do the same. We have much in common, | think."
He held her gaze. "If it'swar you want, there are easier waysto get it."

"One does not look for war. Y ou will tell your betters that to pass Up World is our high tradition. Y ou
would not be permitted to return in this season.”

"Evenif it might lead to reprisals?’
"The stakes arethrillingly high, you apprehend.”

"You risk calamity, and blameit on tradition. Unless your command of my language lendsto error.” He
let her digest thisinsult, then dipped in the question: "What do the vone have to do with the dleged
desths of my peo-ple?’

She paused. "Y ou are accustomed to spesk of the vone?”

He did want to guard the source of that intelligence, so he merely shrugged.
"Maret makes very free" Nefer observed with aferal smile.

"Do the vone attack my encampments, then?"

"Perhaps. Y ou must pray they do not.”

"What are the vone?'

Shetook amorsd of food, chewing dowly. Then she answered: "Beadts. Horrors of the sunlit world.
Some of your people killed themselves rather than face them. One could understand the tendency.”

"Others of my people would hunt the vone, if they are beasts.”

"Yes, certainly, they would be disposed to try."

"If you faced avone, Nefer-as, how would you pre-vail ?"

She had a startle reflex, the smallest twitch of her ten-dril. "One does not.”
"Preval?'

"Facethevone," shesaid, very low.

"If you did, would you fight or retreat?"

A long silence. Then: "Neither one or the other.”

"Perhaps my people will react similarly, doing neither one nor the other.”
"The odds are againg this."



It was not lost on him that she used, at last, the present tense. The odds are against this. "Even so.
Traditiondly, we do not give up.”

"Then they suffered longer than they might have."

"Yes, perhaps. But | would wager they are not all dead.”
Sheblinked. "Do you offer awager?'

In the next instant, he responded, "Y es."

"But one discerns you have nothing to wager.”

"There's dways something to be gained and logt.”

"Yes." Shetook another piece of fungus. "Describe your wager.”

"Someone survives, UpWorld. Some of my people. If I'mwrong, I'll give you what you want from me
that isin my power to give."

"That would be?’

"Youtdl me."

Her lipsdid away from her teeth afraction. "Perhaps one could think of something..."
"Butif | win, you will give mewhat | want that isin your power to give."

"One hasinterest in thiswager, since everyoneis dead, and therefore one risks nothing. .. Understanding
that one would not bresk traditions.”

"And understanding that one will not use traditions to cheat on the wager, or to influence the outcome.”
Sheregarded him.
"Takeit or leaveit."

"An gpt expression.” She stared at her plate of fungus for along time. Then shelooked up at him, her
eyeswide with pleasure. "Onetakesit." She made some movement that called the guards. When they
cameto escort him, she said: "That would be your expression, 'to take it"?"

"No," he answered. "We say 'done." "
"Done, then."
"I hopeyou'l abidefairly by the wager," he said. Though he had no such hopes, he dso had littleto lose.

She amiled, showing smadl white teeth. "Eli Dammond, it has been long and long since | haverecelved
such delightful insults. Oneis gpt to enjoy conversation with you again. Would that be conducive?’

"I'm at your disposa,” he said with mock courtesy.
"Aninteresting phrase,”" he heard her murmur as he wasled away.
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Sascha awoke to glorious sunshine. Peeking out of the tent, she beheld a steaming world.

Split rays of low morning sun streamed through the Gray Spiny Forest, some one hundred feet away. The
for-est was no longer gray or piny, its pillars growing afoot aday. The growing tips bore upward the
green vines and mosses that were hitching arideto the best light.

The monsoons, the enlisteds called this deluge of rain. Without more detailed study, the term might suit,
her fa-ther said. Half aworld away, winds crossing the great ocean were heated ever warmer by the
approach of the red sun. Bearing higher moisture content than in the dry sea-son, the moist winds rushed
intofill the void left by risng hot air over theland. And so oncein four yearsit rained. And rained.

Her mother tirred, one eye aways on Sascha—even, it seemed, when Crigtin Olander was adleep.
"Don't go out-side, now."

"No, Mother." She stood in the tent flap opening, the boundary line.

Her father was melded into his cot, not budging after an al-night session with the commander and his
lieu-tenants.

Already at least ninety degrees, the air sucked up mois-ture from the forest, the camp's drainage ditch,
the tents, and the enlisteds who, soaking wet, were just returning from sentry duty. Behind wisps of
dissipating fog, the sky flickered neon blue. On such aday, Sascha could dmost forget the unsettling
conversation with Badri Nazim, the fate of Eli Dammond. Except it was the second day of clear skies,
and gill no sgn of the Lucia. Nor of Baker Camp.

Outside, one of the off-duty sentrieswalked by, nod-ding at her.
"Quiet watch?' Sascha asked.

As he passed her he said, "Getslouder every night." Hewas a corporal, with black skin splashed here
and there with the mottled regen that proclaimed his battle history.

She thought of al the young men and women whose lives were interrupted for atime—or
permanently—by the Great War. By the time of the armigtice, two generations of young lives were
winnowed down to asurviving few, dl patchwork bodies, with what some said were patchwork hearts
to match.

Then she heard the sound. It was a human wail. In the distance, from across camp, came along scream.
And it didn't stop, but grew louder, more insstent. Her father, who'd dept in his clothes and boots,
charged past her, com-manding her to remain, while her mother sat on the side of her cot, shoulders
dumping, as though she would not be surprised by any bad news the screams might herald.

The terrible howls were now punctuated by some dozen gunshots. Sascha peeked out the tent flap.
Soldiers dashed to their squads under the shouted orders of their officers.

Sergeant Ben Juric was standing in the aide between the tentsjust in front of her. He wasfacing away
from her, away from the source of screams, watching the forest. He held aDominator Gun, caled a
domino, loosdly in hisleft hand while running enlisteds parted around him like ariver around a boulder.

Sporadicaly, the screaming pummeled them from across camp. Finaly, when her mother could stand it
no more, she stalked to the tent opening and ducked outside, threat-ening Saschawith disinheritance if
shefollowed. But after along interval of quiet, Saschajudged the crisis over and, emerging from the tent,
hurried in the direction of the crowd of soldiers. The ditch running through camp had been covered ina
dozen places by sheets of metal matrix, forming bridges. But in their hurry, some of the enlisteds now



hopped over the open ditch, defying the water to pro-duce monsters such as those, rumor had it, that
lived in the new rivers of the forest. Sascha used a bridge, determined not to get busted for aminor
infraction of rules.

As shewound into the crowd, she heard soldiers swear-ing, using combinations of profanity she had
never heard before, not even from Nazim. Just in front of her, an in-fantry private wastalking to his
buddies, filling in what he knew for the benefit of the newcomers.

"... four to atent,” he was saying. "One moment these guys are deeping, then those thingsareinsde and
grabbing hold. Nobody calls out, nobody wakes up. When we killed them, they just dropped off our
guys, dl full of blood, too full and happy to careif they got blown to king-dom come." To aquestion, he
answered, "Dead? Y eah, they're dead. Twenty of our guys never gonnawake up.”

Turning, he saw her standing behind. He grinned &t her, wild-eyed. 'Y ou wanna see?' He made as
though he would hoist her up to have alook.

A commotion off to their left made him pause amo-ment. Then he turned back to her. "Did | say twenty?
Oh man, should have been twenty! But it was only nineteen, ‘cause one patch, see, hejust deepsthrough
the whole thing. No little bloodsuckers on him, but when he wakes up he finds his three tent-mates are
white as your behind." She wished he would stop, wished he wasn't looking at her with that flat, eager
stare. He chewed on his upper lip for amoment before continuing. "Now, Farley, here—héesthe
screamer—he must wonder how nineteen good buddies can diein such peace and sweet quiet. He must
wonder how we al can belying adeep and dreaming of goin' home, and wake up hoping for bacon and
eggs, dl thewhile monsters been sucking the life out of guys like they was nothin' but amilkshake.”

He grinned at her as she backed away from him. "Makes you wonder, don't it?" he repeated.

She broke eye contact, sdling awvay from him. He was crazy. It couldn't be true that nineteen enlisteds
had died last night. Nineteen lives gone, gone as food, he had said. It was worse than murder, worse
thanwar...

Flanking the largest knot of the crowd, she findly worked her way forward to see medicstending to the
bod-ies. They hoisted awoman onto a canvas stretcher, her face as pale as her blond hair. No wounds
or blood, but as Sascha surveyed the area near the tent, she saw agout of blood lying under asmall
animal body. Her father was bent over this carcass.

Saschacould only stare at the very large pool of blood, the casud food of the rodents, or whatever these
creatures were. About the size of arat, the creature was smooth-skinned and bore splotches of dark
color, rather like CW camouflage fatigues. From its snout protruded four saber teeth, two pointing up,
two pointing down, that could well be the device that had locked on to the soldiers, per-haps ddivering a
quick poison before feasting at leisure. Long hind legs with muscular hip joints suggested the crea-ture
jumped onto its prey. It was plump, but growing less so the longer it bled onto the ground.

Her father approached her, putting hisarm around her shoulders. In the milling crowd of soldiersthey
formed a pocket of gtillness. After amoment she asked, "Father... why didn't anybody know?"

"They never cdled out. No one heard athing. The ani-mal's gnawed through the tent walls, probably
driven by scent. When they got in they must have pardyzed the oc-cupants all at once.”

"Did they suffer?"

Geoff Olander sarted to say something, seemed to think better of it, and gazed over her head at the
Gray Spiny Forest. At last helooked at her and said, "Sascha. Y ou should realize what we face. You're



amost grown now." Helooked a her with dismay, as though he wished she were not almost grown, that
he didn't have to speak to her as an adult. She thought again how her body was be-traying her, to cause
her father such abitter moment.

"The Lucia isnt comingin.”
"But Cagptain Marzano..."

He shook his head. "She didn't make it to the ship. If she had, sheld have been here by now.” Hisvoice
was gen-tle, hiseyesmore so ashe said, "I'm afraid for this camp, Sascha. It painsmeto tdl you... the
danger isvery seri-ous." He glanced toward the tents. "No need to upset your mother about this.”

"What will we do, then?" He dways had an answer for aquestion like that.

But thistime he only said, "1 want you to be watchful, Sascha, and to stay close by. Promise me you
won't take chances. Thisisn't agame anymore. Y ou see?’ His eyes searched hers as though plumbing
her thoughts, as though he was afraid she did see.

"Yes... | promise”

He gazed into the distance, in the direction of the Lucia.

A shuffling noise interrupted them, and they turned to see an enlisted, helped dong by two others.
"The survivor," her father said under hisbreeth.

The man waked in akind of dow motion, his eyes serene with tranks. On spying Sascha, he stopped
abruptly. "Kids?' he muttered to one of the medics. "We got kids?' He started to smile, then brokeinto a
ruined laugh, say-ing, "Oh, no, Chrigt dmighty, whose idea was this?' He looked directly into Saschas
eyes asthe otherstried pull-ing him away. "Whose fucking ideawas this worthless bloody mess?* As
they hauled him past Lieutenant Roche, he shouted, practicaly in hisface, "Thisyour big Supid idea, you
raging asshole? Was it?' Roche looked as though he was ashamed of himsdlf, asthough it had been dl a
ter-rible blunder on his part. He winced as the soldier started wailing, "Oh, no, no..."

"Get him out of here," Rochetold the medics. "And shut him the hell up." Roche turned, resuming histalk
with Lieutenant Anning, the bot specidist. Anning was hafway through morphing one of their two bots
into asquat machine on rollers. The verba codes sounded like alanguage where she knew only every
other word. The bot housing shifted in aliquid-looking wave, amutable hous-ing for the platforms of
nano beneeth. Flat black, the ma-chine looked like the finest metal matrix, silky in texture, catching a
shimmer now and then as the plates exposed the working nano beneath.

Roche caught Geoff Olander's eye. Sascha should not be so close to the military-grade nano.

As her father escorted her back to the tent, Sascha could hear afizzing in the distance, as the bots got to
work, defoliating an areajust outside the west camp perimeter, improving the landing site.

She said good-bye to her father outside the tent. To-gether, they watched Sergeant Ben Juric leaving
with the remaining bot, heading into the forest on the east Sde of camp.

Under hisbreath, her father said, "Damn him."
"He can't kill thewholeforest," Saschasaid.

Geoff Olander snorted. "He can try.”



"He'strying to protect us, though.”

He sghed. "We're getting out of here, Sascha. Do we have to leave awasteland behind us?' He smiled,
shaking hishead. "Never mind. Go keep your mother company. Lace up the tent flap behind you."

Crigtin delivered no lecture, no crosslooks. They waited together throughout the morning asthe tent
approached broiling temperatures. Each lay on her cot, drinking spar-ingly from their now-rationed
water. Catching rainwater wasinefficient, but no one wanted to venture close enough to tap the trees. As
Saschalay there, shelistened for any hails from the camp that might signify that Nazim and Baker Camp
had madeitin. On a nice day it would take an hour and a half...

Gradualy, asthe sweltering day wore on, they each came to understand that they would be spending
ancther night on Null.

Late in the afternoon, the rains began again, keeping up asteady barrage into the evening.

When the sounds of muffled explosions came from the forest, Sascha heard her mother at the tent flap
asking the guardswhat it was. "The bots..." she heard. And then: ... pushing back the edge of the
Sticks" They dways called it the Sticks. No matter what it was becoming, they stuck to the version they
liked better. Saschadept fitfully, now and then aware of forest-muffled detonations amidst therain, and
the sickly odors of chemicas burning.
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Through ahaze of nausea, Eli noted that the communal éimination chamber was blessedly empty. Having
ac-companied him thisfar, Maret withdrew with the guardsto the far side, facing away. She had learned
his fastidious-ness, though she thought it strange.

Here the hab was swollen in places, creating thick ver-tical cordsthat plunged into the pits below the
toilets, feeding on wastes, no doulbt.

He cleaned up with the air brush and then managed the walk back, with Maret speaking in low, guttural
whispersto the guard, her expression betraying flickers of what he took for anger.

When he was settled back in his cdll, she gave him asack of water. He Sipped through the straw, his
eyes closed.

"You aresick," shebegan. "l am very deeply sorry. The food makesyou sick.”
Sck. No, that wasn't it. He was dying. He hoped.

When he had made his decision, he thought it might be born of lack of deep and despair. But when he
woke, he hadn't changed his mind. It was the last thing he had to gamble: hislife. He reasoned that if the
ahtrawanted him dive, he might have abargaining chip. The fact that he ex-pected to die, and did not
any longer greatly care, gave him power for the first time since he entered the hexadron and burrowed
down.

Fingering the mushroomsin his pocket, he assured himsdlf that hiswaferswere il there. These were the
common blue fungi that made him violently ill and that held been conserving.

Maret wastaking again, in her low, cam voice. "'l wish to take charge of your feeding from now on. |
was not summoned when you first became sick. Now | tend not to trust what is happening.”

"Join the crowd."



Her smile showed her pleasure at knowing the idiom. An ahtra smile was not aresponse to humor, Eli
had learned, but asign of enjoyment.

Then she became serious again. "Among my people,” she said, "we say we have two sadnesses, held in
the two chambers of the mind. | have both sadnesses now.”

He sat staring at her, hisarmsresting on his bent knees. "Why? Why be sorry?*

"Because | tend to believe you are being poisoned, re-grettably, and againgt adl ordersfor your safety. |
have cdled for achemipractor.”

"Don't bother, Maret." He put hishand in his pocket and took out afew of the mushrooms. "I'm leaving."
Maret'slarge eyesfixed on the blue fragmentsin his hands.

Hetook one and placed it in hismouth, chewing dowly, letting the oily and bitter liquid drip down his
throdt.

"I will take these from you, Eli Dammond.”

"I'll get more. They grow everywhere." They had to take him aong the corridor to the communal toilets.
They seemed oblivious to the concept of individud latrines.

He popped another fungusin his mouth. His mouth flooded with sdiva. Swallowing, he gagged, but kept
them down.

"Do not do this," Maret ordered.

"Likel sad, I'mleaving."

"You do not wish to live?'

"No."

"Ahtrado not kill themselves" she said, pedanticaly.

"Humansdo," he said, egting another.

Suddenly, shethrust out her hand, leaning forward and touching hiswrigt. "Why?"

He shrugged. "To express outrage. To die without do-ing further harm to my people.”
"Y ou do not harm your people.”

"It'sahuman concept. Guilt by inaction." She must be certain of hisresolve. She must understand it.
"Nefer forbidsthisact,” Maret said in growing agita-tion.

He snorted in ahdf laugh. "To hell with Nefer.”

Maret's hand dropped into her lap. She remained slent. Then she spoke very low: "What do you want
that will make you stop this?"

He reached for the water tube, and sipped, trying to keep the poison down.
"What will be persuasive?' she pressed on.



A wave of nausealeft him sagging limply against the spongy wall. Hewhispered, ™Y ou're going Up to the
sur-face.”

Sheleaned closer to hear him. "How do you know this?'

"Word gets around. When you do—go Up—I want you to help my people, my camp. Whatever it
takes, | want you to promise to help them. Whoever's | eft.”

She remained till as stone. In turn, he remained locked in place, ready to make amedl of the buttons, or
cast them down.

The room grew cooler, along with his thoughts. He had anew peace, now that he could finally act. "I
don't accept that they are al dead. | don't accept it." He chewed an-other mushroom.

Ashedid so0, shewhispered, “They may yet live."
He had forced her to say it. But still—it was all the hope he had.

She went on, "But they are like babies set into arag-ing river. Without great courage—of the sort they
cannot have—they will tend to die swiftly. But in truth, we cannot know."

"Why?Why will they die? They're seasoned troops.”

"Because they are not accustomed to Up World. It will have terrors, for which they are unprepared
without guides to teach them. We undergo deep training, encountering our weaknesses many times.
Then, UpWorld, we are prepared.”

"Maybe surface worlds have more terrorsfor you than for us."
"Perhaps. But we are hardened against mercy that might make us soft.”

Helooked at the mushroomsin hishand. They had tiny spots on the outer edges. Toward the center,
they deepened in color. The detail of each cap impressed on his sight with preternatura vividness. The
cgpsrested in his hand amid the lines of his palm asthough in some mean-ingful dignment to hislife.
"WeI?" he asked. "Will you hdp them?When you go Up?"

Her voice was ashadow. "Yes."

He closed his eyes. Now that he had extracted her promise, he wondered if it was enough. If he had sold
his degth too chesply.

"Eli," Maret said from what seemed very far away.

Herested his head againgt the wall. His body was|oose, floating, but his mind was firmly anchored in
each passng moment.

"May | have the food?' Maret asked.

Eli dowly raised hisarm, alowing a spattering of mushrooms to pass from his hand to hers. He gazed at
her with adetached interest, noting the patterns on her smooth skull as she bent over the mushrooms.

"Whet can | do for your comfort, Eli?"

He could barely hear hisown voice. "Get rid of the smell.” The perfumesin the room added to his
nausea.



Maret went to the data plug by the door, then returned to Sit cross-legged in front of him once more. The
ar fresh-ened. He breathed it in like nourishment.

Maret spoke very softly. "I never knew—an individua— to kill themsavesfor the sake of another.”
He cocked hishead. "Isn't that what war iS?'

"Y es. But thiswas different.” The tone of her voice was hushed, as though she knew how sengtive his
hearing was at this moment just after death had passed him by.

"Onelearnsvery much fromyou, Eli."

Shewasusing just hisgiven namefor thefirgt time. It sounded strange, alittle unnerving. He squinted at
theglowingwalls. "Thelightsare very bright."

Rising, she went to the data plug again, and the lights dimmed, releasing the needles that had been
plunging into histemples.

They sat inthedim quiet for awhile. The chemipractor came and Maret dismissed him & Eli'sindgstence.
In the semidark, Maret's voice cameto him. "I once had those | would have died for."

He sipped from his straw. The water ran down histhroat as though for thefirst time, tracing a cold path.
"Before the HumanWar," she added.

"Millionsdeed..." Eli sad, haf to himsdf.

"Among us, there were fewer dead,” she said. "But we are smadler in number than you. Vastly fewer.
And so each death was a blow."

"Even the fifty million dead,” Eli mused, "each one had a mother who grieved, afather who grieved.”
"We do not use thoseterms. They are very strangeto us."

"Mother and father. Everyone has a mother and fa-ther..." Hefdt that he was speaking in parables. His
mind took him to absolutes and obvious places. He was peaceful, alittle crazy.

"Wedo not. We have only al our kin. And for mysdlf, | have not even that.”

Looking at her face he noticed that the markings ex-posed on her face and hands were
darker—considerably darker—than before. She had been more accented for days now, he realized.

"Where areyour kin, Maret?'

"Dead. In the Human War. Thewar took al but me. All my first net and second. Now that | am aone, |
often think | would have gonein place of any one of them. Sometimesto be the sole survivor isaterrible
thing." She said thislast looking a him instead of the mushroomsin her hand. "That iswhy | must be
permitted ronid. .. to continue my bloodlines. And why | must not fail in my duty to Nefer, who might ruin
al. Regrettably, she might influence the Data Guides who decide who will go Up."

"Why do you go Up, Maret?'
Her voice was now only awhisper. "UpWorld... isthe place of the bloodlines, Eli."

"But sex isvery free down here, you have said.”



Shelooked toward the door as though confirming that they were still in complete privacy. "ltisnot a
polite conversation, to speak of Up World." She glanced a him and he held her gaze until she continued.
"DownWorld we bear only sterileissue. To betruly fertile, we must go Up. Humans do not express
distinctions between sex-for-pleasure and sex-for-progeny. But for us, thereis sex, and thereisronid.”

"Why are you only fertile Up World?' When she kept her eyes pointedly down, gazing at the floor, he
remarked,

"It must be a dangerous place to have babies, your Up-World."

Her datatendril twitched in gpparent surprise. "Of course. How else?!

She urged more water on him, and he drank, though his ssomach warned againgt it.
"And you, Eli?" Maret continued. "What of your kin? Lost in thewar aso?'
Lost—aways easier to say than dead. "Y ou know the concepts of sister and brother?”
"Y es, we have those concepts.”

"I have—I had four brothers. Two died in the same battle. Then later, Quinn waskilled. It'seight years
ago now... But we don't forget.”

"No. One doesnot.” She helped him to raise the water tube to hislips. ™Y ou should drink more.”
He acquiesced. The sack was empty. Maret replaced it with another.

"Nefer wishesto avoid war," she said. "My midressisacrue individud, but sheis not wrong about all
things. She hopesthat you will help to avoid war by speaking for us and explaining that we did not kill

your people.”
"If it'strue, then I'll tell them. But what | say won't carry much weight.”

"They will not ligento aship'scaptan?”

"Among your people, you have those of high and low degree, yes?' When she nodded, he went on, "I'm
of low degree." At her look of surprise, he said, "Don't place your hopes on me, Maret. I'm onein
disgrace. Likeagomin, you might say."

"Y our people are very strange. To despise such aone asyou.”
"They have good reason.”
"If war comes, neither your sorrow or minewill much matter,” she said, so quietly it wasamost inaudible.

"It will matter. Even then. Because we remember.” It was bizarre to think he had just used the term we to
de-scribe himsdlf and an ahtra. But helet it stand.

Thedim light of the room shimmered in Maret'seyes.

Maret kept vigil as Eli fell into an exhausted deep. He dreamed of open skies and lying with awoman,
while the sun warmed their bodies toward conception, and mon-sters roamed nearby, snapping branches
under ponderous fest.
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They may yet live. Eli paced in hiscdl, nine stepsin one direction, nine back, thinking of how hiscrew
might defeat the Up World threat—which was, Nefer said, per-haps the vone, the monster gods of the
ahtra. Maret had said the survivors would be those without mercy. If so, they would be the hardened
veterans. Luce Marzano... Sergeant Juric... and afew of the enlisteds with the mercy soaked out of
them in regen baths. And he knew who would be thefirst to die: hiscivilian passengers. Y oung Sascha. ..

A movement a the far wall. A bubble swelled, beckon-ing Eli. The gomin was back.

The gomin was seated on arug and gestured Eli to Sit opposite her. "Eli Dammond, you have beenill. No
longer, | hope?!

Eli shrugged. "The food. I've been better.”

"Yes. Y ou—Ilanguish—would that be the word?"

"Close enough.”

The gomin spoke very softly. "I have so regrettably failed you.”
"How?"

"It would be like paradise, you said. To return to the place that you have logt, to be among your people.
Evenif you die of it, it tendsto be aworthwhile gamble. For para-dise.”

IIY$II
"Eli Dammond, | have not behaved with al courtesy toward you, for which please forgive."
"I've taken no offense.”

The gomin waved her arms, agitated. "No, | havefailed in courtesy. | wasinclined to learn of your sexua
ways, and your path of happiness. | am disposed to many weaknesses, curiosity for one.” She closed her
eyes, listen-ing. When she opened them, she began speaking very rapidly. "Thetask wasto tell you to
leave us. But | have ddlayed. Now you have very littletime.”

"Leave?' The gomin had hisfull attention now.

"Please forgive my many errors.”

"Tell me, then." He reached out to urge the gomin to speak, but his hands pressed through the image.
"Therewould be danger. If oneis caught, one suffers.”

Eli thought she spoke of hersdf aswell ashim.

The gomin continued, "Now remember, everything. Do not ask me questions that one will tend to fail,
and that will wagtetime.”

"Quickly, then!”

"At the next meal your door will not be barred. Proceed—you would say, left—down theway. Asthe
Sea-30n is near, some guards waver in their attention. There will occur adistraction for the guard near
your door. Y ou will proceed to the nearest downway, taking it to the next way. One will leave arobe for
you, where possible. Watch for it. Proceed right again to the fourth down-way..." The gomin continued
in thismanner, reciting right, left, downway, saverd times.



Eli concentrated. There were four rights, after the first |eft. There were five waysto traverse. Only once
was the next downway not the first one. Thiswas on the second level, where he was to take the fourth
downway. He would forget nothing; it was etched like acid on stone.

"Y ou'retdling meto go down. What about up?’

"No, down, down! Then you will cometo the old downway. There, one has been told, the hab is dead,
very dangerous. Proceed asfar as you can down. Thereis a probability someone will be there to guide
you farther. Y ou will go to an ancient way, beyond memory. From there, you may go up.” She looked a
him, blinking. "1t being dangerous, you would gtill engage the risks?"

"Yes. Butincasel fail, | want away to speak to my people. Just once. By radio.”
"No, no," the gomin said, fluttering her hands. "We do not speak with those Above.”
"Y ou don't. But maybe | can?'

"No, the Well does not permit such. No radio.”

"What Wdl?'

"Our grest Well, our... ancestral data cistern. One has the wrong words. But al our memory loops
around theworld in agreat fidd. It forbids radio waves, while giv-ing camouflage. It holds al knowledge
and memory and dl our kin nets. If you would speak to your people, you must ascend to the
OverWoods."

"What placeisthat?'

"It iswhere the vone dream, such dreamsthat we have falen from, but struggle to know imperfectly, in
inter-vals"

"Myth or fact, gomin?'

"Itissad that myth tends toward a condensed truth. Among us, everything is an approximation of truth.
How can one know absolutely with so much uncertainty?" She closed her eyes, then stood up abruptly.
"Eli Dammond, | am glad | learned that your sexua ways are not paradise, nor arethey chaos. Lifeis
imperfect, in dl realms, oneistending to believe. Even so, one hopes you find your para-dise.”

"And you yours, my friend."
"Lastly, no matter what the happenstances, do not trust Nefer Ton Enkar.”
"l wouldn't trust her asfar as| could throw her."

The gomin fluttered her hands. " Such astatement strays to delicious discourtesy.” She smiled broadly. "I
will missour taks, Eli Dammond.”

The bubble evaporated.

Far below PriméWay, in adeep UnderPrimelobe, Vod stood facing Harn, his arm trembling with the
desireto strike his coworker. They had exchanged words lacking in all courtesy, a breach of form that
might well erupt into something worse. Just down the way, he could hear the clatter of the maintenance
crew, intent on the Down World ddlivery systems behind an exposed flap of hab. Thewholevicinity was
darkened as the hab dealt with the intrusion.



Harn's cousin Belah accompanied him. She gestured at them, urging them to retire around the curve of
the way, out of sight of the statics. It was conducive to fluxor pride to keep disputes from the notice of
statics who would be eager to feed the information into the common flow.

Affecting nonchalance, Vod sat on the rusted arm of an antiquated soil crusher. "Leaveit be, Harn-as. |
don't an-swer for Maret." He would have liked to answer for Mardt, if shewould ever listen to him, but
events had veered too far in one direction now.

"Maybe not," Harn dlowed. "But then, where's dl the gip we contributed when we thought you
answered for her?'

Vod had long been accumul ating contributions againgt the day Maret would lead them. Until now, diggers
had given fredly. "Y our funds are safe," he answered. "Do you want yours back?"

"Maybe | do. And what about everybody e se that thought they wagered on Maret?" A crop of cella
growing nearby lit Ham'sface with aripple of light. Vod tried to cam himself. The threads of the
mycelium linked Down-World in anet of nourishment, like dweller kinship itself. Therewasno cdl for
argument, especidly among diggers.

He spoke reasonably. "It was never awager. It was an investment.”

"A bad one, if shesgoing Up."

"Shelll beback." Hesaid it automatically.

Belah exchanged glances with him. They were both againgt Maret, Vod saw.

"Shewon't be caring about diggersin any case, not like you led usto believe. Some think you strayed a
hexal or two from the truth, VVod-as."

Vod jumped off the crusher. A strand of anger coiled in his scomach.
"Not your fault. Y ou were out of the flow on thisone.”

Fairly said, and meant to mollify, but VVod rode a crest of emotion. He fought for his color, but it drained
like free water into dirt spoils.

Then Harn added, ™Y our humble Maret serves Nefer. And now she serves the human.”
AsVod opened his mouth to protest, Harn added: "Maybe serves him more ways than one.”

Vod struck. It was a strong blow connecting to the dark side of the digger's head, avoiding the tendril.
And Harn went down. After amoment he struggled to rise, then lay flat again.

Vod pulled inwarm gulps of air, feding queasy. He had never struck anyone before, much lessafdlow
digger.

Belah hurried to Harn's side. For amoment, Vod felt astrong attraction to her, despite the
circumgtances. Was she responding to him? The atmosphere was gravid with tenson and pleasure.

Vod was backing up, both relieved and disappointed to see that Harn had begun to regain his senses.
Belah looked up at him, her eyes mocking hislapse of control.

"S0, Vod-as," she said, her voice seductive and ironic, "the Season begins at last.”



Around them, the hab glistened with humidity. A trickle of water edged down V od's hand where he
leaned againgt the wall. He wiped his hand on his clothes, sammering his apologiesto Harn, but al the
whilelooking at Belah, and her tacit offer of sex-for-pleasure. Then he turned and fled.
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Saschalay on her cot, pretending to deep. Every light in camp was on, though it was the middle of the
night. Her parents sat on folding chairs, each armed. She knew her mother had never shot apistol such
asnow lay across her 1ap. She gripped it as though she might just as easily best to death as shoot
anything that came through the tent flap.

Through the drone of her parents whispered voi ces, Sascha could hear occasiond gunfire a the
perimeter. The enlisteds shot at anything that moved. Sometimes a staccato burst would shred the
rain-filled night; a other times, ashort volley of shots. Each time, Sascha hoped for one more fallen
enemy—though the enemy, of course, waswithout end.

In the morning, Charlie Company wasleaving on foat, hiking the sx milesto the Lucia. They had given
up on Baker Camp. They'd leave Badri Nazim behind, alive or dead. Saschaturned over so many times
on her cot that the blanket was wrapped around her like a cocoon.

She fdt the cot sag on one side. Her father put ahand on her shoulder.

"Can't degp?' he asked. His eyeswere sunken into dark cavities. Behind him, Cristin watched the tent
flap, Stting tall, perfect posture even in the chegp folding chair.

"Nazim," Saschasad. "She's ill out there™

Geoff looked at the tent wall, in the direction of the spo-radic gunfire. "Nazim survived the Great War,
remember.”

Saschathought of Nazim's hair, dtered forever, but till growing. "1 don't give up on her."
Rain pdted the tent, filling in the spaces when conver-sation fatered.
Nearby, ashot fired. Cristin rose from her chair, then sat again when quiet returned.

Sascha noticed that her father was holding something in hislap. He placed it next to her pillow. "Thisis
some-thing | had madefor you," he said.

"Why don't you just give her the pistol?* Cristin mum-bled, her back to them, till keeping watch.

Geoff's mouth flattened, ignoring her. "Y ou've never fired agun, Sascha But you've used aflashlight.” He
pat-ted the cylinder lying between them. "Thisisamodified light spectrum lamp. The techs put it together
forme"

Sascha pushed hersdlf up on one elbow to look closer at the thing. It was dull gray, with the look of
nano-housing. A bulb on the front protruded from aneck, adesign that would alow light to flood in all
directions.

"When we st out in afew hours, | want you to carry this. Y ou can put your arms through the straps so
that it rides on your chest." He handed it to her.

"But it won't be dark when weleave," she said, finger-ing the lamp. She sat up, facing her father. She
was dressed, asthey al were, to move out in amoment's notice. Cristin had ingsted she deep with her



boots on. They were army-issue, lug-soled web boots. They weren't officer-caliber such as her father
and mother now wore in anticipation of their march, but basic enlisted boots, the smallest in camp.
Saschafelt proud to wear a private's boots, like Nazim's— Infantry, not Transport boots, she noted.
Infantry aways got the best boots.

"Butit h dark," Geoff said. "The clouds and rain make it darker than when we arrived, darker than the
dry sea-son.”

Heturned thelamp on. Thetent burst into light, prob-ing al niches, creating agreat shadow of her
mother against the tent flap. He showed her the switch, and she turned the light off.

"The faunadon' like bright light. | think they're adapted to awet season existence, going dormant in the
dry season.” He was speaking in alow, middle-of-the-night voice, cdming and matter-of-fact. It dmost
seemed like anormal time, except for the gunfire.

"The enlisteds found the animas don't like bright light, especidly directly in the eyes—but what we've got
here may even be better." He tapped on the lamp housing. "Thislight matches the spectrum of light from
the primary sun. I'm thinking that the wet season happensin severa years long cycles, tied to the
approach of the dwarf star. So we skewed the spectrum away from the dwarf toward the primary sun's
wavelengths, to give the locas a nice headache.”

Put them off their feed, came to Saschals mind, and she wished it hadn't.

In the pause, Crigtin's Sigh was unmistakable. Under her breath she said: "Good Lord, a flashlight.”
"Why don't wetry that for the camp'slights, then?" Saschawanted to know.

"Thereisn't timeto reengineer things now. But it'swhy weve kept the lights on every night.”

Crigtin twisted around in her chair to look at them. "Geoffrey, just give her the gun. She's old enough to
shoot agun.”

Geoff swallowed, but shook his head. "We're sarting to shoot each other with che damn things. Were
not going to win with force." He held hiswifés gaze.

"I'm glad we didn't take that tack with the ahtra,”" she said, Staring back.

"These cregtures aren't the enemy, Crigtin. They're animals, exploiting their food resources. If wethink in
those terms, then—"

Crigtin interrupted. "The food resources are us, have you noticed? We don't need to study them when
killing will do." She looked at her daughter, and doubtless saw for the thousandth time that Saschawould
follow her fa-ther, dways her father. Cristin turned back to watch the door.

Her father patted her arm and returned to hisvigil by Crigtin'sSide, their voices again mixing with therain
patter. Finaly Saschafell adeep, clutching thelamp.

She dreamed of the two suns, the red onein an elip-tica orbit around the other. She watched from her
bal-cony asthe dwarf sun grew larger, bringing summer, and heat, and chaos. Below her, in the city,
peoplefrantically danced and made love. A few hailed her, caling her to do the same before it wastoo
late. She retreated from the bal-cony and their voices...

A hand was on her elbow, pulling her. She wokein an ingtant. A soldier was stlanding in the tent door,
wind and rain beating in around him. Her father was urging her to her feet. "Hurry" wasdl he said.



With Critin, they rushed from the tent into the night. Gunfire spattered around them, dong with the
tbunk, thunk sound of the dominos.

"Roche'stent,” her father said, grasping her by the up-per arm.
They ran toward the center of camp. Amid shouts and gunfire, soldiers dashed to their podts.

For an instant Sascha saw a shape. Three feet high, much larger than anything they'd seen before, with an
odd, strutting motion. It disappeared between the tents. Shouts came from the perimeter, a ong with the
zinging noise of the bots asthey hurled hot plasma. The smell of cooked flesh drifted among the tent
corridors, mixing with the smells of mud—athick paste that sucked at their feet asthey ran.

In the next tent aide, Sascha saw more of the creatures, running in a pack, jabbering what sounded like
words asthey ran. Real words. Narrow heads bobbed up and down, heading away down the aide,
babbling inahigh-pitched litany: Fire! Herel Run! A domino clattered only twenty feet away and a
soldier screamed, dreadfully cut off. Crigtin had latched on to Sascha's other arm, her eyeswild.

Sprinting toward the command tent, the three of them joined Lieutenant Roche and Sergeant Juric, who
were crouching on one side of it. Sascha's knees sank deep into the mud as her father shielded her
againg the tent with hisbody.

"Wait here," Roche barked at her father, asthough they would even venture into the melee.

Ben Juric'sface fell into sudden blackness as a near sec-tion of camp lightsfailed. " Split us up,
Lieutenant. Last chance, I'm thinking."

"No. Well pull back to asmaller perimeter.”
"No perimeters! Christ dmighty. Give mefive men and I'll get through, with or without a bot.”
"l said, no one leaves”

Juric spit to one side. "Don't get it, do you? We're arestaurant, Sitting here. Those stalkers are attracted
to usdl together. Send usout in units of five or Sx." A wave of gunfire came nearer. "Last chance," he
snarled. "Or you think you're il fighting the'—here he swiveled and sent avolley of shotsdown theaide
to fell acreature running full speed toward them—"goddamned battle of Mi Pann?"

Crigtin was holding Saschasarm in atight grip, her other hand pointing her pistol out toward the rain and
thenight.

Thetent collapsed. Behind it were two upright crea-tures with gray besks and long legs, covered with fur
that now glistened in the streaming wet. In the next ingtant they ducked forward, heads bobbing down,
legsflinging up to tear a the group. Roche was caught in the throat. Cristin was pulling Sascha down, but
not to safety, only down because she was shot, the side of her head erupting in fragments, and Sascha
stumbled backward, losing her mother's grip. In shock, Sascha stared at her mother. Then Geoff was
running forward to where Cridtin lay, just as a creature turned toward him and brought itslong leg up in
the air and then down, dashing, letting loose aspray of blood. Sascha heard herself screaming, standing
intherain, screaming.

A bot wasjostling beside her. A sharp twang next to her ear, and when she looked again, the attackers
were deed, their flesh smoking and sizzling in the rain. Be-side them, three human bodies, Roche and...

Juric yanked her to her feet and began loping across the compound, but she ripped her arm from him.
"My father!" shecried.



"Too late," he growled. He dragged her dong as shefought him, digging in her toes.
"Medic," shesad, "medic..."

"No medic for them, ga. They're gone. Now you save yoursdlf." He hauled her to a barricade, where
twenty sol-diers had piled planks and equipment.

"We haveto go back!" Saschacried. "My grandfather will say you haveto go back..."

Juric pushed her onto the ground and crouched next to her, hisface a couple of inchesfrom hers. His
regen eye looked like the dominant of the two, the tough member of the pair that could look a anything.
"Don't be bringing up the big generd, ga. Nobody cares about generdsright now. Lie down flat and shut

up.

Lieutenant Anning was in charge, trying to organize a defense, but everyone was shouting a once. The
lightswere dl gone except for one spotlight that loyaly held on. The stdkersand soldiersmingled in
battle dl around, with Anning shouting to hold fire, and no one listening, only firing in long, pointless
burgts. Shaking, Sascha heard hersdf moan, "Medic, we need amedic..."

"Fucking hell," someonein the bunker cried out. "What in the hell?* The enlisted, afemde private,
crouched below the barricade, saying, "I saw him. Perez! Don't shoot, | saw him!"

"Perez isdead,” somebody muttered.

"No, | saw him." She licked her lips, eyes darting to the others. "But," her voice cracked, "but not
exactly..."

A burly corpord with hisregen paw clutching hisrifle sad, "Not exactly wheat, private?'
She opened her mouth to answer, then closed it again.

Perez was aname Sascha knew. Perez was the enlisted stuck on the other sde of Nazim's black river,
back when her life fill held together in al its partsinstead of, as now, scattered and bleeding in pieces.

"Perez is as dead as asshole Roche," somebody se said. " Asshole waited until we were surrounded,
then he wants to take astand.”

"Jesus," somebody was muttering. "They talk, thethings talk.”
"Sergeant,” aprivate said, eyes glazed, "how can they talk?"
Ignoring him, Sergeant Juric was arguing with Lieu-tenant Anning.
"Put 'em on automatic,” Juric was saying.

"Welosether versatility. No."

They were talking about the bots. Both were in the bunker. One was clinging to the top of the barricade,
am-ing needlesof fireinto therain.

"What happensif you go down, Anning? Nobody el se's got the bot commands. On automatic, they can
gl fight after those birds pick you apart.”

"Well losefifty percent of the capability,” Anning said. "I'm saying no, Sergeant.”



Then Juric's pistol was againgt Anning'sforehead. "Y eah, and I'm saying yes. Do it."
Anning's eyes were blank as he sized Juric up. "Y ou're finished, Sergeant. I'll run you out of the corp.”
"So demote me. Now switch the dogs over.”

A twitch took over Anning'sface. "Y ou patches are my witnesses," he snorted. ™Y ou remember this." He
turned, calling the botsto hisside, darming, silver-black beetles. Sascha was eye to eye with them,
wondering if they would kill her if she moved. Their bodies had morphed into walk-ing guns. The
footpads of the nearest one looked strangely amphibian. Its splayed toes left star-shaped printsin the
mud.

Saschaheard Juric cock hisgun, saying, "Make any mistakes, I'll kill you good.”

From her viewpoint on the ground, Saschawatched as Anning coded the bots, one at atime, reciting the
string of commands that identified his authority to program them, and releasing them from their previous
orders, placing them on genera battle and defense for whatever unit of soldiersthey could find. From
now on, the bots used their own Al judgment.

The sergeant took Sascha by the upper arm and pulled her to her feet. Now, inalull in the fighting, the
soldiers sharing the barricade watched him with both hope and terror.

Juric nodded at them. "We split up now. Leave herein four groups. Buddy up as you want. Whoever
gets through, wait one day on board. Then get the hell out of here, and never look back.”

The soldierslooked from Sergeant Juric to Lieutenant Anning and back again.
"Ignorethat order,” Anning said. "We're saying.”

Sascha hoped they would stay. They couldn't just leave her parentsin the mud, but she knew Sergeant
Juric cared nothing for that. He had her aamin aniron grip.

Heturned to the enlisteds. "'If you Stay here, guesswho's coming for dinner?”
One of the men nodded. "I'm in with you, Sergeant.” Others muttered their agreement.
Stll aming the gun at Anning, Juric growled at the unit, ™Y ou assholes need afancy invitation? Move."

In another moment everyone was running pell-mdl out into the murky dawn, and Saschawas running
with them, remembering at the last moment to turn on the lamp, where it hung on her chest like aflame.
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Maret sood before the Extreme Prime's galleries, waiting for her interview. She hoped to find Hemms
Prellltek in aconducive mood, but in Red Season he was often snap-pish. Her own mood was restive.
Up, up, her thoughts tended. She was ready to go, her body primed, responding to the hab's nectar. But
shewas 4till down as others as-cended.

Hemms, afriend to her dear prime, Ellod, was dis-posed in her favor. With Nefer growing colder toward
her, she had need of a powerful supporter. Hemmswas likely to approve her traditional choice to bear
progeny, though it meant jeopardizing her sudies. Her studies. Shethought of Eli with confusion and
shame. She had studied humans, she now redlized, only to hate them morefully...

In her hand she carried ascroll on which Nefer had painted data coordinates. Thiswas an officia
commu-nique from Nefer Most Prime to Hemms Extreme Prime, and Maret wasto deliver it persondly.



Shewasto make sure that Hemms, often absentminded, attended to the scroll, though Nefer had told her
nothing of the subject matter. Perhaps, if Hemms needed data interpretation, Maret might offer some
gmall serviceto him. It was regret-table to admit, but without Nefer to administrate, he would have made
alessthan satisfactory leader, despite his splen-did genotype.

When the attendant led her inside, she found Hemms seated on his carpet, where skilled weavers had
traced hisrich ancestrd line. The huge carpet placed him at a consid-erable remove from her. Hewas
aone, Maret noted with relief. Sometimesinterviews did not go well if attendants were there to whisper
inhisear.

"Maret-as," he said. Then, without preamble: "Recite.”
She began the chant, till holding Nefer's scrall, still standing, not even being asked to Sit.

After reciting to the sixth net, Maret paused, hoping to be given permission to execute her misson. She
had re-cited hislineage for him before. It was dmost atradition between them, and seemed to give
Hemms gresat pleasure.

Hemms’ eyes, haf-lidded with relaxation, snapped open.

She plowed on, to the seventh net, aleve of recitation that only his close attendants were expected to
perform. But the seventh net was very long, and her time dipped away.

At last shefinished. Surely he would not require her to go further.

Hedid not. ™Y ou misspoke the seventh,” he said, a-lowing someirritation to show. He picked at apiece
of lint on his pant leg.

Maret cast into backmind to see what had gone amiss. With chagrin, sherealized her mistake. "Forgive
my inex-cusable and shameful error, Extreme Prime.”

He waved ahand, saying peevishly, "Y ou should study more, Maret-as. Nefer gives you leave to study,
does she not?" Without waiting for an answer, he said, "It isavery greet privilege to sudy, but one's
dwellers areimmersed in wagers and entertainments, a shameful waste of resources.” He glanced up at
her.

"Y es, shameful indeed.”

"Many cannot even recite to the sixth, and if they can"—here he glanced at her again—"they make
errors, and tend toward sdlf-satisfaction.”

"Y es, Hemms-as, thisisasad thing, when it occurs.”
"When it occurd" Hisvoice rose beyond dl propriety. "Y ou think it would be seldom?”
"No, one does not disagree..."

"Disagree." He nodded to himsalf as though confirm-ing an ugly opinion. "Whét right have you to disagree
with your high prime? Have you such aright? Have you?'

Maret was so surprised by this attack that she hesitated to answer. By then it wastoo late.

Heroseto hisfeet. "Y ou are not as pious as one thought, Maret-as, may your prime, Ellod, forgive you.
Y our kin nets are very faint in the flow. Who carries your kin names forward? Aredl your kin aslax as
you?'



"My kin, Primeof my life, aredl...”
"Yes, your kin! This neglect becomes very deeply re-grettable.”

The room pumped out odorants to cover his agitation. It was shocking for Hemms Extreme Primeto
display such temper. Shefeared he might beill.

"Y ou waste your days, Maret-as. Y ou prepare for ronid. Let others undertake such things! Oneisin
entire agree-ment with Nefer Ton Enkar on this matter. Furthermore, you embarrass us by fraternizing
with the Human, who is our hostage."

Shejerked her head up in surprise.

"Did you think one took no notice of such things?' He paced around her, and she dared not follow him
with her eyes. He circled her, muttering, "Lost, lost.”

Maret's distress now was beyond containing. Was she fraternizing? How had her conduct fallen so far
from his pleasure?

But he had veered back to the topic of study. "A very sad thing it isto see you waste your heritage,
Maret-as. Study, that's the thing!™

Maret sared fixedly at the eighteenth concentric circlein Hemms ancestral rug. She dared not answer.
"We|?' Heglared at her. Then, pausing a awal sconce, heindulged in awand of snuff.

"I havefailed to please you. Please forgive thisinade-quate person.” Shewould have sudied dl her life
and been content. But study would have to wait.

Camer now, Hemms settled himself on the rug once more. "One doubts, Maret-as,” he said sadly. "One
doubts those around one." He looked over her head, toward the door. "Everywhere, there are dwellers
who oppose me, againg al tradition. Y ou knew?"

"No," shesaidin darm. "Oppose you?"'

"Oppose, we say! Who plot for their Extreme Prime's ruin, who loose their rogue strands of liesinto the
dataflow, who forget our lineage, who bring barbarians into the heart of Down World, who fater in their
seventh kin net recitation, who fail in their studies!" The hab pumped and pumped, but his distress came
to her nogtrilslike aburning wick of flesh. She heard hersdf indicted in hislist. Maret, the most loyd of
his subjects.

Then his shoulders dumped, and his voice was so soft, she barely heard him say, "Well, give usthe scroll.
Or must one beg leave to read one's missives?' His skin had waxed pale, smudging the aristocratic lines
that had bred true for athousand cycles.

She gpproached his rug and handed it to him, leaning over it asfar as she could without stepping on the
sacred threads. The scroll fluttered as she placed it in Hemms

pam. He murmured: "Our dwellers neglect their devo-tions. Scandalous. So many lost in the HumanWar,
and so few remembered in the flow. We had thought that you, Maret-as, would never sumblein
devotion. One can never predict the outcome of genetic gifts. We arevery sad.” Ashe unrolled the
scroll, adata plug descended from the ceil-ing, and histendril snapped into it.

Scanning the coordinates, Hemms shunted the results onto awall screen.



To Maret's consternation, the screen showed Eli Dammond entering ardiquary. He shone alight about
him, disturbing the peace of the rugs. She watched in hor-ror as he pulled arug fromitsrest, laying open
the con-tents, bending down to inspect the sacred bones... It would have been far better not to have
provoked Hemms Extreme Prime with aremembrance of that unfortunate happening, but now Maret
learned that Hemms was more than provoked.

He sprang to hisfeet, barking, "' Shame! Shame!™
Hisreaction so sartled her that she froze, unable to spesk or defend hersdlf.

The door flew open as attendants flooded insde. They stood, wondering &t the high tension in the room,
while Hemms sputtered, "Thig! Thid" He pointed at the terri-fied Maret. "This fluxor defiesud This
fluxor catersto abarbarian who desecrates our dead!" He stalked close to her, bending low to look into
her eyes as she crouched a hisfeet. Y ou knew?"

"Y es, Extreme Prime..." And she had thought he knew. Could it be that Hemms was so out of the flow?

"... knew," hewas saying, "and walked publicly with the—the..." Hislips quivered as he fought for an
epi-taph.

The human, Maret filled in for him. The human. How easily Nefer has arranged my ruin.

Nefer had kept Hemmsignorant of the desecration. All thistime, it wasn't Hemmswho required her to
attend on the human. It was only Nefer.

"My mistress commanded me to atend the human. Please forgive—"

"Y ou dare to blame your benefactor, Nefer Most Prime? Shame, Maret-as, shame! Nefer hastold me
you are not obedient." He turned to his astonished attendants. "Not obedient! Our dwellers are not
obedient! Our kingdom sickens before our eyes." Hisface collapsed into open, dis-played grief. "One
had thought Maret-as the best of you, though sheisonly afluxor. But if Maret isthe best, then oneis
log, logt..."

Asthe attendants led her away, she heard Hemms rant-ing after her, ™Y our bloodlines are shamed! Y our
descen-dants do not exist!"

The words struck her like blows. The attendants let loose of her, not wanting to touch one so cursed.
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Just as Eli turned into the first downway, he looked be-hind, back the way held come, seeing a soldier
standing with the gomin, talking. He knew it was the gomin by the sheen of her clothes, and by the fact
that she was naked from the waist up, by which he understood that she was distracting the guard by
offering sex. He dipped into the stairwell.

His muscles were tense enough to lift apiano. Six steps down he spied alump of cloth that, once shook
out, be-came a cape and cowl. He rammed hisfigtsinto the deeves, noticing the powerful smells of the
fabric, to mask his hu-manness. He took the stairstwo at atime; then, hearing voices above him, he
ducked into anarrow lobe and turned aside to hide hisface.

The voices faded down the steps.

Inthe stairwdll, he repeated the gomin'singructions: left at the downway, right at the way, right at
the down-way, right at the way, and two rights again on downways and ways. ..



But despite the specificity of the directions, hewasin trouble. He had not thought to ask her how to tell
the dif-ference between adownway and an upway. Each stair-well, Maret had said, was used in only
onedirection. And downways might lead to different levels than stairwells designated as upway's.
Furthermore, each time he turned into a stairwell and rushed down, he knew that he might meet an ahtra
coming up, and so betray himself, cape or no.

Right, then right, then left, but right into the down-way...

All hislife he had remembered thingsin excruciating detail. Dates, numbers, usdless facts, names, faces,
songs, and things said and done, and things not done, the lost moments when things could have been set
torights. It stcood him well in academics, vaulting him to the top of his classes. While hisfelow students
swegted over the minu-tiae, Eli read it once and had it. Some felt he was getting something for nothing,
that he had an unfair advantage, despite his protestations that being able to forget thingswas a greet gift.

Now left... Asheturned down, he saw someone cont-ing up, and he stepped quickly back and walked
to the next stairwell with as much dignity as he could muster. He didn't think the ahtra had had timeto
notice his misstep. He hurried on, sweating copioudy under the cape, his thoughts turning on how, by
going down, he would even-tudly go up—and whether the gomin was part of some plot by Nefer to use
his escapeto finaly kill him, despite the puzzling desire of someone here that he be kept dive.

The tunnds and ways were strangdly dim, achange from the bright ambient light usudly emitted by the
hab. Perhaps the gomin had arranged this aswell, or whoever assigned the gomin her missionto tell him
to leave—and he thought he knew who that might be. In any case the dim lighting worked in hisfavor, as
he passed two ahtrain away, deeply involved in conversation, intent on each other. They paid him no
notice. He began to hope that he might succeed, might find the ancient way, and the one who would
guide him farther . It could only be Maret. Helooked for her, hoping that by some stroke of fortune he
had stumbled on the right way.

But now, after five or ten minutes he was hopeesdy lost. He had cometo the end of the gomin'sleftsand
rights. He faced down an endless, dim way with many stairs. And it looked exactly the same asthe one
he had just come from, and the one before that. Maret, he thought, where are you?

Voices, again.

He ducked into a stairwell. Someone paused to look at him from the way. Was he descending an
upway? He casu-aly continued down the narrow stairs, which quickly swa-lowed him from the view of
whoever had stopped in the corridor. He listened for the sound of their stepsin pur-suit, but al was
slent. He plunged down, swesat streaming, throat parched.

Down, down. The stairway was the longest continuous stairway he had seen. The gomin had said nothing
about such adownway, but he descended, passing greet shelves of fungus, smilar to those held seenin
other stairways and ways of the place. The smdll of the fungus pressed in on him. The stairwell was so
narrow, the very walls seemed to sag toward him, but he went on. He must.

At the bottom, he found himself at adead end. Here was avast, hexagona room, full of cubby holes.
Many of them were occupied. Ahtralay very gill in the dots, per-haps a hundred or more. .. but not
rolled up in rugs—just lying very sill. Adeep, he thought. They sleep commu-nally. He dowly backed
up, then heard anoise behind him. He pivoted around.

It was Maret. Her markings paled, and she steadied hersdlf againgt the door for amoment. "Eli, quickly,”
shewhispered, and he hurried to her side. They turned out of the chamber and she led the way, dashing
up the stairs. "The guards are everywhere, searching for you—if they find you it will not be well.”



They crossed thefirst way and wound into the next stairwell.
"Maret," he said, between gasps of breath, "the gomin said to go down."

Shetook him by the elbow and hauled him forward. Though afull head shorter and dim, she had
surprising strength in her hands. "No, Eli," she said. "We go up." For amoment they paused as she faced
off with him, blue eyesto gray. "Back to your den.”

Hislimbs hardened, locking him in place on the stairs. He looked back down the way he had come.

"You are hopdedy logt, Eli. What made you believe you would ascend againg dl tradition?' In her
deeply patterned skin, her eyes and mouth were merely two more disfiguring ovasin apockmarked
face. "It wasagamble" he said, voiceflat. Friend. How could he have thought an ahtrawould be his

dly?

Her nodrilsflared in an ahtran sneer. "A poor one." Then she turned and walked up, leaving him to
follow or not.

He stood his ground, contemplating his chances. Then, from below, voices. A group of ahtra approached
on the gairs, stopping to stare when they saw Eli, his cowl thrown back. With rigid calm, he turned and
walked up the airs, joining Maret at the top where she waited for him. Asthey waked down the way,
severa guardstrailed them, uncer-tain, because of Maret's presence, whether to approach or not. But it
was over.

Returning to hiscell, he found avigtor waiting. Nefer. Be-hind her, workers had pulled back aflap of the
hab where the gomin'svirtua bubble had emerged. Pinkish blood pearled up on the severed edges.

Nefer looked from Eli to Maret and back to Eli again.
"One has been uneasy about your disappearance, Eli Dammond,” she said in Standard.

Eli gazed back at the creature, wondering if it was true that ahtran skulls were delicate, and how many he
could damage before he sustained injuries that would be regret-tably difficult to remedy.

Then he heard Maret say, "We have been walking to-gether on theway. As my mistress commanded.”

Something flickered across Nefer's face. Asthe pause among them lengthened, an attendant offered
Nefer adusting of snuff on anivory stick, which sheinhaed, mur-muring, "Oneisreassured by such
obedience, when it oc-curs." She gestured at the workers. "This den would be infected by aworm, one
discerns. One regrets any imperti-nence by the unnatural . One ded s with the gomin as she deserves.”

She moved to the door, then turned at the threshold. "Given that you had a private walk where few saw
you, Maret-as, one surmises you would have missed the Ex-treme Prime's news strand.”

Maret looked at Nefer, her eyelids fully retracted.

Everyonein the smal den watched the two of them, even the workers who turned for amoment from
their re-pairson the wall.

"One surmises that the Extreme Prime disgpproves of your frequent walkswith our hostage enemy. One
must admire hisjudgment. Therefore you are required to correct your behavior, Maret-as. Y ou will
return to your studies, and one will monitor your expenditures carefully. It isyour happenstance that ronid
isbeyond you now." Her lips parted in afragment of a amile. "Perhaps next season?”’



Sheleft, chatting with her attendants.

Vod bent down for acloser view of the artifact. It was amask from an ancient play. It crumbled to dust
in his hands as his headlamp shone on it. Here, where the hab was blackened and petrified, was away
that no ahtran had seen for amillion cycles.

Tirinn Vir Horat had told him where the place lay buried, far under al. The AncientWay, Tirinn caled i,
be-fore Ankhorat. Even before Longorr habitat, before data stages and the Great Well. Before dwellers
cared to build world ships and roam the galaxy. Before they cared to build warships to confront the
humans. In ancient times, DownWorld was enough, buried deep and safe, beyond any predation. Vod
had thought that his secret digger chute was old and forgotten, but this place was far degper than the
chute, accessed by an dmost endless downway in such disrepair that he thought it might cavein on him
just from hisfootfdls.

Helet the mask, now dl threads and dugt, fal to thefloor, as ruined as his attempt to gect Eli Dammond
from DownWorld. Tirinn had said Eli would be in a certain way confluent to a certain downway, but he
had not been. Nor was he in the next downway, or the next. Then the flow announced that Eli was
escaped, and almost asfadt, that he was captured again. Then Vod had plunged downward, following
Tirinn's directions, though now it had no greater purpose.

What Tirinn's greater purpose was, Vod didn't know. He had been summoned to the old guide's
presence, high AbovePrime. Surveying Vod's grimy workman's garb, Tirinn growled, "Ask no questions.
Y ou can't afford me." Then he gave him explicit ingtructions, which Vod memo-rized into backmind. One
of theingtructions was "Keep your tendril flat," by which Vod knew the information he now possessed
was dangerous, completely outside the flow.

No old mountain of flesh was going to order VVod around, high fluxor or not. But Tirinn'sinterest wasthe
sameasVod's: get rid of the human. So he agreed to the plot, making amess of everything.

The human was still among them, pale and ruinous. And Maret's reputation unravel ed—though Hemms
con-demnation of her might actudly give her aboost among fluxors. Hemms cared nothing for diggers
lives. And while the Extreme Prime recited hiskin nets, better dwellerswere buried divein rubble...

Vod returned to the AncientWay the next day, wan-dering with dark thoughts, shining hislamp, thinking
of hiskin who'd once added their numbersto the throng-ing Prime Way, thinking of other cycleswhen
fluxors had ruled, when safety and long lineage were due both static and fluxor.

It was on histhird foray into the subworld that Vod first heard the noises. It began as pinging in hisears,
pro-duced, he thought, by his own head, the depths to which he was unaccustomed—for he was a half
hexa under Ankhorat. But he walked forward, pausing at upways and downwaysto listen.

He stood at the foot of an upway where once fluxors had passed UpWorld for ronid, in the dayswhen
al as-cents went on foot instead of by conveyance. Here, the noises had more variety: thuds and pings
and buzzing, dripping down from high overhead, as though drawn by gravity. For an instant he thought he
might be hearing Up-World itsdlf, the ghastly sunny realm that he would never see. A superdtitious
dweller might think it was the sound of departed kin, denied their rugs, till roaming there. A superdtitious
dweller might listen for whigperstelling him how he might save Maret, or save his peoplefrom adig-ger's
death, buried in dumps of stone, forgotten by mad Hemms, driven by the clear-eyed Nefer.

Vod listened harder. And then he was ascending.

The stairsat turned and turned in rlentless coils. As hisfootfdls echoed, he dmost fet himsdlf
accompanied by terrified fluxors who chose to ascend, who proved their worthiness. He followed the



helix upward.

He passed an agriculturd lobe, long abandoned. Herelord till boreitsfruit in patches, the latest
generation of the unbroken linefrom earliest times. It was as close to immortality asVVod could imagine,
these fruiting bodies sprouting from the vast plait of mycelium crisscrossing DownWorld. He broke off a
tidbit to chew, replenishing his energy, and continued his climb. Coming upon way sationswherethe
ancient fluxors had adjusted to depth changes, he rested there, too. Then he went on, climbing, hislegs
aching, then numbing.

At thetop hefaced awal of dirt. And began to dig, fegling the vibrations from up ahead.

In asudden fal of soil, he poked through a hole to the other side. A cool draft of air hit hisface. There,
before him he glimpsed the source of the noise. It was afoun-dry, agreat cavern, crowded with
workers. They were no dwellers he knew. But he knew what they built.

V oices mixed with the pounding noises of metal and machine. Hewas high in thewall of agreet cavern
where no hab lived. It was agdlery defined by stone. Within this nest, many hexadrons took shape.
Warships. Massive ships, larger than any he had ever heard of. Down a cavernous tunnel to one sdethe
shipsmassed in along lineto the limit of sght.

Backmind told him what |lay above thisfoundry redm. It wasthe latest fluxor dig. Therelay the hurried
and pointless shaftsthat Nefer required, the long digs that never seemed in relation to Ankhorat. Instantly
he knew why Nefer wanted those shafts, and why they needn't be executed with care. They would
provide egress for the ships. Nefer was orchestrating a massive collapse of the fragile, riddlied soil. Freed
of their nest, the beastswould fly.

Nearby, afluxor turned to stare a Vod. It was aface he remembered, kin from aworld hexadron, kin he
hadn't seen since she'd come home for ronid last season. Then he saw that she wasn't looking at him, but
gazing at the vadt, high ceiling, asthough dreaming of the moment when the warships would ascend.

He backed up into his hand-carved tunnel, but as he jerked back, his headlamp toppled away, clattering
down into the greet cavern. Vod quickly packed the short tunnel full again.

Plunged into darkness, he sat sunned. The scale of thething... Y et how methodicaly and neatly it had dl
been carried out. To build such a place, such ships—it had to be years in the undertaking. And all
beneath the very noses of those Nefer had duped. All on the backs of those digger liveslost inthe
disposable tunnds.

The great, hulking ships... the globes of war. It would dl begin again. The great daughter would engulf
them al once more. She had never accepted the armistice. Hetntns' armistice. Likey she had never
accepted Hemms, either. All these spans held thought that digger's lives meant noth-ing to Nefer, but his
eyes had been plugged with soil.

Ahtran lives meant nothing to her. Now, like Wecar, they would al be buried before their time.

He began the descent of the long, long stairset, stagger-ing at timesin the absolute dark, the only light a
flamein histwo minds, burning away the last hiding places of Nefer Ton Enkar.
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tli sat on ashaved-off pinnacle jutting a thousand feet or more into the air above agreen, foaming jungle.
At night he dreamed of tossing and turning, rolling close to the edge. They fed him now and again.
Guards climbed from bel ow, bearing food trays. Puffing and swesting, they de-posited thetray on the



plateau, then secured their repel-ling gear and returned to the base of the pinnacle.

Hewould watch their fedt, trying to discern the telltale shimmer of avirtua environment. But it wasa
perfect ren-dition, asde from the one-handed climbing. He wasn't sure why they had chosen ajungle
setting for him, but they had designed it beautifully, from what he could tell at this height.

Hours passed, and perhaps days—if days existed any-more. Sometimes Maret climbed up, staying just
below sght on the diff-side. "Eli," her degp voice would float to him. He had sworn at her and hegped
some highly cregtive curses on her relaives. But shed never been other than hisjailer, though he sought
information from her, then hope, then connection. The familiar behavior of the kidnapped.

It rankled him, despite the multitude of his more serious problems.
"l am very deeply sorry, Eli," she said mournfully.
Hewould be happy to never hear that expression again.

The sky darkened into night as the red sun followed the yellow one to the horizon. They couldn't know
what pleasureit brought him to see sky and day and night again, evenin smulations.

"Eli," Maret said in the dark. She lurked just out of view, asthough in response to hisanger. Or perhaps
she couldn't penetrate asfar asthe guards. "Wearein aclub, Eli." She had taken to the phrase "welcome
to the club,” when hed responded to her statement that she'd lost every-thing.

Reproachfully, she said, "If you would have told me about the worm, | could have saved you from error.
The gominisnot clever, and has only made thingsworse."

"'She wasteaching me things."

"Do not believe what she says."

" She said the same thing about you. What is Nefer go-ing to do to her?!

"Oh, she has dlready doneit. She has cast her from the flow. Disallowed her accessto the Well."
"Isthat a harsh sentence?'

"Oh, certainly. Oneiscut off from our ancestral con-verse.”

"| regret that she suffersfor my sake."

"Do not worry about such aone. | wonder more who sent the gomin.”

"| thought it wasyou."

Maret Sghed, amannerism she copied from Eli. "How could you think | would so turn from my duty?'

He watched the stars overhead, imagining new congtel-lations. "Friendship. Sentimentality. Rebellion.
Any num-ber of supid impulses.”

After abeet: "We are very different, Eli."
"Arewe? How do you fed about your Nefer, now that you know she used you?"'

"Oneishersto ue”



"Like hell. You'rein Shit Creek Club, Maret, and you can thank your Nefer. She had us parading around
to-gether, ruining your chances for Up World. Isthat about it?"

Maret's voice was very soft. "Yes, that istrue. | have lost all affection for Nefer Ton Enkar.”
"Redly?'

"lrony," Maret said in aforlorn voice. "1 have been thinking of why Nefer has ruined me. Now | tend to
con-clude that she perceives me as athreat to Hemms. That she always saw me as athreat, and hoped
to keep me safdly in scholarship, and barred from the glory of ronid. Sheisre-grettably foolish. All | ever
hoped for was study, not revo-lution.”

"| suspect she hates you for her own reasons, not for Hemms sake.”
A virtua shooting star scudded acrossthe sky.

Her voice was soft. "I hated you once, Eli. | haverev-eled in your suffering. Y ou suffered so outwardly,
S0 vig-oroudy. Throughyou, | grieved dl my logt kin, in waysthat | could not in dl propriety do mysdf."

He turned away from her voice, but she went on.

"Now, however, | cannot blame you for what my own fluxor kind have done. Nefer says the HumanWar
was brought on by fluxors, because we wanted outwardness and trade with humans. We had never, indl
our history, met another sentient race. Fluxorslobbied for trade while statics were reluctant. So dl this
began with fluxor error. Compounding the error, | have been in your company im-properly. If | had
observed proper ways | would have de-scendants. And you would not be in such danger.”

"I wasawaysin danger, Maret."

"But worse now, Eli, because | have shown you our world. Nefer will never release you, given what you
know of us. Shewill not alow you to use your knowledge againgt us. She has used meto ruin you.”

He heard her shift position on the lip of stone where she crouched. Her voice came nearer to him. "My
foolish-nessis beyond repairing. But Eli, thereisonething | can giveyou. Such asmdl thing..." She
paused. "Nefer will come to you, one believes. When she does, she will com-mand the Wl to be
disagreegble.”

So, he thought, now comes the part | expected all along.

"Shewill search for thingsto distress you. But my mis-tress does not know human ways and may be
inclined to error. If she guesses correctly, do not respond. She will wish for you to respond.”

"What does she want from me, Maret?"

"Nothing, anymore. Now shewill... toy with you. Sheispursuing an ingtinct. It is Red Season, Eli. Sexis
very freeamong us now."

"Youvelost me" At her momentary hesitation, he rephrased, "I don't understand.”

"ldiom," she said absently. Then, " Statics—Nefer isa static—have only avestigid interest in sex. They
some-times.... require high stimulation to fed conducive.”

" She wants to have sex with me?' He would have much preferred more garden-variety torture.

"No, certainly not. Not with you. Because of you. It ishard to explain." After amoment she continued.



"Fear isagtimulation of long-standing tradition. She will want you to fear.”

In the long silence that followed, Eli squinted up at the star patterns, seeing one or two click into place.
Hered-ized held dready been used. If Nefer wanted fear, held given her plenty inther last interview. It
was why she described the deaths Up World. That he had unknowingly given Nefer pleasurewasa
wormin hisgut.

"Eli," shesad, "I have two sadnesses over you. Please forgive my many errors.”
"I don't blame you, Maret. | chose to come here. It was my job."
"It shames methat you forgive my debts o eesily.”

Lying on his back watching the sky, Eli thought about debts and what it took to forgive. And whether
some things were beyond forgiving. If you forgave, would you betray those who suffered, who were
dead, and therefore unable to forgive? What did the dead want of us, or we of them?

"No," Eli sad. "That wasntit..."
What?"

"It wasn't my job. To come here.”
"Youareasoldier."

"l was, once. It waswhat | wanted to be. An officer of Congress Worlds. None of my family ever
graduated from an upper form school. To four generations, we worked the asteroids and took enlistment
inthearmy. But | wanted something more."

"You areacaptain of ships, Eli. That isahigh office.

"No, not of the ships| have now. Luce Marzano, sheis—or was—an officer of the army. She had areal
com-mand.”

"Luce Marzano," Maret said. "The captain of thefirst ship..."
"They hated mefor holding mysdlf superior to her. | hated it mysdf.”
"It was your job."

"Y eah. Like your job wasto parade me around. Some-timesthejob isanasty one." He knew then that
he would tell her everything. He didn't want to be stuck with her ad-miration. It was starting to fester.

A pause while he gathered histhoughts. They were close to hand, asadways. " Suzan Tenering wasold
amy," hebegan. "Y ou would have liked her. Big on tradition. By the book."

"By thebook... shefollowed therules,” Maret said.
"Yes, therules. There are the rules written down, and the onesin the margins.”
"Sometimes the rulesin the margins are the most im-portant ones,” Maret said wistfully.

"Wewere patrolling in asguadron. | was assigned to Tenering's flagship, the Recompense. Oddly, the
Rec-ompense wasthe only ship that survived. It took ahit on the externd solar array, and one of the
cargo baystook abad crease. It looked like a bad parking job, nothing worse..."



"Isthe rule you must die when others do?*
She gartled him, jumping to the heart of it so fast. But he said, "Only if you'rein charge.”
"Thisiscalled 'the captain going down with the ship,' isthat the phrase?"

"No. Yes. Hdl, if | knew the rules maybe | wouldn't be here now. Don't ask me what the rules are. But
I'll tell you what happened.”

Hetold her the best he could remember it, which was perfectly. The expressions on the bridge crew's
faces, who said what; what happened and in what order. At the hear-ing it took along timefor him to tell
the gtory, and the pand of officers stopped taking notes after awhile and stared at him as though they
would rather have a shorter version, not one embellished by Captain Eli Dammond with good reason to
concoct aversion to save his neck. In the end they dropped forma charges. He had fought bravely in the
boarding party, so it was hard to charge cowardice and make it stick. They left it that he'd dis-charged
his duty; badly perhaps, but not dishonorably, or not the sort of dishonor they could openly punish.
Some-times dishonor isin the margins.

There were on their way to a CW world, away station, not a battle zone, but they were combat-ready
and search-ing, asadways, for ahtran warships. If they caught them at first blip, they had achanceto fry
them. The balance of power was Congress World numbers againgt ahtran speed. CW could stand to
losethe shipsit did, at therate of thir-teen to one, the infamous Baker's Dozen rule. By that day thetaly
was eighteen to one, so they were overdue for a hit. Soon after that day they sued for peace. It was war
by the numbers, and the numbers had been againgt them for along time.

So when the blip came that day on the Recompense, they'd been more than ready for engagement. But in
the next instant, word came it wasn't an ahtran warship, it was something else. An asteroid, but under
propulsion... And then Lieutenant Onaka said it was aworld ship, the construct seen only afew times
before, the habitat of the ahtra, presumed to be carrying its cities, its culture. 1ts noncombatants. Always,
the world shipsfled at ahtran speed.

But not thisone. Techs said it might be crippled. La-ter Eli would understand how much more deadly
that madeit.

With Colone Tenering off the bridge, Eli had said, "Hold fire, Lieutenant,” spesking to Lieutenant Nule,
who would have shot first and thought later. But Eli ran the numbers. At the dimensions of these world
ships, they'd be housing two hundred thousand individuas, Intelli-gence estimated. And such world ships
had never fired on CW ships...

That was the progression of his thoughts, in the space of a second.

"Captain?' Lieutenant Nule's eyeswere wild. He looked to the door through which Colonel Tenering,
just five min-utes before, had waked off the bridge. " Captain?'

Slightly forward of the convoy, the Raptor's captain was on comm, standing by to engage. Tenering, on
her way, was barking over the headset, "What's happening? Report!*

And then the Raptor disintegrated in pulsing blooms of incandescent color, and in asickening one-two
punch, the Fidelity. In aheartbesat, Eli gave the order tofire.

Colonel Tenering came bursting onto the deck shout-ing, "Fire, fire!" The gunnershit it with everything
on board. One nuclear-class pellet struck home, and another. The screen glowed with the conflagrations
of the Sster ships, pretty squares of fire, casting an orange glow on the faces of the crew on the



Recompense bridge.

The trangport ship Hera was caling for evacuation, the vessal now commanded by apae
eighteen-year-old ensign, the last one left on the bridge. On another chan-nel, they were hailed by the
world ship. As Tenering con-tinued firing, Eli heard the ahtran screams. The trandator barked in hisears,
"One agreesto withdraw, agreesto withdraw..."

Tenering, desperate to salvage the battle and her career, gave no quarter. She wanted the world ship, its
submis-sion, and itstreasure of enemy intelligence. She ordered a boarding party, and sent Eli
commanding it. Once admit-ted by the crippled world ship, Eli's detail found a night-mare world of
|abyrinthine corridorsfilled with the dead and dying enemy, some of whom fought the intrusion with
suicidal forays. Spiraing out of control, the mission took losses, then fell back, fighting hard, with CW
troopswild, firing on the ahtra regardless of threat. Eli ordered re-straint, and his men responded by
turning off the comm unitsin thair radiation suits, al the whilefiring, firing. The corridors echoed with bass
ahtran screams. ..

A few survived that boarding party. But only Eli Dammond survived it without wounds.

Then, having used the time to regain flight capability, and after the CW shuttle was clear, the world ship
fled.

The battle toll was: the Raptor, al handslogt, 146; the Fiddlity, al handslogt, 117; the transport ship
Hera, dam-aged collateraly by adug of molten drive-matter from the

Raptor, 68 lost; the Recompense boarding party, 31 logt. Intotal, 422 soldiers died, including the ones
that never made it out of the regen baths. And though no one was reprimanded at the hearing, the very
mention of the Recompense came to stand for disaster, and in the army way of things, Suzan Tenering's
career was effectively over. At fifty-eight, shetook an early retirement. Eli wasthirty-three,

When hefinished his story, he sat staring out over the jungle canopy seeing, asthough with Olympian
sght, the struggles of humansfar below.

Maret was slent for so long he thought she might have left. But at last he heard: "It was mercy..."
ll'vle.w?l
"Yes" Maret whispered. "Mercy that you held off to fire. They despise you because of that.”

"Cowardice, somecdledit." After dl these yearshe ill couldn't say which oneit was. He had never
thought himself acoward in battle. But it was courage of another sort to make ahard decision, adecision
that will damn you oneway or the other.

"Eli," shesadinasmdl, low voice, "it was that world ship where | lost them. All my kin."

By the love of God. He closed his eyes. But he wasn't surprised. The battle returned and returned, like a
phan-tom ache in a severed limb. Eventualy he found some words. "I'm sorry, Maret. With two
sadnesses.”

Silence then. What was there to say, that would not give the nightmare more power?
After along while he heard her climbing down the diff face, her dippers shuffling againgt the rock sides.

"About Nefer," he said softly, "thank you for warning me."



Inahusky whisper she said, "Do not think much of it,” mangling theidiom.
Through the night, Eli had been hearing noisesin the jun-gle below: human cries, and the roar of beadts.

When it was light enough in the virtual dawn, he could see figuresfar below, gppearing now and theniin
the clear-ings. They were so small, he couldn't see whether the ahtra had somehow divined what
individuasin his command looked like. They al wore army brown, so Nefer's min-ionsdidn't pick up on
that detail.

The detailsthey did best had to do with killing. The denizens of the forest pursued their prey with fan,
beak, and claw: dien predators of horrible aspect. Thefiguresin brown died and died.

He heard Nefer's voice behind him. ™Y ou wanted to join your people, Eli Dammond. Oneisso limited in
how one can help. Forgive oné's halting attempts to be use-ful.”

Turning, he gave her athin smile, mimicking ahtran placidity. "Quite dl right. Oneisableto participate. It
isvery satisfying." He managed to watch impassvely asapack of tree climbers converged on asoldier
who had un-wisdly taken refuge in the dead-end upper branches.

Beyond the crudty of the game she played with him, there was more to Nefer, he knew. He intended for
her to have no satisfaction of him, but he worried what el se she meant to have. Her assigning Maret to
him was aruse, nor did she ever plan for Eli to speak in their favor. She seemed indifferent to the threat
of war. Infact, he feared she sought it.

Nefer settled hersdlf cross-legged. A rug materidized under her. "One should punish you for the matter of
the gomin," she purred. "But one relents. One grows.... fond? Isthat the word? Fond of you."

The beastsroared as they ate. "Regrettably, one can't return the sentiment.”
"Of course. The matter of your failed command. Y ou will tend to blame me.”

"Astothat, it gppears the soldiers of my command il live" He gestured to the jungle below. "Does dl
this com-motion mean I've won our wager?'

"Y our wager was that they would survive. They are not, asyou observe.”
"Some of them are dying. But it'sabig forest down there, and | had alot of soldiers.”
"One hundred fifty-seven, so you affirmed.”

"Isthat what | said? That was on just one ship,” helied. "I had two ships. Forgive any inaccuracy. | had a
head wound at the time."

"No matter. The more of them, the worse it will be. The monsters will abandon pursuit of more cunning
prey and exploit the ready mest. Y our people will tend to herd together, as humans do. So regrettable.
One understands your distress.”

"And | yours"
A dow blink. "One does not fed distress."

He seated himsdif in front of her. "Among my people, when one has served—an organization—for along
time and is not advanced, thereis cause for distress.”



Her markings, unusually pronounced today, lost some of their edge.

"For ingtance, it'sdistressing if oneis overshadowed by a more gifted person, causing one's own talents
to be edlipsed." He shrugged. "I understand that Hemmsis young and in fine health. Although onewould
not begrudge good fortunein others.™

A cry erupted from the bgje of the cliff. A long, dow, painful-sounding desth. Nefer sat very gill before
findly taking adab of snuff. Then, speaking in a pinched voice, she said, "Is one disposed to dow deeths,
or quick—to a-low satisfying participation?'

"Sow ismoreredigic. More likewar, which | anwell used to.”
She murmured, "One had thought you had more... compassion... isthisthe word?"
"A liability for an officer. My job isto lead soldiersto their deaths.”

"Onewondersif one has mistaken you, Eli Dammond. Oneisignorant of human ways. Y ou must teach
me." Sherosein alanguid movement.

"Before you leave, Nefer-as, there remains the question of our wager."
"The outcome of the wager is awaiting happenstances.”

"But you hold to the wager?"

"Certainly.”

He meant to pin her down, dippery as she was. Maret had shown him the ahtra data screens and the
wagers reg-istered there. So, by God, he would have hiswager public.

"If you hold to our wager," he said, "1 would register the wager in the flow. Otherwise, one fears you will
only honor it if youwin, and not if you lose."

"Such rudenessis surprising in an individua so be-holden to one.”
He shrugged. "It isahuman way, to be suspicious of treachery.”

The rug sheld been sitting on broke up into spots of color and evaporated. "It does no harm to register
our wa-ger in theflow. It shall be atoken of one'sfondnessfor you."

Another cry erupted from the bottom of the cliff. Y ou see?' he said, turning to waich the daughter. "A
few aredill left.”

"It isacongruct, you perceive."

"A convincing one. My complimentsto your techs.”
That night, the crieswent away.
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They lay in the high grass, hugging the ground. Upwind, aherd of ripperswas dozing in the sun, some
standing on one leg, beaks turned into furry torsos. Every now and then, one of the birds muttered a
croaking word or two, like fire, sweet cheesus, behind joo.

"Fucking chickens don't even have feathers,” Private Brad Limon muttered. Known as Lemon for his



person-ality, he was skinny asabird himself, with nervous eyes that seemed to dart independently of
each other. Juric and the othersignored him, too parched to talk. Besides Lemon and Sergeant Juric,
there were privates, Leo "Chi Chi" Vecchi, Bill Tafoya, and big "Pig" Patis.

Saschalay on her back, filling her eyeswith light, asthough her brain needed drying out.

Of course they don't have feathers. "What are the chances that featherswould evolve twicein the
gaaxy?' shewhispered. "Think about feathers, how improbable they are.”

The bot was humming next to her. They hoped it wouldn't attack the herd, betraying their position. For
now, the bot seemed to be on siesta. But a bot on auto-matic was adicey proposition, relying on Al
judgment, the last resort of battle. Sascha knew that the bot couldn't save them. She expected to die, and
the thought kept her from despair.

Lemon spared her aquick glance, taking in her posture of openness, when everyone else was
belly-down inthedirt. "I joined the army never to haveto learn shit likethat.”

"Shut up, Lemon," Juric whispered, "or you'll get a close-up lesson on chickens.”

Sascha watched the grass sway in the hot breeze. Each stk was jointed, like what her nanny used to
cal horse-tails. Interspersed were wildflowers with blooms remark-ably like an insect. The petalswere
likewings, samenslike antennae. .. al to trick an insect to attempt copula-tion with the flower while
fertilizing the plant with pollen-laden feet. In her mind, she held aconversation with her father. The jointed
plants were arthrophytes. The flowers were mimicking. It was important to remember every-thing so it
could dl bewritten up and not lost. That way, it would dl be for something. She reached up and snapped
off aflower, tucking the specimen into her pocket.

Somehow, they had survived their first night out of camp. Three groups had fled the bunker. That might
be all that wasleft. Two groups each had abot, and the race was on for the lander. Juric let her keep her
lamp on, though the men argued for the cover of darkness. When morning found them dl il dive, the
lamp idea got more respect. Now its bulbous eye was pointing at the two suns, re-charging.

They'd seen dead lizards everywhere. The patcheswouldn't call them amphibs, and Saschaknew better
than to correct them. The men stepped on them, grinding them under lug hedls, grinning like maniacs.
They pranced for one another's benefit, who could scomp morelizards. It surprised her, how silly grown
men with stubble beards could be. But their smiles were asthin as bubbles. Under-nesth was something
more like panic.

Somebody wondered out loud what killed the lizards. But Saschaknew. Life killed them. They emerged
from the lakes and streams famished, feeding their short liveswith vast supplies of bloody fuel until,
breeding accomplished, nature abandoned them. Just in time to avoid the emer-gence of the rippers.
Blood was the best fud for ashort life-cycle. Sheld said as much to the men. But some of them seemed
to fed that by understanding the creatures, she was siding with them. The way they looked at her, it was
clear they had no love of their baby-gitting job. She heard them muitter that they should leave her behind.
But she wasn't dowing them down.

The mud was dowing them down. They sank in most places past their boots. And it was time-consuming
to search for the best fording points of the numerous rivulets and streams. So far, they'd managed not to
wade.

"Fucking Chrigt," Private Tafoyawhispered.
Sascha scrambled up to look in the direction he was staring. Every ripper head had emerged fromits



dozing position, and was stretched high, eyes dert. Guns snapped into position.

But in another instant the rippers bounded off in the direction of the Gray Spiny Forest, with a speed that
soon took them from sight. Whatever prey they'd sighted, Saschafelt sorry for it.

"Let'sgo," Juric growled. They set out over somewhat firmer ground, hunched down, though the grass
was sx feet tal. Using its own judgment, the plate-shaped bot morphed into ahammer shape, making a
shurring sound as its matrix sides brushed againgt the grass. Sascha hoped it would survive them and
carry her report to her grand-father.

"Remember this" sheld whispered to the bot late [ast night. "My mother died by the fire of our own guns
during the attack, and my father died when he ran to protect her from the rippers.” Those were the facts.
She reported them as though they pertained to someone she barely knew. " Captain Marzano lead out a
detail aweek ago and was never seen again. Baker Camp fought honor-ably in the Gray Spiny Forest.
And Badri Nazim was very brave," she added, because she was sure it was true. "When the camp was
attacked, we separated to make for the ship in bands, to throw the animals off our scent. Cap-tain
Dammond took it on himsdf to investigate the ahtran craft that dig down below. He gave hislifeto be
sure it was no ahtran outpost. Grandpa, he inspired everyone with his sacrifice. Make sure everyone
knows."

They heard arusiling noiseinsde afdlen log. For amoment they glimpsed thefirst few inches of an
insect with many legs. Now the enlisteds took to arguing about how long the thing redlly was. Judging by
what she'd seen, Sascha guessed a good five feet. Insects with tracheae could be large here, her father
had theorized, because of elevated oxygen on Null, which would work well for insects that absorbed
oxygen through the skin with afew tubesto digtribute it to the rest of the body.

Saschawalked with her lamp on. She liked walking bet-ter than hiding. While walking there were things
to observe, catalogue, sample, and investigate. There was putting one foot in front of the other—no mean
feat in some of the mud wallows—and she concentrated on these things rather than the unthinkable night
before last. It hovered around her, saying, Remember, remember . But first there was waking and
catadoguing. Later, remembering.

They cameto ariver. It flowed dowly and broadly through the valey. Though in the molten sunlight, they
could seeto the bottom, they stood well back from it. The bot wandered off, reconnoitering, its
movements traced by the parting grasses.

"Tdl it to stick around,” VVecchi suggested to Juric.

Juric looked a him like held just suggested a swim. "1t doesn't take orders anymore. But that's OK, Chi
Chi, ‘causeit's got more smarts than your whole family put to-gether. I'd rather have that dog than you.
So never mind about the dog.” Helicked hislips and grinned at the pri-vate until Vecchi broke eye
contact.

Hurt, Vecchi waked off to stand near Pig, who was watching the river with disgust, carrying the heavy
domino like a baton. Baker Camp's reports on the dark rivers of the Sticks had raced through Charlie
Camp faster than radio. The enlisteds weren't used to enemiesin the water and didn't like the prospect of
it.

The grass behind them rustled. They heard the whine of the bot's firing, followed by an eruption of bird
screech-ing. The grass thrashed. Backs to the water, the men started firing in the direction of the
commotion. Thefirst ripper sped out of the melee and was caught in midair by lobs from the domino.
Then they were everywhere, beaks with eyes on both sides, swiveling headslooking for, then locking on
targets.



Saschawas forced into the water by the retreating men who now ignored the river's dangers for the
immediate at-tack on three sides. She was hit in the face with someone's blood, then knocked to her
knees by Juric, by accident or design. Under the gunfire and shouts of the men, Sascha heard distorted
croaksof, "run.”

llmlll

"cheesus." Asshe struggled to rise, she turned. Behind her, two yards away, apair of long pincers
emerged from the glittering water. She glimpsed aflat-bodied creature as big as adog, with eyesoniits
back. Grabbing her lamp to aim its beam, she shoneit in the creature's face. It backed off in dow
mo-tion and pincers snicked shut on the arm of someone nearby. It was Tafoya, floating facedown.
Sascha stood up and chased the creature with her lamp as it backed into the deeper water. It rel eased
Tafoya and disappeared beneath the surface.

When she turned around again, the rippers had disap-peared. Many of them lay in the grass, daughtered
by bot and human fire, their long legs twitching. While Pig pulled Tafoyafrom theriver, Juric and Vecchi
scrambled to asmdll riseto see if more remained. Saschafled the water and joined them.

Acrossthe shdlow, grass-filled valey, therippersloped in tight formation, their heads gppearing in unison
above the grasses on every dride. In close pursuit, ataler crea-ture ran, matching long strides with
rippers. Muscular and upright, the creature'slower body was obscured in the grass, but they saw avery
long, jointed arm reach forward and haul down the hindmost ripper.

"What the hdl wasthat?' Vecchi sad.

The bot trundled up the hillock, deploying a pole from its center. Aiming the periscope, it followed the
retreating animalswith what seemed its own brand of amazement.

"Thetop of thefood chain, maybe," Juric said softly.

"Lucky for us" Vecchi said.

"You fed lucky, Chi Chi," Juric said, "you check out that river, find usaplaceto cross."
"Maybe | don't fed so lucky after dl.”

They watched as the creatures disappeared over arisein the distance. Then Juric led them back down to
theriver. "Who's hurt?" he growled, as though anybody being hurt would be held againgt them.

Pig nodded down at Tafoya's body, mangled by arip-ping claw down his centerline.
"Blood attracts the eurypterids,” Sascha said.

Juric smiled down at her, using what the men cdled the "sunny sde" of hisface—the sdethat could il
move. "Don't show off, girl; just tell what you saw.”

"It was awater scorpion, or looked like one. Pincers, singing tail.”
Pigsad, "It dont like her flashlight.”
Juric glanced at the lamp hooked on her chest strap, il shining.

Late that night, when she crawled a distance away to pee, she snapped the lamp off to gain some
privacy. Fin-ished relieving hersdlf, she was about to return when she saw amovement in the grass. By
the light of brown dwarf, she saw something that so startled her she had to stare to be sure she hadn't



imaginedit.

It was an ahtra. She knew it must be—she'd seen pic-tures... One pocked hand had parted the grassto
stare at her in turn. In the darkness, the face was obscured by shadows, but the mgor features—the
large eyes and ova markings—were unmistakable. The ahtraand hu-man stared at each other in what
might have been stupe-faction. Both remained perfectly till. Then, after what seemed avery long while,
the grass fell back into place, and the ahtrawas gone.

Sascha hurried back to tell Sergeant Juric, but instead she came face-to-face with VVecchi. She could see
histhin face in the dwarf light, bleached of life. A knife blade flashed. Her finger flew to the on switch,
a)d sheshonethelight in hisface.

"That don't cut it with me," hesaid, "but I'll be taking that flashlight, girl." Helunged. Then hewas
sprawling on the ground.

Juric hauled him by the collar into camp and kicked him to his hands and knees. At the commotion, Pig
and Lemon drew their weapons, swiveling, looking for targets.

Juric stared at histhree remaining men, shaking hisheed. "If any of you had the brains of agum bal, we
might make it out of here alive. Since you don't, I'm about ready to give up on you. We don't need
stupidity. Next stupid thing | see, that man's staying behind. He'son hisown.”

""She shouldn't have the lamp, she doesn't fight," VVecchi muttered.

"Doesn't fight." Juric nodded. "Y ou noticed that this fourteen-year-old girl doesn't fight. Y ou're ascholar,
Chi Chi." Hewalked over to Sascha, who stood on the fringe of the group, and clamped on to her
shoulder. "This here, if you didn't get achance for formal introductions, is Miss Sascha Olander,
granddaughter of Gordon T. Ridenour, Genera of the CW Army, with enough stripes as makes no
difference to any of you patches. Take agood look.” Hethrust her in front of him, paw still on her
shoulder. "Now, your job, if you didn't figureit out yet, isto get thisyoung lady back to Granddad.
'Causeif you dont, if any of usmakesit home and she doesn't, Grampsis going to give you alifetime
cruise on amining asteroid, if he doesn't put afragmenting cluster up your assfirs." He gave each of
them in turn adeadpan are. "Anybody confused about the assgnment?”

In the ensuing silence, Juric said, "Anybody like to guesswho kegpsthe lamp?!
Fig ventured, "Thegirl?"

Juric looked at him with half agrin. "That'sright. Y ou pay attention, Pig. Y ou and me gonnafly that ship
home, the only bastards smart enough to get out dive.”

Asthe camp settled down, Saschalay clutching her lamp to her chest, keeping her own counsel. But she
whis-pered to the bot, "Captain Dammond wasright. There are ahtrahere.”

She had no ideaif the bot heard anything she said, but it went through a series of clickslikeit did when
morph-ing, or perhaps thinking hard.

22

So many carriers ascended at once, it set the hab vibrat-ing. One did not begrudge others good
fortune... onedid not... but one could wish the hab to devour her ere this moment had ever come. Of
course, she had no right to expect ronid as her due; it was not aforegone conclusion. Thus by Hemms
decree, she had been left behind. She looked at her forearm, her hand... and her color held. It was
aways good practice to maintain camouflage.



Other sorrows beckoned: Eli's fate—and Vod's. Vod who had tried for her saketo aid Eli's escape and
who now ran from Nefer'swrath. In hisfina gift, Vod had trans-ferred his fundsto her, anotable sum for
adigger. Shewould expend agoodly sum now on Eli Dammond, lately her arch enemy.

She doubly bribed the guards. Firgt, to allow her accessto Eli's cell, and second, to keep their tendrils
flat about it. They gave her forty-nine increments, little enough for her handsome payment.

And then shewasin, facing Eli, where he stood on the high pinnacle. He looked thinner. But Nefer had
alowed him to shave and clean himsdlf, so he did not look as re-pulsively hairy as he had. Maret had
grown used to Eli's physica form, at first so bizarre. His pae, undifferenti-ated skin, the disconcerting
patch of hair on thetop of his skull. Hiseyes, though small, were attractively dark—deep gray in
tone—and expressive, easy to read with alittle practice. To one used to reading nuances, humans
were... an open book. How could he know such athing could kill him?

"| thought you weren't coming back,” he said.
"Thisisthelast time will be ableto come here, Eli."
He nodded, accepting. "Try to help the gomin," he said. "1 don't want that on my conscience.”

"Do not worry about such aone." At hisdark look she said, "That one tends to make difficultiesfor loyal
gomin. Theflow carries many tides of censure. Y ou must for-get the gomin, and worry more about
yoursdlf. Do not fight the guards, for onething, Eli. Y ou incur areputation for discourteousness.”

"Thereve been worse things said about me."
Shelooked to the side as a shuddering noise shook the ground. "Eli, they areleaving.”
"Who?'

"The chosen. That isthe sound you hear, of the carriers ascending. For ronid.” 1t had been many cycles
since an Extreme Prime had overturned a Data Guide's decison. Rumor had it Tirinn was furious.

"Sheredly screwed you over, didn't she?'

"Sex and making mistakes?" she asked, puzzling with the phrase screwed over . "Sit down, Eli; onegetsa
crick in the neck aways|ooking up at you."

Ashedid so, he reached out to brush her deeve with hishand. "Y oureredly here."

"Yes" Shetraced her hand on the sandy ground. Up-World was aworld of soil and untidiness. She
knew that what she felt on this data stage was a once-removed sensation, much asthe dark waters she
swam in on Tirinn's orders were not truly wet like the dreadful wet of Up World. She mustered her next
wordswith difficulty. "1 have studied that humans have tears when they are distressed. "

"Y es. Or when profoundly happy."”

"| thought it was only for sad.”
"Humans are complicated.”

She nodded dowly. "We do not cry."
"Maybethat'swhy you're so crazy.”



She glanced up sharply, to see him smiling. "A joke?'
"Y%"
He pressed his own hand over hers, asit lightly rested on her knee.

She looked at their two hands, one cupped over the other. Hislight skin looked fragile against her own,
bred for the season. "When my people are sad, Eli, or in other high emotion, our markings fade. Up
World, this reduces our camouflage. So we learn not to have emotion.”

"Likeyou're not having now?"

"Yes, likethat." She smiled, proud that they could speak in this mode of irony so favored by humans. She
would have liked to continue thus, but in second mind she would rather be done with what came next.

Theroar of an animal in theforest below showed that Nefer had not yet given up on coaxing responses
fromHli.

Helooked to the edge of his plateau. "Why does she think | fear the jungle?!

He was hopeless. No matter how she tried to help him, he would be ababe in theriver. "UpWorld isa
fores."

Hefrowned. "It'sadesert.”
"No longer, Eli. Now the wet season has come and with it, the tendency toward growing things.”
"If s0, it happened fagt.”

"The season isshort.” And my time. She gently pulled her hand away. "Eli, you have tended to believe
that Up-World isthe realm of mating, yes?'

"Soyouvetold me."

"Y ou will have many errorsin your understanding. Now | will tell you theway of it. Our practiceisthat
we ascend, and though many die, those who live create de-scendants. The vone decide who isfit to
mate. We must not fear them, lest we tend to smell like their prey. If we fear them, they do not recognize
usasther own.”

"Thar own?'

"They arelikeus. And unlike."

"Mongers, Nefer said.”

Tradition imposed its frown and she lowered her voice. "But we mate with them. If we survive.”
Now it was histurn to blink.

In profound embarrassment, she shivered, fixing her gaze on the ground.

At last Eli broke the quiet, asking, "What are the vone, Maret?'

"They are ourselves.”

Hewas gazing at her, waiting. She plunged on.



"Our physica forms Up and Down are vastly differ-ent, but each issuited toits place,” she said.

She would need to start from the beginning. Thisshe did, telling him the story; not the story astold in
en-actmentsin the Prime Way—those dramas of myth and ritua and poetic indirection—but the plain
dory, asit wasrecorded in the Well. "Long ago," she said, "we werelike them, cycles past remembering.
Welived asthey did, and our society—for it was asociety, however primitive—was unified. Then it
happened that some of us hid in holesin the ground to escape the ravages of Red Season when al
manner of creatureswalk abroad. But there were bonds of kinship across the two enclaves, and as more
chose the underground way we yet longed to be one cohesive group.

These bonds—socid and culturd, you perceive—have dways been strong among us. And it isour
unique custom to honor such ties, as you have noticed, Eli."

"I've noticed." Histone conveyed that she had com-mitted an understatement.

He had become very attentive. Perhaps he strained to follow her. Perhaps he could not see past the
samplicity of his own peoplée's sex-for-progeny. But now that she had begun her story, shewould finishiit.
"Thus began the ten-dency to seek out each other, to breed between our two enclaves... even sofar as
to discourage intra-enclave breeding. Findly it became ataboo. During Red Season, we sought out
members of the other—clan, you might say. And they sought us.

"Over fathomless cycles, we dug deeper. And Down-World, we changed, we ceased to deep through
dry season. Weleft behind true dormancy. We built our dwelling here below, we domesticated the
halb—a precious reminder of the primeva, natura world. But dl thistime, we never lost the thread of
cultura practice—to return to our first community.”

Hisforehead furrowed in thought. "Y ou said that sex is very free among you Down World. How isit a
taboo?"

"Over time the taboo waned, then disgppeared. But we found—as did the vone—that our offspring from
such matings wereinfertile. | havetold you we are few in num-ber; we lacked genetic diversity. Sowe
continued to go Up. And though statics were not disposed to venture into the sunlit realm, their fluxor
cousinswere. Even fluxor males, because vone need usfor ther fertility aswell, and in the long
view—and we have aways tended to the long view— the vone must be viable."

"But you never used your technology to overcome the problem of Down World serility?"
She suppressed her exasperation. "Eli, we never wished to overcomeit. Itis..."

"Culturd," hefinished for her, with the hint of smile. Then he went on; "' Such unions between ahtraand
vone, produce... ahtra?'

"That depends. Most female fluxors have severd issue. Some could be vone. One would hope not.”

"But separate morphology. No hybrids?' Eli wasthinking, aswas his habit, in terms of hisfamiliar
biology. She feared her time would dip away in amorass of ques-tions.

But she answered: "No, no mixing, no hybridization."
His eyebrow raised, his human way of showing doulbt.

"We are more complex than you, Eli. We have, for ex-ample, mechanismsthat prevent mixing. And,
above dl, we have the vone—masters of creation. If you experienced avone, you would know they
createforms...” And he would experience avone, soon, she thought.



But she went on: "UpWorld, if avone bears an ahtra, the progeny dies quickly, due to the harshness of
the place.

"And if an ahtrabears avone?'

She kept her eyes carefully down, "Wekill theissue, if vone. We would tend to have no choice.”
"No disrespect intended, Maret. But dl thisis compli-cated.”

"Inefficient, you arethinking?'

He nodded.

"Eli, you arein error to think natureis efficient. Natureistraditiond, building on past biology, however
imperfectly. Thethread of evolution is unbroken, and to-day we are modifications of what we were.
Y our people, Eli, are built inasmilar manner. Ontheold.”

Eli was quiet for along while. Then hesaid in alow voice, "Theresult isharsh, Maret.”

"Natureis harsh. Sex and death are kin, so it seemsto us. We do not flee from either. Asaresult, we are
agrong, long-lived race."

Her feet throbbed with the grinding of the carriers asthey drilled their way to the surface. She had only a
few in-crements|eft.

"We are one people,” shesaid. "Y our lexicon has aword you may know: dimorphs. That would tend to
de-scribe us and the vone." She paused. "I feared to meet with them. And | longed to."

Her time was a an end. She saw the guards hovering, but she spat out awarning for them to back off.
To her relief, they rdented, for now. Sheturned back to Eli, trying to finishinahurry. "It issaid, The
vone keep our dead. Children believe the dead walk UpWorld. But the truth of it isthe vone mimic our
kin to inspire terror—those they devour, they mimic. So, Eli, when you go Up..." Shesaw his
expression, and it was easy to read. "When you go Up, you must not hesitate to kill the vone if you are
S0 unfortu-nate as to encounter them. No matter what you see, have no mercy on them. And have no
mercy on the dead, ei-ther."

She saw his eyes narrow with intense concentration. With hope.
"Maret," he said, "will Nefer release me?”

"Yes, if you force her to relent.” She saw his emotions painted so clearly. There was no going back now.
"Eli, | have a sefish hope that you will not go Up. But your wishiisto dielikeasoldier, yes?' Shedidntt
need to wait for an answer. " So, then. | will give you a'fighting chance,’ asyou say. It would be
traditiond, to have afighting chance.

"Have | won my wager with Nefer? Isthat why you say I'm going Up?"

"No. It would be unlikely for you to win that wager. But | know another way. Y ou understand, a
'desperate gamble? That iswhét thisis."

Hetook her hand, gripping it. "Tell me." It was astronger grip than she had thought him capable of. Still,
it was ahand that she or avone could easily break. He was not bred for war.

Shetold him then, what he must do to ascend. Soon she would have the satisfaction of watching Nefer
lose face and lose her prisoner. When Eli worked this scheme upon the Most Prime, Maret planned to



bein the front row.

If their ruse proved successful, he would go Up World. There he would become that good soldier he
wished to be. Therefore—though it gave her two sadnesses—it must be agood thing to release him from
Down World, where he had no rug to hold his bones, or kin to wrap him.

23

Vod was seen and not seen. He appeared for an instant at the head of an upway; he was glimpsed
jumping into a chute; he was seen OverPrime and, at the same moment, Under Prime. Wagers began on
where he would be seen again, and when. Sightings of V od were sworn by fluxors and Satics dike. He
appeared in an enactment; dwell-ers who watched the drama thought he was an actor. Later the actors
sadit wasal improvisation with VVod the Digger, who walked onstage and said: The world has
changed. How shall we be?

It was aquestion Vod had no complete answersfor. But when Maret joined him, together they would
forge achange. Her brains, hisfervor. The rumorsin the flow gave him hope. Dwellers thought they saw
him every-where, but it was their own hopesthey saw. They yearned for change, he thought, or had he
become mad as Hemms? At the head of the ancient upway, Vod dug a short tun-nel through to
Ankhorat, and, at the lagt, pierced the hab carefully to minimize bleeding. Peering out, he heard the
pulsings of the recyclers and the throb of the generators.

Down the way, shadows of maintenance workers—statics who would betray him in an instant—flickered
against the hab. Arching snakes of hosing loomed large, as the work-ers labored benegath the exposed
flap. He sprinted to the nearest nub and plugged in, there leaving adatatrail for Maret, code termsfor
where she might find him.

Slipping back into the upway, he tended the hab, knit-ting the flesh into place, leaving only the smdlest
evidence of bruising. Though by tradition maintenance work was a tatic function, Vod was not unfamiliar
with upkeep of the hab. Asadigger, he was accustomed to repairing the sheath, where its growing tip
extruded into raw digs.

He scurried down the stairs, disturbed at having to de-scend an upway. But here, with most stairs
collapsed and choked with soil and stone, custom must give way to ne-cessity, and, liking the sound of it,
he filed the notion away in backmind.

Once back in the ancient Prime Way, Vod shone the light of his stolen headlamp on hiswater-collection

tubes, still producing enough water for his hydration needs; asfor food, the lordl proliferated here, where
the hab placed no limits on itsfruitings. Therole of revolutionary went better on afull ssomach, he had to
admit.

The ways echoed with hisfootsteps, recalling the tread of so many who had gone before. The sheer
darkness of the place coaxed images from shadows, to one unaccus-tomed to the dark. But when he
brought hislight to bear on the presumed spot, he found only the hab, creased and rigid, or agaping
portd to up- and downways, inhabited only by memories. VVod was not one to believe in the vi-tality of
the dead. Here and now was life enough.

A thud of something behind him. He stopped, swing-ing his head around to shine the lamp. Nothing.

Rocksfdl here, heredized. Hed seen how things dumped. Gravity would claim everything in the end.
But, to hissurprise, he heard himsdlf say, "Who are you?'

Asking that question seemed to give life to the way. Heimagined many voices answvering. | am Mirah. |



amVelil. | am Unso. Gor. After. Doln... Pushing the fancy aside, he listened again. Shapes bulked up
out of the blackness, ink againgt jet.

"Who?' he asked again.

Then,"l am Tirinn," came avoice.

"If you are Tirinn, why areyou following me?'

"I'm not following you, you young clod. I've been try-ing to find you."

A dark shadow moved into the middle of the way, a shape large enough to be Tirinn. Then he caught the
Data Guides bulk in the beam of hislight.

"Turn your headlamp to the Sde, you're giving me aheadache.”
Vod complied, watching as Tirinn trudged over to an old crusher machine abandoned by thewall.

The Data Guide deposited himself on the seat. "Made quite astew of things, haven't you?' Tirinn shook
his heed wesarily, wiping at his forehead with the edge of his caftan. "And | gill haveto walk up dl those
dairs," hesad ruefully.

"What areyou—"

"Oh, keep quiet! | didn't come here to waste my time. Fact is, | don't know why | am here. Maybel |
oweyou alit-tle help. | don't want to die with more debtsthan | aready have."

In the murky corridor, Vod could only see one side of Tirinn'sface, and that, dimly. He looked very old
and sag-ging downward, like the AncientWay itsdf.

"Hrg off,” Tirinn said, "stop leaving your artless cluesfor Maret. She'sgone. And you're giving your
position away, though you're bound to be caught anyway. Beg Nefer's pardon, do it publicly, maybe
shelll get afew hexasout of displaying generosity toward you.”

"Maret'sgone?"

"Of course she'sgone! If you spent some of your ample free time collecting information instead of making
trou-ble, you'd know what every other dweller's known for the past span. Gone, yes. | sent her Up."

"Up?' Vod was so stunned, he repeated, "Up?"

"Yes, yes, Up." Tirinn said acidly. He braced his hands on his knees and |ooked about himself. "This
placeisamess. No wonder we built anew one."

Vod fdt asurge of outrage. "Thisisthe old dwelling!"

"Outrage, my Skilled Digger, isill-suited to the young. Wait until you've got afew cycles on you, then you
can be outraged. Y ou'll be more convincing when you've seen asmuch villainy as| have." Heturned to
look directly at Vod for thefirst time. "Now, attend. | haven't got much time. | sent her Up. You
understand it was my choice? Hemms has the mind of a plucked mushroom. He'd forgotten the rules.
That's one thing you know well by my age. | get to choose, and | don't care if Hemms chokes on his
twefth net." Heglared a VVod. "Thought he could overrule aData Guide.”

"But shelll die” Vod said, thefull implication of Tirinn'swordsfindly registering.



"My, my," Tirinn said wearily. "UpWorld: sunshine, muck, and vones. I've heard it dl before, believe me.
All you need to know isthat when Maret gets back shelll need afew friends, and from al the fussyou've
been making, | takeit you're one of them. | won't be around to help her. When she gets back and bears
her progeny, you help her. | have high hopesfor her issue. Her genes are of the first or-der.”

"But why did you send her? She might be hurt!"

"For her descendants, you dumb clod! We can't have her descendants without ronid, now can we?
She'sthe one I've been combing the genotype for al these cycles.” His chest rose and deflated in along,
weary gust. "When | saw her life unfolding in scholarship, | redlized sheld never make agood leader. Too
brainy. Too conflicted. But her children... Now, theré'sawager worth making, or I've just thrown my
lifeaway."

He noted VVod's surprise and waved an impatient hand. "Don't tell me you haven't heard that data strand,
either? And | thought | was the center of attention for once! | should be hurt." He scratched at hisbelly in
anidlefash-ion, asthough tired of the news aready. "Nefer got hersdlf into an unseemly display of
irritation over my pulling rank on the Maret issue, and arranged to send me Up, though I'm clearly notin
shapeto go. She got one of her more malleable Data Guides to approve me. Needlessto say, | won't be
coming back."

Vod sared at the blackened hab, hardly registering Tirinn's plight. ™Y ou're giving up on her. She could
have been great. A great leader.”

Tirinn snorted. "Let's leave the geneticsto me, shdl we?"

"Now you attend, Tirinn-as." Vod stood and |ooked down on the Data Guide. He was done with giving
thisold fool arespectful hearing. "We can't wait for Maret's prog-eny.”

"Waiting isan undervaued qudlity, | assureyou.”

"Ligen,” Vod sad, grictly controlling his palor. "We're building war machines. Right above your
over-stuffed head.” Vod pointed at the celling, where far above, the war foundry begat its progeny. "We
can't wait. WEll be at war before Maret leaves the birthing dens ... if she comes back," he added,
wishing it were not such bad form to punch a Data Guide.

"Werenot a war," Tirinn grumbled, eyeing Vod nar-rowly.

"No, not yet." Then Vod gave him the news that was both terrible and opportune. But it wasn't until
Tirinn had climbed the thousand stairsthat he believed.

They sat together then, at thetop landing. Tirinn was quiet for avery long time.
"It'stimefor usto berid of Nefer,” Vod said quietly.

They stared a the wdls of the gairset: crumbling, and seeping water.

"Yes," Tirinn rumbled. But ill he sat, gazing at nothing.

"Well use the foundry to drive awedge between Nefer and Hemms. My wager isthat Hemms knows
nothing of this" When Tirinn didn't answer, Vod went on: "But well move carefully, so asnot to force
Nefer's hand. The ques-tion is, how closeis sheto blowing the tunnels?*

"It'swhy Nefer hatesMaret,” Tirinn said, hisvoiceflat but till powerful.



"Beg pardon?"

"Hates her like she hates awater bath." Tirinn chuck-led. "It was never just amatter of power with
Nefer, you perceive. It's one of ideology. | solation, that's what she wants. A traditiona ahtran way of life,
uninfected by hu-man contact. We've met another sentient life-form. And some of uswish we hadn't.”

"Statics" Vod supplied.

"Not al gatics. By the degp dark Well, don't turn thisinto them and us. It'sacontinuum, my boy.” He
turned and looked a him as though just remembering him. ™Y ou're an extreme fluxor. Not everyoneisan
extreme. Don't make the mistake of measuring al dwellersby your own index.” He sighed. "That'sthe
last free advice | in-tend to give you." Herose, heavily. "L et us descend.”

"Sowhy does Nefer hate Maret?'

"Vonetake mefor adunce," Tirinn muttered. He shook his head and began lumbering down the sairs.
"Be-cause, besides her most excellent genes, Maret has danger-ous fluxor outwardness. Maret would be
oneto turn the Neymium Bdlt Situation into atrading opportunity, not a battle. She might want to mix
with humans”

"Mate with?' Vod felt histendril jerk at the awful no-tion.

"Don't beaclod. Of course not. We have to draw the line somewhere." His voice was laced with heavy
irony. "1 for one would draw it right there."

They fell slent asthey descended, with Tirinn puffing even more heavily than he had on theway up. Vod
thought the old fluxor might die just from the exertion of the stairs and the shock of what he had seen. It
would have been an dtogether better death than the one Tirinn waslikely to get.

Ik

Five ahtran guards herded Eli dong. They told him that the short wandsthey carried would fell himinan
ingtant if he ran; he didn't doubt their prods could do the job. Many dwellersfollowed in their wake,
eager to seethe spectacle, their voicestrailing in athrobbing bass rumble. The guard to hisleft wasthe
one who spoke the best Standard. From him Eli learned that he had won hiswager with Nefer Ton
Enkar. Thefirst fluxors had returned from ronid, giving reportsthat at least some humans still sur-vived.
The guard couldn't say how many of his crew or passengersyet lived, but the news gripped Eli fiercely.
He thought of hisbest soldiers, and of Saschaand Geoff and Luce Marzano. He couldn't let himself
believeit was any of these, but the hope broke through anyway.

Now the flow was burgting with demands to see him paid off in full view, inthe Prime Way. The
rabble—the diggers—were especidly keen on such rituds, the guard said, and in ashow of indulgence,
Nefer Ton Enkar had agreed to the event. Her popularity soared. Upon losing awager, one does not
begrudge the winner, he added pi-oudly.

This ahtrahad good reason to learn abit of his pris-oner's language. For tidbits of information, Eli had
agreed to behave in certain ways that the guard wagered upon. Especialy on what days Eli would
become outward and fight his guards. The guard on hisleft had earned atidy sum off of Eli, and was
disposed to offer bits of informartion in payment.

From side ways dwellers poured forth, faling in be-hind what had become ajammed procession. Eli
looked straight ahead of him, conscious of thetrain of ahtrabe-hind him. It al fed into hisplan. The
bigger the crowd, the more his gambit might thrive. Much like entering armed combat, his muscles surged



with adrendine.
Nefer would bewaiting for him, and that would be a battlein its own right.

Coming into the expansive PrimeWay, Eli took a pow-erful breath of the cooler air, finding relief in the
vast arched ceiling after the confinement of the smaller ways. Helooked for Maret as he and his escort
pressed through the throng, but al he saw were strangers, and the occa-siona gomin in the typica white
flowing dress. Over the heads of the thousands of ahtra crowded into the way, he glimpsed a great
canopy—the stage that was his destina-tion.

Asthe guards pushed him forward, Eli saw one ahtra he recognized. Not Maret, but the gomin of his
virtua conversations. Shelooked very pae, and she turned away from Eli, but he managed to swerve
closer. The guards grabbed him firmly, but Eli made eye contact with her. "Trandatefor me," he said,
"and | will repay you."

The guards pushed him onward, and the gomin fell into step. "1 am only agomin—now lessthan dl
oth-ers."

Eli jammed to astop. "What isyour name?"

The guardsindulged him for amoment as she sam-mered, "I anagomin.”
"Everyone hasaname.”

Shelooked him full in the face then. "Zehops Cer Aton.”

"Wéll, then, Zehops-as, speak for metoday.” He twisted his head to seeif she followed, but now,
pushed firmly onward by his escort, only the stage filled his view. He climbed the ladder as he was bid to
do, finding himsdlf on a platform some fifteen feet above the ground. Maret had once told him that this
was afavorite sage for the ahtran dramas that flourished alongside the virtua enter-tainments of the flow.
Below him, avast crowd filled the Prime Way. Above the throng, abreeze greeted him, bring-ing the
sweet and sour odor of hisenemiesto hisnogirils.

And Nefer stood waiting there. Whatever she herself smelled, she took snuff to remedy it; one of her
attendants offered awand to her.

Her great blue eyesraked over him, then she turned to the PrimeWay. She spoke, and ahush
descended. What-ever the content of her speech, it was short, and then greeted with aroaring so deep it
seemed to issue from the cavern itsalf.

Nefer turned to him. Her entourage turned with her, asthough they were her chorusin aplay. Shesad,
in Stan-dard, " State what is your very reasonable demand, Eli Dammond, upon the winning of this minor
wager." As hewas about to speak, she added, " Always remembering that one has said one would not
break traditions."

"Nefer-as" he said, avoiding her eyes, and looking steadfastly out to find Zehopsin the crowd, "I would
have my trandator spesk for me.”

"I would be your trandator. There is no other, you per-ceive."
"Thereis Zehops Cer Aton."

At the sound of this name, those foremost in the crowd stirred, passing the news backward, and Eli
heard the whis-pers of " Zehops Cer Aton, Zehops CerAton ..."



Nefer's attendants engaged her in heated discussion, perhaps of protocols, but before Nefer could
respond, Zehops was climbing the ladder, her robes flashing their subtle aurora. Guards surged after her,
but Nefer waved them back.

As Zehops came to stand next to Eli, amurmur swelled up to the stage from the crowd below. Zehops
looked small and terrified.

Declining to take notice of the gomin, Nefer said, her voice amplified: "Oneisready to hear your request,
Eli Dammond."

Hefilled hislungs and said to the crowd: "Leniency.” And Zehops turned to the masses and uttered an
ahtran word that Eli could only hope matched the nuance of the word he had chosen.

Nefer spoke to the crowd. Beside him, Zehops mur-mured her trandation: " There tend to be many who
would say | have been lenient with you, Eli Dammond.”

He answered Nefer, looking at the rapt facestilted up at the stage. "Not for myself. For Zehops Cer
Aton." Zehopsturned to sare at Eli. "Tel them," he urged.

Her trand ation caused a stir.

All down the PrimeWay screens showed Eli and Nefer and Zehops standing there, and from al down the
corri-dor, Eli heard his own voice echo back to him, dong with a crescendo of murmursfrom the
gathered throng. A shuf-fling ensued, and after amoment it became clear that gomin were pressing
forward, threading their way through the crowd to the foot of the stage. Though it seemed to stir anger in
some ahtra, others stepped aside and alowed their more colorful neighbors to come forward.

Beside him, Zehopswas trembling. "They may think my trandation tends away from thetruth,” she said
tohim.

Inwhat he hoped was a confirming gesture, Eli placed his hand on the gomin's shoulder. "Leniency,” he
repeated.

Zehopstrandated.

The cavern of the Prime Way surged again with bass voices. Amidst this clamor Eli saw some dwellers
dressed in the garb of diggers push forward to join the gomin. Sev-eral hundred dwellers stood there, the
grime of digging in sharp contrast to the shimmers of the gomin robes beside them.

And then Nefer was speaking. Her voice carried dong the Prime Way, and next to Eli, Zehops
whispered her ren-dition. The speech was laced with references to loyalty and subversion and tradition.
But amidst her calm words, Nefer could not help but note the rapt faces of the gomin and the diggers at
thefoot of the stage, looking up at Zehops and Eli. Perhapsit was this that persuaded her to grant the
request, for she ended by saying that Zehops Cer Aton would have her accessto the flow reinstated,
pro-vided that al her data strands were public, and severa other limitations that made no senseto Eli.

When Nefer was finished speaking, Eli turned to Zehops. "Isit lenient, what Nefer isalowing?’

Zehops looked at him for along moment. "Thereisa probability one can find apath of happiness after
al, | cometo bdieve"

"Isthat ayes?'

"It tendsto beayes."



Eli nodded, then spoke to the crowd. "That isfair pay-ment for my win. | thank Nefer Ton Enkar.”

As Nefer turned to go, the crowd seemed fixed on Eli. He had stepped toward the edge of the stage.
They knew, with their sense of spectacle, that more wasto come.

"Nefer-as" he said. "There's one more thing." He searched for Maret, hoping that he would get it right.

Nefer stopped aong with her entourage. Slowly, she turned to face him, her eyes aswary asEli had ever
seen them. Shelooked a him as though he had aweapon. And he did.

"] demand to return home," he said.

When Zehops trandated, the throng erupted, their rumblings and shouts echoing along the Prime Way
and looping back from speakers. The gomin in front of the stage were louder than anyone.

"Y ou have accepted payment for the wager!" Nefer boomed out. "Too late to ask for what must
regrettably be denied—dueto tradition.”

Inturn, Eli shouted over the tumult of the crowd. "But tradition holds that those whose nameslivein the
flow are fill with you, are remembered, are dwellersforever. | am present in the flow. From the moment
| came among you, my name was asubject of wager and discourse.” Over the surging voices of the
crowd, Eli cdled out, "l clam my right to ascend.”

"A human cannot undergo ronid!" Nefer responded.
Beside him, Zehops trembled and grew ashen with the stress of trandation.

Eli steadied her with agrip on her elbow. Then he pro-clamed, "L et the vone decide who may and may
not, asthey do with al who ascend.”

At that, pandemonium overtook the crowd. Below Eli'sfeet, awave of dwellers surged against the stage,
their shouts deafening.

Next to him, Zehops shouted something, abrief salvo. And then the gomin below took it up as a chant.
At Eli's questioning look, Zehops explained, "For Eli'skin. For Eli'skin.”
Then, to his surprise, this chant proliferated up and down the Prime Way.

Nefer held out her arms. "A Data Guide has not ap-proved him! He hashad no training. Itisnot in
accord with tredition!”

After saverd minutes of continuing pandemonium, Eli noted acommotion at the foot of the stage ladder.
Then an ahtra of exceptional bulk could be seen lumbering up onto the stage. His appearance caused a
hush to fdl over thethrong. To hisside, Eli heard something very like agrowl from Nefer.

The new figure spoke to the crowd in a soft voice. He appeared dmost weary in his demeanor, but the
crowd hung on every word.

Zehopstrandated. "Thus says Tirinn Vir Horat: Asfor training, Nefer Ton Enkar has kept this human on
adata stage as his prison, and tested him most thoroughly.” Then the rotund ahtra turned to Nefer and
goread hisarmsin asmple gesture that seemed to convey sdlf-evident truth.

Zehopstrandated. "l say he ascends.”



At this statement, the clamor in the PrimeWay made further talk futile, and Eli judged that the crowd was
over-whelmingly persuaded in his favor—for aslong as crowd emotions might lagt.

In the uproar, Nefer approached Eli, leaving her escort on the other sde of the stage. Asshe drew
closer, her stare caused Zehopsto hastily retrest.

Nefer stopped just far enough away that she needn't raise her chinto look Eli in the face. Her eyestook
him inwith afrozen cam. "Go, then, Eli Damnmond. One with-draws protection of you." A small white
smile gppeared and fled. "And may the monsters of the upper redlm de-light in you."

Eli returned her gaze, gray eyesagaingt blue. "They can't be worse than the monster of Down World," he
sad. "But | thank you for your hospitality, Nefer Ton Enkar.”
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Sascha grabbed on to athick root and hauled hersdlf up the steep dope after Private "Lemon™ Limon,
who kicked in footholds on the way to theridge. Behind her, Private "Pig" Platis shuffled and grunted in
the effort of hisclimb. Thelamp, hanging now on her back to keep it from bang-ing againgt the hillside,
sprayed itslight across the valley. Perhaps, somewhere below, Badri Nazim could see this beacon—or
Captain Dammond, if he had returned from the lair of the ahtra.

Sheld told Sergeant Juric about her ahtra sighting. By hisface she couldn't tell if he believed her or not.
Nodding at her chest, dl he said was"Did your lamp scare off that pock?"
He squinted at her as she answered, "I don't know."

It had been Juric'sideato climb to the ridge above the deadly streams of the valey. After hearing
Saschastae of the water scorpion, the unit decided that no way would they wade that river.

"Chopper at three o'clock,” Lemon announced from above her.

Saschalooked up to see the small rodent flying over-head. Itstail ended in an umbrelaof bristlesand
meatted hair that carried it on the thermas. Sighting aprey, it col-lgpsed itstail and dove upon itsmed.
The bot aimed a segmented arm at the cresture, but withheld fire. Only in marauding groups were the
drifting creatures much of athreat. This one was aone, its prodigious front teeth sparkling in the sun.

Saschatold the bot, "Remember this. Rodentia, smdl parasailing creatures that may swarm for
cooperative hunt-ing when the prey islarge.” She thought she could hear the bot recording, the brief
whispering vibration deep un-der its metal skin. Her catalogue had dozens of entries by now.

"Shut up,” Lemon hissed &t her.

She had cometto like the bot, with its doglike loydty, its mute acceptance of the task at hand, its shiny
black body that took on gleams of blue and teal greenin certain lights. It was aways dightly warm, likea
living thing, and adapted with enviable swiftness. For the climb it had sprouted seg-mented gppendages,
three to asde, gripping the vine ropes with agility.

She defied Lemon, whispering, "Each ecologica nicheisfilled. Therippers don't come up where they'd
need forearmsfor climbing. Their predatory roleisfilled by the rodentia. Prey include the rock crabs, if
they can catch them before they roll up into their pleated casings. The rock crabsfling off their armor to
catch flying insects, trig-gered by shadows passing over their shdls, if not actud landings." The reassuring
vibration was the bot's only comment on her andysis.



At last they reached the narrow ridge at the summit. Juric clambered up beside her, and severa minutes
behind, Pig came lumbering up.

From their vantage point they commanded a pan-oramic view. Across the valey the transformed Gray
Spiny

Forest |looked impenetrable, awall of sage green. Streams webbed the valley floor, eventually
meandering into the forest. To north and south, the narrow basin stretched into the distance, hazy with

evaporation and transpira-tion. Six milesto the south, Sascha knew, the Lucia waited for them, the focal
point of dl their griving.

"Head out," Juric said, hoisting his L-31 over his shoul-der and nodding in the direction of the Lucia, a
jagged course dong the ridge that would take them down as often as up, clinging to the highest point of
land available to them.

Pig, still winded, wasdow torise. "Wait up,” he mum-bled. No one paid him any attention. Juric had
made it clear: whoever keeps up iswith the group, whoever falls behind is on his own.

The rodentiawere back, thistime acluster of them, twisting their bodies to change the angle of their salls,
coming in on abrisk thermal. The bot emitted a series of clicks, and everyone hit the ground at onceto
stay out of itsline of fire. It spattered the air with efficient stitches, bringing down abevy of the creatures
faster than Pig could have aimed the domino. The remnant scattered on the updrafts or dropped down on
their own wounded.

Continuing along the ridgeline, the group followed what seemed like aflowered road. The thread of the
path was studded with flesh-colored, radia flowers. They spread out in astraight line like landing lights
on an airstrip. When Vecchi kicked at one, his boot bounced off the tough petds.

"L ookslike somebody planted these" Pig said. "All regular and everything.”
"Yeah," Vecchi sad, "them flying ratsjust love purty things. Like your hairy ass, Pig."

Saschatold the bot, "Flowers on the ridgdline in arow, sprouting from continuous rhizomes. Just like the
grassand vines, it dl goes back to root stock in the dry season. A rhizomousworld.”

Vecchi, just behind her, muttered, "Who you think's gonna give a shit about flowers and flying rats? Y our
daddy's not around anymore to go nuts over plants.”

Saschadidn't miss a step. Without turning around she said, "No one in the history of the gaaxy has ever
been to thisridge. My father will want acomplete report.”

"Dead asthat flying rat back thereiswhat heis,” Vecchi persisted.

Sascha dowed her pace, feding her face as hot as cooked tomatoes. After amoment she was standing
ill in the middle of the path, and everyone e se had stopped, too, watching her. Shelooked at Private
Vecchi, seaing his hatchet-face, hissmirk, hisflat black eyes.

"Never mind him," Pig said, hisface bright pink and sprouting ahairy growth of beard. "He's got no
daddy. Never had one. That's how come he's so mean.”

Struggling to keep her composure, Sascha said to the bot, "Remember this. The ridge flowers store water
intheir petals, prolonging their growing season beyond what might be adrasticaly short wet season.” The
bot thrummed next to her as Sascha resumed her walk, and the men fol-lowed suit.



"Crazy rich girl," Lemon said. "Themrich typesaredl crazy."
"Quiet," Juric growled from on point.

Asthough in defiance of hisorder, avolley of shots camefrom the valey, the crack and sizzle of firefrom
the other bot. Proof positive that someone yet lived. But once all were dead, Saschawondered, would
the bots keep fight-ing? In their complex Al minds, was there an imperative to win when the cause had
been lost? Or would they, like her, have the grace to stop caring?

Forced to temporarily descend, they picked their way down a precipitous drop in the trail, then back
onto the con-necting ridge, where the path grew marginaly wider. In the north, drumrolls of thunder
announced the approaching battle-gray clouds. Then, in awall of wind, the tempera-ture dropped by
fifteen degrees. The bot stopped, making morphing noises, the ones that sounded like the screams of
mice. Everyone stopped to watch.

"Sprouting rain gear?" Lemon offered.

In organi zed sequence the machine e ongated and retracted appendages, reformulating them until it
be-came something resembling atall box on legs. Then it turned around, facing in the direction from
which they'd come. Sergeant Juric turned to gaze down thetrail toward the ridgeline of the previous hill.
Down the bot's centerline a crack appeared, and close underneath it, aridge, with nubs that began
growing into nozzles, then barrels.

The men drew their weapons, but they gtill didn't know why, except that the bot sensed something.

Continuing its morphing, the bot extruded military business equipment from every side, and began
walking back the way they'd just come.

They watched it go. Pig was fingering the domino with repetitive movements. Vecchi and Lemon
crouched and aimed down path, while Sascha moved forward to stand next to Juric, who could be
counted on, more than any of the others, not to shoot her by accident.

Asthey waited, Juric turned his head from sideto sidein that way he had of scanning thingswith his
regen eye, which, they said, was equipped with infrared.

They lost Sght of the bot in atwist of the path.
A tick caused Lemon's |eft eyebrow to quiver. "What's up there?" he croaked.

No one answered. The sky was swept clear of rodentia, asthe air took on a soaked green glow. The
quiet was d-mogt suffocating.

Inahigh, thin voice Pig said to nobody in particular, "Tell her | did good, if anything happens. Tdl my
mom | did good, | didn't go coward.”

Vecchi cracked asickly grin. "Ain't been proved yet, Pig."

Juric nodded at Pig. "I'll tell her." He started forward, passing them each in turn, heading down the path
the bot had taken. "I don't plan to die, unlike you patches.”

Lemon squesked, "Hey, Sarge, where you going?'

Juric turned around wegrily. "The fewer of usin one place the better, like | told you a hundred times,
Lemon." Eyeing the group with pity he said, "Y ou're safer without me." Behind the words Sascha heard,



"And I'm safer with-out you." From down thetrail came hisdark muitter, "I'd give my good eye never to
hear somebody call me sarge again.”

Fat drops of rain splatted at their feet, but no one moved. There was nowhere to go but forward or
back-ward, and the men seemed paralyzed by the choice. Roll-ing thunder came close upon cracks of
lightning. Pig wiped the rain from hisface in adainty movement while shoul-dering the domino in business
mode.

Then, from down trail, came zings of bot fire, joined a second later by pops from arifle. In the next
instant V ecchi was dashing toward the sound of battle, heedless of the narrow path, charging with gun
blasting dready. Pig and Lemon hunkered down, legs dangling over the steep side of theridge, trying in
vantodigin. Ther guns pointed down trail, waiting for the charge of God only knew what. Meanwhile,
Saschastood intherain in the middle of the path.

Shefdt aticklein her feet. Lightning tension was gath-ered in the ground, causing alow twanging sound.
Awarethat she was the tallest thing on the ridge, Sascha crouched down, fegling her whole body quiver
in resonance with the dectrica charge building up. When it findly discharged, it threw her upintheair.
She seemed to be flying for along while. Perhagps this was how death felt, she had timeto think, like
being picked up off the world.

Theimpact of thefal stunned her, forcing bresth from her lungs. She waswedged into acrack inthe
hillside, un-ableto move. A relentlessrain battered her face as she lay staring into the towering galleons
of clouds. Her hearing was gone. She closed her eyesto be sure. After afew min-utes she heard muffled
screams and shouts. She managed, by a powerful twigt, to didodge her lower right leg, but she could get
no leverage on the muddy hillsde.

Squinting, she watched theridge for one of the men, listening for voices. Thunder beat the sky in wave
after wave of abuse. She most desperately wanted to see Pig and Juric and even Vecchi once more.

Then she heard the sound of someone moving down the hillside. Someone had seen her. 1t would be
Juric who would come. Juric, who wanted to look her granddad in the face and say, "We brought her
back, ar."

With alurch of her heart, she saw a creature scaling down the vine-massed valley wall. Within momentsiit
dis-appeared from view behind a hillock. But she could hear its steady progress toward her. She hoped
she was wrong about what she saw.

In her terror, she began to singrThe song came from nursery times. Her voice sounded like the noises
bottles make when you blow acrosstheir tops.

"Hush little baby, don't say a word, Papa’'s gonna buy you a mockingbird...."

The creature's face and then torso loomed over her. A humming noise seemed to be coming fromiit.
"1f that mockingbird don't sing, Papa’'s gonna buy you..."

Shelooked up at the monster, holding on to her song: "... a diamond ring."

Its large face was a pronounced triangle with eyes as big as ababy'sfists. When it stood up on hugely
muscular hind legsit looked to be seven or eight feet tall. From its narrow torso sprouted two arms
jointed in two places, ending in very long hands with impressve claws. Asit paused, regarding her, she
saw that the broad forehead bore a crendlated ridge. Great jaws were just visible under its triangular
faceplate. From the muscular throat came a degp humming sound.



Sheheard hersdlf sing: "If that diamond ring isbrass..."

The crenelated brow ridge undulated dightly asthough sensing her more fully. Sascha noticed it was
studded with small holes.

"Papa’s gonna buy you a looking glass."

The creature's face began to twist. The broad end of the triangular surface curled back to form arounded
cra-nium, while on one side aknob of flesh emerged, sculpting into something very like ahuman ear. The
entire face was changing, but Saschacould only stare at that ear asit flow-ered into addicate shell,
flushed with araosy pink color. The flesh tone spread outward in awave. ..

Saschathought if she just concentrated on the ear she would be dl right. She knew better than to look
full in the eyes of the visage forming before her.

"If that looking glass gets broke, Papa's gonna buy you a billy goat...."
But she must [ook.

A human face bulged, fully formed, from the crea-ture's head, as though trying to crawl out of the
monster's body.

Her voice collgpsed into awhisper. "If that billy goat don't pull, Papa's gonna buy you a cart and
bull...."

Sheknew that face. It was Lieutenant Anning. He looked very angry. Then surprised.

Her tattered voice persisted. "If that cart and bull turn over, Papa’'s gonna buy you a... dog named
Rover...."

It bent very closeto her as she sang.

"If that dog named Rover don't bark... Papa's gonna buy you ..." It was very important to keep
sgnging. Shewhispered, " ... a horse and cart.”

The creaturé's face was two feet from her own. Lieu-tenant Anning growled out, "Horz an cart.”
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The grinding action of the carrier stopped, but Maret's heart beat so hard in her ears she didn't redlizeit.
Lioth Vir Homan turned to her in the murk of the capsule, her face dark but her voice easy to read. "We
aeUp."

They must act quickly, before the arrival of predators, attuned to the sound of a carrier. Maret reached
for the door release.

Lioth stopped her hand. "I do not know you," Lioth said in the formal cadence.

Sheld dmost forgotten the ceremony. There would be no mutua aid, no acts of mercy between them.
Tradition held that Up World would cull those ill-suited for breed-ing. So the oath was sworn, that they
were strangers to each other.

Maret responded, "And | do not know you, Lioth Vir Homan." She punched the rel ease and the door
flew open.



A soup of odorsflowed over her as she bolted out-side, arming the mav, the traditional ronid weapon.
Behind her, Lioth sprang out, her feet hitting the ground with asplat of mud. Droplets of water hit Maret's
ankles, run-ning in repulsive warm tricklesinto her boots. The heat squeezed her with a suffocating
embrace.

They were on aplain of staky plantsthat jutted from the ground. Leavesin the shape of swords fanned
out, pointing skyward. Between clusters of the sword plants, festoons of moss formed bridges, obscuring
sght. Maret pivoted, scanning for predators. In the distance, jagged peaks formed along ridge.

Lioth looked at her, her eyeswidein aface rapidly loosing camouflage. Then, looking past Maret as
though she were no more than a shrub, Lioth chose her direction and bolted off, quickly putting distance
between them.

Two suns shone over theworld, one large, one small. Near the mountains, clouds towered, emitting
pulses of light. Maret smelled ozone, humus, plants, and her own fear. As she'd been taught, she used
that fear to fue her purpose. Sheran, choosing adifferent direction than Lioth, crashing through the moss
walls, feding their feathery scrape on her face. After afew moments, she crouched near aclump of
sword plants, listening for pursuit. Up-World rippled with noise: wind, rustling leaves, chittering. The
sounds painted ajumbled picture,

Sheraced for the crest of ahill, then used the vantage point to scan the larger terrain. In the distancelay a
gdlery of trees. Such an Over\Woods would harbor many vone, but at the sametime, in the close
growths of stalk and vine lurked a concentration of predators. But thiswas no time for timidity.

Running toward the Over\Woods, she noticed how the moss shot out filaments to connect one bush with
another. The plant crested anet to more easily catch the fertilizing pollen. Maret darted from bush to
bush thinking that her goal was the same.

The sky spoke in a deep-throated growl. No one who had studied thunder could imagine that sound. It
beg-gared her imagination. The stacked clouds, though till distant, made the sky ook immensely tall.
Such distance, such height, such...

She had stopped, gazing at the sky, but she mustn't. Maret set her legsto running again. And then, amid
the sun, and the thunder, and the hard plain beneath her feet, a surge of joy overtook her. It powered her
legs and primed her senses.

lam UpWorld. By my kin, by my bloodlines, | am here.

An hour later she was more circumspect. She'd drawn the interest of a frajet, alow-dung amphibian
capable of dis-abling her with a poison-delivering tongue aslong as she wastal. Though she diced off
that tongue with her mav, it was awarning to keep her camouflage intact. Humans had an expression:
Looks can kill. To an ahtra, this had specid meaning. Calming hersdlf, her skin mottled up nicely again.

By Ellod, shethought, / will prevail. By my departed prime, | will come to the shade of the trees,
swimthe dark rivers, meet ronid with all courage.

A glint caught her eyes, abounce of light off metal. Cu-riosity pulled her toward the glare. Asshe
approached, she saw the human ships. One, as Eli had described, crashed and ruined; nearby the...
Lucia. In abizarre custom, humans named their ships, sometimes after people or hu-man qudlities. It was
like humansto bring poetry to war, confusing the two.

The Lucia was squat and fat, surrounded by the black-ened scars of the craft's descent. Maret stood for
amo-ment, staring up at the massive and clumsy structure. She found herself thinking she would see Eli



Dammond come around from the other side of the ship. He would walk up the ramp to the craft. In her
imagination, hetook alast ook at his prison world. Then helooked at her, waiting for her to say that
someyet lived.

She backed away. The ship rested in its grass nest, de-serted, quiet.

Then she turned and ran on, watching as the storm clouds masked the suns, turning the valey gray and
cool.

Screams drifted in from the distance. Ahtran screams. Shetried to outflank the noise, but was drawn to
it. Com-ing closer, she parted the moss to spy into aclearing. It was Lioth, writhing on the ground. She
was beset by habsen, burrowing predators, distant kin of the hab itsalf. Erupt-ing from the grass, one had
got hold of her leg. AsLioth thrashed, Maret's fingers shook on the mav she held. Blood gushed from
Lioth'sleg. The habsen was il haf in the ground, but its grip was sure. Another burrower tossed its
head up from underground, turned toward the action. Sowly, Maret |et the curtain of mossfall.

Lioth Vir Homan, | do not know you.

She ran on. The clouds flowed toward her with relent-less roaring, masking the howl in her throat, a
moan of terror.

Maret, came her unsettling thought, | do not know you.
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Nefer Ton Enkar remained on the stage, watching. Eli coujd fed her drilling gaze as he hurried through
the crowd. With the Prime Way in an uproar, and the crowd surging around him, it was hard to say just
what the mood of the ahtrawas at the moment. Some reached out to touch hisarms, the cloth of his
deeve, othersjostled againgt him ruddly. Zehops was left behind, and he was in the cus-tody of the
rotund ahtrawho had joined him on the stage. Thisindividua cut a swath through the crowd, muttering
and warning off the rabble with ham-fisted waves of hisarms.

"Where arewe going?' Eli managed to shout at the guard who had some Standard.
"Following Tirinn Vir Horat," came the unhdpful an-swer.
"But where?'

The one called Tirinn turned and glared, saying in Standard, "L ess talking, more hurrying, you progeny of
hopel ess stock!"

They quickened their step, with Tirinn sweating and puffing ahead of them, until they cameto agtairwell
wherethey hurried up aflight of stairs, leaving the crowd, if not its rumblings, behind.

"Hurry!" Tirinn growled at them, looking over his shoulder as he lumbered down the way. "If you were
pay-ing for my time, you'd pick up your feet." He pressed on, growling, "Clods and sumblers..."

At animposing portal the guards remained behind, and Tirinn swept into agalery crowded with workers.
Thick platformsjutted from the floor like growths, their top surfaces deeply pitted with depressions.
Trunks of the hab trailed from the celling in fleshy pullsinto which some of the ahtrawere connected by
their tendrils, hands free to work at the platforms. Ignoring the clamor his appearance created, Tirinn
waved them off and led Eli down anarrow corridor and into aden.

Throwing open storage chests, he began pulling out items, and throwing them into asack. "There are



some things she can't have," he mumbled, rummaging in bins. "Shelll givethis stage to another guide faster
than the hab can digest dirt, you may be sure. But she can't have every-thing." He pivoted dowly, staring
at Eli. "And | supposeyou can't pay for my time, can you? Don't own anything, don't know anything.

Y ou would be memy last client; thereés aflourish to my life pattern!”

An atendant appeared at the door. Tirinn thrust the sack into his hands, saying something in ahtran, and
fairly pushed the acolyte out of the room. In due course another attendant appeared at the door. Tirinn
gpokein low tones, handing him the sack. "My Prime Locator,” Tirinn ex-plained when the individua |eft.
"He's good, isNemon Es Marn, but helll never makeit to Data Guide. Hereswhy: He knows too much.
Head stuffed with facts, backmind brimming with information. But the secret of the prosper-ous guideis
context, attend me. Context. Generdizations. Think of it. Without generaizations we wouldn't know
anything. Anyone can do specificity! Plugin, get specific! Then what do you know?" Tirinn glared &t Eli,
daring him to say that something might be known.

Tirinn deposited his bulk wearily on awide bench. "Oh, sit down," Tirinn sngpped. "I'm not going to give
myself aneck ache on your behdf." His gesture madeit clear Eli wasto sit on the floor.

"If wereinahurry, Tirinn-as, why don't you get to the point?' Eli managed tofit in.

"Why don't | get to the point?' He sighed with ahuge gust of breath. "Eli Dammond, if you had any idea
of the point were about to get to, | don't think you'd bein ahurry." Hiseyes narrowed. "And | set the
pace, attend me. A little courtesy isin order for the free information | am about to impart. Not to mention
the sizable draw-down | did afew spans ago to learn your cliche-ridden language.”

Hewiped his hands on his caftan. "It gallsme, it redlly does, tp give information away. Can't understand
that, can you? In your world, information isthe only thing that'sfree. Y ou let your people starve, but they
can bein-formed! Well, you'l learn. Eventudly you'll be exactly where we are. That'sthe only
consolation of the old among the young. Knowing that eventualy, despite dl the postur-ing and nonsense,
they'll dl end up exactly likeyou."

The den darkened. "I'll misswatching you blunder into the future,” Tirinn said. Around them, the air
parkled asthe den became a virtual environment.

Thefloor dropped away. They were suspended in acavernous cylinder, with viney growths and ferns
clinging tothewals. A warmtickle of air pushed up from below.

"Hold on," Tirinn shouted—~but there was nothing to hold on to—as they began arapid but controlled
descent.

Eli's somach clenched at the sudden fall. Asthey dropped down the tube, the vineslost their leaves,
becom-ing skeleta roots clinging to glistening wet rock.

"Everyone hastheir own picture of the Wdll. Thisismine. No pretty, awe-inspiring metaphors. Just deep.
No one knows how deep.”

The notion cameto Eli that every time he thought he was going up, something conspired to take him
down. He had wrestled Nefer for hisfreedom, and now he would go Up. But first, apparently, Down.

Glowing rock walls emitted just enough light to show myriad fault lines webbing the stone.

Tirinn waved hisarms. "It'sdl here. All the records, dl the generations. Everything we know now and
everything we used to know. In the Well. The names of our kin, and al their cares and wagers are here.”

Their descent halted in front of alaterd shaft. They en-tered it, seeing scenes of ahtran life: dwellers



moving about their lives. Maret gppeared before them, her face lost in argpt smile, her data tendril
plugged into the flow.

"Studying, of course," Tirinn said. "Even as ayoung-ster, dways studying. She was arule-bregker, too,
and | had great hopesfor her. Y ou have to know when to break the rules. That's the sign of aleader,
savior and tyrant dike."

In the centra shaft once more, they were dropping again, gaining speed.
"Y ou're getting quite aride for free, Eli Dammond. | hope you appreciateit!”
"I'dlikeit better if | knew why."

"Why?Why?' They stopped suddenly with aresound-ing bounce. Now Tirinn was on aswing, and he
kicked hislegs out to get amovement going, then clutched on to the rope of Eli's swing. "Because you're
going Up World, you hopeless dolt! And you'd better know why." He pulled Eli so closeto hisface that
Eli could seethefaintest circleswithin the circles of hiseyes. " Context, context.” He pushed Eli away, in
awild arc. "So try to pay attention.”

And they dropped again.

"In my little conceit here, the deeper you go, the older the data. In redlity, it's nothing like that. When we
say the Wl isdeep, it'san expression. But itstrue, if you know what | mean. Most dwellers never come
here. But for you, the trip'simportant. So you can quickly grasp what every ahtraknowsfrom alife of
contact with the Wdl. Think we're degp now?"

They sped downward faster than Eli could keep his eyesfocused on thewalls. Beside him, Tirinn'srobe
bil-lowed in therush of air, hisgiant deevesfluttering up againg hisface like beating wings.

Swirling around them, scenes emerged. Of ahtra going about the business of Down World, living in close
dens, tending the hab, digging new habitat, studying, birthing, dying, rolling the dead intheir rugs...

They fdl and fell. Theair turned suddenly cooler. "So much for verismilitude,” Tirinn said. "But the hegt
getstedious.”

"Where are we going, Tirinn-as?"'

"A hundred thousand cyclesand more!" camethere-ply. "To the beginning of your time."
"Of my time?"

"Human time." They sped downward.

"Weare old, Eli Dammond, the ahtraare unimagin-ably old. We have been sentient for billions of years.
Can you conceive of afour-billion-year higtory of aciviliza-tion?"

They had stopped. With aviscera shock, Eli saw him-sdlf surrounded by deep outer space. The Stars
wereflecks of light, massing here and there, separated by dark, yawn-ing gulfs.

"No," Eli said, responding to Tirinn. "Nothing lasts abillion years. No living culture.”

He could barely see Tirinn on his swing, so faint wasthelight. "Ah. No living culture, you say. Perhaps
ours no longer lives. We are a conservative culture. By strict obser-vance of the traditions, we ensured
that things would not change. We have not changed. We have been dormant, you might say, to outside
forces. It'sthe static Side of us. Perhapsit'swhy we've lasted aslong aswe have."



A chunk of rock careened by.
"That rock, Eli Dammond, is heading for Earth.”

"Thefind solution? A catastrophic end?" Eli suspected, for an instant, some kind of betrayd. Why should
Tirinn want him to have information? To control him? To gloat in his suffering, as Nefer did?

He couldn't see the Data Guide, but he could hear him. "No doomsday, no indeed. Y ou amuse me, Eli
Dammond. We should have had more time together. Maret liked you, and she has relatively good taste. |
must say | enjoyed your trouncing of Nefer on the public stage. We could use alittle shake-up like that
now and then!"

He became quiet for moment.

"That'swhat fluxor rule was going to bring. A little shake-up. Now, I'm afraid, Nefer has arranged a
tedious prolongation of static rule. Fluxors cause trouble. But trou-ble isthe price you pay for change.
For the satics, it'stoo high aprice. Usudly, | agree with them, fluxor though | am. They're suited to rule:
organization, keeping the forms and formdlities, that sort of thing.

"Three billion years ago, in atime forgotten every-where but here, the fluxors had one of their short,
severd-thousand-year reigns. They made amess of things, and eventualy they were kicked out and sent
back to the mines, so to speak. But they did oneinteresting thing."

Another hunk of rock, irregular, pitted, sped by so close Eli ducked.
"Don't worry. Therocks are smal. About two yardswideisided, for proper radiation shielding."
"|ded for what?'

"It'smy gory," Tirinn said peevishly. After afew mo-ments he continued: Y ou humans are hampered by
ablinding predisposition to faith. Y ou havefaith in life, for instance. That all you haveto do isthrow some
amino acidsinto water, keep it nice and warm, and presto—you have life, eventualy. Pardon me, but
that's hab shit. Thelaws of nature, my friend, are not conniving to produce in-telligent life. Far fromiit.
Lifeisimmensely improbable. If it weren't, we ahtrawould believe in the Divine Being you humans are so
enamored of. Life, arisng more than once, would look less like an accident and more like agod's grand
purpose. But let's|eave philosophy aside.”

"Please, Tirinn-as, your point.”

Tirinn said darkly, "1 am getting to the point.” He drew a deep breath. " After thousands of years of space
travel, we suspected life hadn't arisen e sewhere. So we made sureit did. Duck.”

Another rock flew by, close enough, it seemed, to give Eli apermanent new part in hishair.

"With those," Tirinn said. "Those rocks contained the microbid. seeds of life. Dormant in deep space,
sent to Earth and many other candidate worlds. Buried in those rocks were bacterid chemotrophs, built
to thrive in your rather tumultuous early history. But genetic information was curled up in the proteins. We
needed to get adirect hit on your planet, entering at the right angle of trgjectory to avoid overheating. We
planned to, of course, but the dis-tances were large, and yours wasn't the only world we pinned our
hopes on. Apparently, on Earth, it took."

Tirinn watched him closdly.

"Y ou want proof? I'll tell you your proof. Our DNA. It'sthe same, chemically the same. To you humans,



that was certain proof of God. Everywhere, the DNA isthe same. Like agrand plan. Sorry to
disappoint. We seeded the gdlaxy. | can't tell you how dumbfounded we'd be to discover smilar DNA in
another galaxy. Might make be-lievers of us. But for now, if you want aDivine Parent, I'm afraid it'sus.”
He smiled a s&lf-deprecating smile. "Sorry."

The stlarswinked out, plunging them into darkness.
"Hab shit," Tirinn spat. "Wejust ran out of time, Eli Dammond.”
They wereinthewd| again, ascending.

"That's one thing we never learned to do well: swear. | think there are things we can learn from each
other. | made hab shit up. Not entirdly satisfying, but it'sagart." They wererising fast, past the fractured
light of thewdl.

"Why should | believe dl this?' Eli asked. "And why should you careif | do?'

Tirinn Sghed. "Youreapractica sort, aren't you? Asamilitary man, maybe you'll be moreinterested in
this War iscoming. | was going to tell Maret, or her progeny, and now it'stoo late."

" know," Eli sad.

Tirinn was dumped againgt the ropes of his swing. "Clods and dolts," he muttered. "Y ou don't know a
thing. Y ou don't know, for example, that during our fine little armistice Nefer has been building anew
amada. A rather larger one than you canimagine.”

Eli fet like hewas il faling into the Well. Nefer did indeed want more than he could have known. ..
Tirinn'swords had pulled away the floor, and his thoughts cas-caded and fell awvay. "Thearmidtice..."

"Not worth the paper it'swritten on." They werein Tirinn'sgdlery again. "Despite Nefer's high hopesto
beat Congress Worlds to submission, neither of our races can survive morewar.” When Eli remained
slent, Tirinn continued: "Make peace with Nefer, Eli. Convince your people.

"We'rekin. That's the thing everyone has forgotten. No one remembers what the fluxors did so long ago.
If it hadn't been for the meddling of an old foal like mewith too much time on hishands, | wouldn't have
discovered it, either. Maybe that ancestral relation won't matter. It never stopped humans from killing
each other.

"Ontheahtrasde of things, | thought | had time....

timeto broker atrangtion to fluxor rule, to make things work with our human competitors. Outwardness
iswhat we need, amore open mind, asyou put it, for things non-ahtran, for interchange, for peace.

Now, unfortunately, you may have to ded with Nefer Ton Enkar. | don't think she likes competition. Sue
for peace, Eli. Y ou won't have much choice."

Guards appeared at the door.

"Now you have your wish, at last, Eli Dammond, to go Up World." Tirinn rose dowly to hisfeet, grunting
with the effort. "Sorry to say, I'll be coming with you."

Vod'singtinct wasto run. There was no redl refuge, but he ran into the dimness of the Ancient Way,
fleeing the sounds of heavy, thudding feet.

Nefer Ton Enkar's troops had burst into the Ancient-Way just afew increments ago. VVod could hear



them in the distance, shouting orders. He paused at a portd into Prime-Way, listening. He heard many
soldiersrunning, arms clanking against metd belts, and, far down the way, their lamplight bouncing off the
great celling. He darted across the Prime Way, ascending the crumbling stairs as noise-lesdy as he could.
Before they caught him he must reach adata plug in the hab, and tell what he knew. Before Nefer
slenced him. To tdl of the foundry would force her hand; if Hemmswas not conducive, she would step
inaswar guide, Extreme Prime, and launch her ships. But, in second mind, if he did not expose her, it

would happen anyway.

Matters tended from dire to doom: the foundry... hislamp, with his persona code on it, tumbling into the
cav-ern... Maret gonefor ronid... Tirinn, apossiblealy, sent upto die...

Behind him, the thud of falling debris. Extinguishing hislamp, V od flattened himsdlf dong thewall. He
heard someone running toward him in the dark. Sprinting to the first downway, VVod raced in the dark
aong the minor way, then into another downway.

Panting hard, he found himself in Prime Way again. He bolted into it, running with asoft and furious lope.
Hewouldn't go quietly, they'd haveto...

He stopped short in histracks. Nefer'sarmy stood blocking his passage. They crowded from one side of
the Prime Way to the other. Ashiseyestook them dl in, he saw they were amiserable army. In soiled
work clothes, armed with shovels, picks, hab prods.

No soldiers. These were diggers. Harn stood in front.

"Wefigured the numbers were againgt you, down here." Harn tilted his head back at the diggers massed
be-hind him. "Guesswell even thingsup.”

Vod's heart surged. He saw them dll, hisfellow diggers, dwellers held worked side by sdewith al his
life. Ooan, Hute, Ulton, Belah...

But he shook his head. "Nefer's guards are heavily armed. We can't stand against them.”

Harn snorted. "WEell show them what digger tools can do.”

Vod nodded a Ooan, Belah. They grinned back, ready for afight. They were pae with the dare of it.
But Vod shook his head again. "We're not ready for them. Not like this."

Harn challenged him. "Still waiting for Maret to get on the path?"

Vod swallowed. "Well see about Maret. But with or without her, we can't fight guns with shovels.” It
gave him astab of pridethat they would have. "WEell find guns, then well fight. But now, everyone back
up. Quickly, be-fore you're noticed missing. Our interva will come." He saw Harn's disappointment asa
few diggers started to move back through the portals.

Shouts came from behind them on the PrimeWay. "Hurry,” Vod urged.

Harn relented, herding the workersinto the upway. Their digger tools clanked againgt each other, surely
draw-ing atention from their pursuers. At the next way, Vod separated the group, sending them aong
routesin five dif-ferent directions up to Ankhorat. Harn and V od took two steps at atime, running until
breath gave out.

"I know an old digger chutewe cantry..." Vod said between gasps.



Harn blinked. "Nefer's got that chute watched. .. her troops are everywhere.”

All his secret places uncovered. .. Vod fdt the Most Primé's net cinching around him. They climbed on,
findly breaking out of the AncientWay, wherethey left agaping holein the hab. They dashed into the
DeepReaches.

Vod and Harn crept among the industria engines of the area, hiding when soldiers passed, wending their
way to safe dens among the fluxors. They stopped at a portal dong away. ¢V od chose adirection and
Harn followed, though he complained, "Thisisabad section; it'sgomin land."

"What choice?'

Harn grimaced. "Unnaturas.”

"What's natural about rebellion? We've become un-natural.”
Harn was stubborn. "Not me."

"Go, then, Ham-as. Go back to work, you're not in trouble." VVod looked at his coworker. "If something
hap-pensto me, just be sureto look under the new digs.”

"Under?'
"Just remember. Look under the new digs. Nefer has a surprise there.” Then Vod darted off.

Soon hewasin the galleries of the gomin. There was no kin feding between diggers and gomin, and Vod
was acutely aware of their eyesfollowing him as he wound through their local ways.

Before long he was aware that anumber of gomin were following him. No doubt they didn't trust him,
anymore than he trusted them. At the next turning of the way aknot of gomin were formed up in front of
him.

"A digger ingomin sector?' theonein front said to him.

Vod faced off with her. "Asyou see.” He hoped not to have to fight them.
Shehdd agarment in her hand. "Y ou will become agomin, then.”

"l anadigger,” he answered, offended.

Thegomin smiled. "Yes, yes, you would be adigger. And it would get you killed.”
She handed him ashimmering robe. "I am Zehops," the gomin said.
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Inthe dark, kneeto knee, Eli sat facing Tirinn in the cramped capsiile. The roar of the grinders made
gpeech impossible, even if there had been anything left to say. Through hisboots, Eli felt the quaking of
the deck be-neath hisfeet, the vibration of the thrusters, asthey bored their way upward. He thought it
was upward. He willed it upward. Now, after everything held endured, the worst thought was that they
were actudly going down, in somefind payback from Nefer.

Outside the metd wallsthe world howled. The screams of metal against rock, thrusters againgt gravity,
ahtraagaingt human. In the cacophony, ghouls and demons growled at his passage. Oncein hell, one was
not supposed to return. He shook the fancy. There would be monsters enough Up-World, so he'd been



told—though when held | eft, nothing lived except for the people of hiscommand

However many that might be, he meant to find them. Then held see about larger thingslike war and
peace—and Tirinn's story of an ancestry so dim as might not register on the machines of war...

War, the voices howled outside the capsule. For al that Tirinn thought him a peacemaker, Eli wasn't
ready for peace just yet. The hatchway would open on abattlefield. He put on hisfighting face. Let's
have at it, then... Hed checked hisold gun, returned to him. Even Tirinn had awespon that he held
daintily, like something foul.

The shuddering stopped. Quiet filled the hexadron.
"Thehatch..." Tirinn grumbled.

Eli turned toward the hatchway mechanism. Tirinn's hand on hisarm stopped him. "As soon aswe get
out," Tirinn said, "start moving away from the carrier. The noise attracts undesirables.”

He cranked the lever, pushing open the hatch and let-ting in adeluge of sunshine. It hit him likeaphysica
blow. Wafting in with the light, amiasmaof botanica smells. Up. He was Up. The hexadron was poking
out of agteep hillside, forcing Eli to jump, landing hard. Hisfeet sank into sucking mud.

Helooked around him, at aworld of muted green. Jagged hills surrounded him, draped with grasses
thrust-ing up through aweb of vines. Sunshine turned leaves Slvery, created prisms of colorson the
water-soaked world. The sky stacked over himin bright infinity.

The thought came to him that, by sheer misfortune, they'd sent him to a place far from the desolate, dry
valey of hiscamp. Maret had said that he would find forest. But this...

Behind him, Tirinn grunted. The old ahtrawas stand-ing in the hatchway opening, shielding his eyes.
Then, with surprising agility, he clambered out of the capsule, and haf ran, hdf fel down the hillside,
dropping hiswea-pon. He lumbered back for it, then stood pointing it at Eli.

Eli made a brushing motion with hishand. "Aim it somewheredse.”
"Right," Tirinn said, moving the gunto the sde. "And let's get somewhere else. Rather soon.”

They set out down the narrow declivity asfast as Tirinn could manage. A backdrop of insect noises
pressed in on them as Tirinn began talking, puffing with the effort of the hike. "1 don't have much timeto
help you. Thefirgt thing you need isadifferent smell. No offense, but you smdll like apromising dinner.
Well find you some food. Seed polyps, if yellow and not wrinkled; those are best. Eat as many asyou
can find. Should be compatible with human chemigtry, from what little research | had timeto do. But,
with or without food, attend me, you get to that ship. Don't stop for anything.”

Overhead, occasiond vines draped between short, massve tree trunks, forming atattered ceiling.
"These treesweren't herewhen | |ft.”

"They aren't trees" Tirinn huffed beside him. "They're shoots arising in acircle, so they look continuous.
Don't get near them. Animas den insde them, usudly with pro-geny, which makesthem alittle edgy.”

They emerged from the ravine, confronting astunning sight. Before them, along valley stretched,
bordered by eroded mountains on the right, and aforest on the left, with anetwork of rivers spanning the
distance between the two. Tirinn sank to his knees, hanging his head, as though he might pass ouit.



Eli scanned thevdley. It was egxily familiar. It might have been the site of Charlie Camp. Except it could
not be, with jungle, andrivers...

Towering thunderheads glided overhead, pressing shad-owsinto the valey. He couldn't see anything ese
moving below. No monsters. No humans...

Tirinn was muttering. "So high.... who would have thought it was al so high?!
Eli knelt down beside him. "Tirinn-as?'

The old ahtralooked at him with eyes gone wide, lower lids fluttering as though unable to complete a
blink. "The sky..." At Eli'squestioning look, Tirinn sad, "It'sawful." He dumped into aseated postion,
shaking his head.

Eli pivoted, as down the ravine behind them apack of smal animals came running. Asthey came closer,
Eli saw that they ran on two legs, with arms ending in long claws. He sprayed them with a pulse of fire,
dispersing them if not doing much damage.

Tirinn fingered the short gun in hislap. "'I'm not much of afighter, I'm afraid.”

He had traveled from ablack and white, subdued world, to a stunning realm of excess. an excess of
color, of jun-gle growths, of smells and sounds. The world wasfull of dizzying complexity. Amid the
fecundity, he searched for signs of his people: gear, footprints... bodies.

He thought this might be the valey held |eft. He could convince himsdlf held seen these hillswhen they'd
been naked of grass and vines. In the distance, arampart of green marked the foreword edge of aforest
that might be the Sticks, in anew season. He noted that the florawere mostly grasses, vines, and
ground-hugging plants that he could imagine sprouting in days, not weeks. It was harder to imagine
animadsemerging—and from where?

Like Tirinn, he carried afood pouch swelling with polyps and seeds. Tirinn staggered on, methodicaly
col-lecting, and urging the sour yellow puff ballson Eli, indgst-ing he chew and swalow. Though Tirinn
had surprising samina, he was unobservant and careless, not pausing in hisforaging even when the
orange-throats sprang up from theriver.

The small crestures emerged from the water, three of them, pausing and swaying, neck sacks pulsing with
or-ange light. Insects swarmed around the light, to be lapped up by aflick of afoot-long tongue. Eli
retreated from the stream, pulling Tirinn backward, as severa more of the creatures strutted out of the
water to eye—and tongue— them.

"Poison,” Tirinn said offhandedly, as he bent to har-vest apuff bal. "In their tongues.” He thrust the food
into his pouch, spilling some as Eli pulled him away from the swaying creatures. He heard them plop back
into the warter, then turned to face Tirinn. Hewould not last long without Eli.

Asthough acknowledging that, Tirinn sat heavily in the mud. Hisface was pae with exertion and stress,
but hisvoice was oddly flat. Looking into the distance, he mumbled, "No training. Trained so many, but
never my-sdif. That'sthething." He pointed upward. "It never ends, doesit? Thingsfly apart, nothing
holdsit al together, how could it?" He began muttering in ahtran.

Eli knelt besde him. "Tirinn-as... | haveto goon.”

Tirinnwaved atired hand at him. "Go. The ship. Find it and leave. Takethis." He thrust his pouch of food
toward Eli.



"You kespit, Tirinn-as."

The Data Guide's former sdlf flashed for amoment. "Don't beaclod. Thisisfor you; | can't eat that
fod-der. You et it. You till smell like asnack for vone.™

Eli shook his head. "Get back to the carrier, Tirinn-as. Go back down. Confound Nefer. Survive."

Tirinn put his hands on hisknees and stared up at the sky, where boiling clouds rapidly closed ranks,
dimming the landscape. "Yes, yes, I'll do that,” the old fluxor said, though his great body looked likeit
was thoroughly ce-mented in place. "Now go." Tirinn looked at Eli as he crouched there, hesitating.
"What are you waiting for, aceremony? Thereisn't one.”

Eli wanted to say, Don't pin your hopes on me. They won't want to hear your news, Tirinn-as. No
one will want such kin as ahtra. No one will thank you. No one will thank me.

"Wd|?" Tirinn demanded.

Eli stood up. "How will | know avone when | see one?!

Tirinnsghed. "Y oulll know. When you do see one, kill it. Evenif it looks—familiar.”
"Familiar?'

"Yes, yes, they eat what they kill. Then they play with forms, with physiognomy. To confuse and frighten.
It'saworld of disguise and camouflage, disguise and camou-flage for which you are particularly ill-suited.
But don't worry, the biologica information deteriorates quickly af-ter ingestion. The vone don't keep the

dead more than afew hours. Don't hesitate to kill them.” He shooed Eli away with both hands. " Go,

go..."

Closing hiseyes, Tirinn blew out breath from his mas-gve chest. "I'm not afraid. Once you've made up
your mind to die, thereés no surviva valueto fear." He waved absently at the gun at hisside. "Takethe

Eli crouched down, retrieving the ahtran weapon. Ashe did so, Tirinn's eyes opened for amoment.
"There's something | haveto say.”

Eli waited.

Tirinn blinked, as though struggling to remember something. Then he whispered, "I do not know you, Eli
Dammond."

Thefirst dropsof rainfel likeicy pelets. Eli turned and | eft Tirinn, shouldering the ahtran wesgpon,
carrying hisown before him.

Hefound the camp at last. A heavy rain lashed down, ob-scuring but not hiding the awful scene. Charlie
Camp lay abandoned, a scene of degth.

He waked among the tents and the bones of his sol-diers, jumbled near-skeletons, picked at by
carnivores and scavengers. Hefound an 1D clip here and there, recalling aface for the name, a shred of

higory...

Holding afigtful of clips, Maret'swords cameto him, from that first awful meeting: They are dead... very
deeply sorry.. .all dead...

Therewere other skeletons aswell, of the animalsthat overran the camp. With so many carcasses, it



showed that his people had sustained an organized defense long enough to do great damage, but not
enough. He saw many long-legged, upright skeletons, birdlike; and other bones, lying in puzzling hegps.

Because their wounds had vanished with their flesh, it wasn't clear exactly how his soldiers had died.

But it was clear how Cristin Olander had died. Her skull bore abullet hole. A gold locket around her
neck and the remains of civilian clotheswere dl the ID Eli needed. He pulled the locket free. Next to
her, another civilian, Geoff Olander... so keen to stay, once, now here for the dura-tion. What had been
their last moments? Had she taken her own life, or beenin the line of defensive fire? Helooked for a
younger body, dreading to find it, forcing himself to watch for short arm or leg bones, about Saschas
sze

Hefound Lieutenant RochesID... Lieutenant Anning's. But not Luce Marzano's, not Sergeant Juric's.
No sign of Sascha. He haf expected to find hisown ID clip. Captain Eli Dammond, Sxth Division
Trangport... His place had been here, among these bones. His burrowed prison seemed long ago, like a
dream, apartid degth, an interim hell. And now on to thered thing...

There were no ahtran bodies. He examined each intact Skull for thetelltale ridge of the datatendril. No
ahtran bodies. That was good. He didn't want to find that Maret had lied. But it somehow would have
been easer to have atarget for the emotions coiling in hisgut: a betraying enemy, aconscious evil. But if
the wilderness of the planet had killed them—Ilike an avalanche, aforest fire—it was no proper enemy,
and it wasimmuneto justice.

He found the command tent, where he searched for and retrieved the e ectronic log and areader. Then,
shoul-dering the wegpons held chosen for their condition and portability, he left the camp quickly, toting a
pack of es-sentiaslight enough not to dow him down as he searched for survivors.

He knew there were survivors; the ahtra had said so. And one other clue gave him hope: the bots. There
were no botsin camp, live or demobilized. It was the one wea-pon he'd omitted in the inventory he gave
to Nefer.

They raised the odds. Considerably.
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It had been raining so long, it was not possible to be-come any wetter than she was. Saschahad a
ferocious headache from her fall, and her somach ached like some-one was pulling on her intestines. She
lapped at the milk that gathered in the grooves as she clung to the great shoulder of the beast.

She dozed again, dreaming.

"Get off that thing," her mother instructed her. "What if your grandfather seesyou? Tell it to put
some clothes on.”

Her father was walking at her side, and raised an eyebrow at Sascha, as she clung to the Singer.
"Don't worry," he said. "We still have three more verses."

"What happens when the horse and cart fall down, Papa?" She had never called her father papa,
S0 she knew she was dreaming.

"Let's not borrow tomorrow's trouble," he said, winking at her.

The beast was singing; "Papa’s going to buy you a looking glass...."



Sascha looked into the glass embedded in the back of the beast's head. She saw herself, her hair
cut short and slicked back like her mother wore her own for special occasions. Her cheekbones
stood out, and her lips glowed red. She noticed that her dress was cut low enough to show the
swell of her breasts. "Thisis a stupid-looking dress, Papa. | can't even run away in it, when we get
to the end of the song."

"I know." His voice sounded rained-out. "It can't be helped.”

"If that looking glass gets broke ..." the beast quavered, and the glass in its skull shattered and
broke her image into a thousand fragments, some of which showed a fourteen-year-old girl with a
bloody forehead.

"Papa's going to buy you a billy goat...."

The billy goat turned into a cart and bull—one form becoming another —and then into a dog
named Rover .

The dog was loping joyfully, nose to the ground. But when it raised its muzz e to bark, nothing
came out. Dogs weren't supposed to be complicated, to have trouble barking. Why would her
father give her such a dog?

"It can't be helped,” he whispered to her.

When she looked in his eyes, she knew that he was in another world, that they must say good-bye.
She wouldn't even be hereif it weren't for the beast carrying her, protecting her with its magic.

He shook his head. " Stay until the end, Sascha," he said.

“I'll try."

The beast sang the next verse. Its great strides

began to leave her father behind. Sascha turned, twisting her body to see him.
"You'll still be the sweetest little baby in town...."

Her father raised a hand in farewell.

Sascha wept, the source of all therain.

She was accustomed by now to the bouncing up and down, the loping gate. She rode on a crossbar,
straddling it as she would a horse. Her nogtrilswere full of a sharp, musky scent. Maybe it came from the
milk. She had been sucking and awarm trickle rolled down her throat.

She spat it out. In amoment of lucidity, she saw the huge triangular face of the creature she thought of as
the Singer. It carried her in onelong arm. The arm seemed to be broken, for it extended backward in an
impossible way. One of her legs was bent against the Singer's back.

Her parents were dead. She saw them die. Her mother died firgt, blood streaming from the back of her
head. Then her father fell astheripper jumped at him. He had run to Crigtin, though Sascha could seethe
ripper coming. HeEd run to Crigtin, to help her, hisface contorted in pain, more pain than he showed
when theripper killed him.

Saschawas sobbing hard now, leaning against the Singer. They were gone, both at once. The Singer
might grow agitated by her noise and kill her, but it couldn't be helped. Her cries stabbed into her head



likeice picks.

The Singer had stopped moving. Saschafelt herself lowered to the ground, gently placed in a hole of
warm mud. Perhaps her crying hurt the Singer's ears. Or perhaps now it had lelsure to eet her.

The beast crouched, dipping long handsinto arushing stream. It's haunches were massive, threetimesa
human's girth. Compared to the lower limbs, the torso was narrow, with athick neck supporting the great
skull. A pronounced jaw sported acarnivoresteeth. Therest of itsface was atriangular plate, large at
the forehead, and narrow in the place where a nose should have been... and thin at the outer edges, so
the plate could fold back and mold into a shape like Lieutenant Anning'sface. If she could trust what
she'd seen.

It brought water up to its mouth in the cup of its hand.
Sascha began sdling away, dowly.

Then aclawed hand locked on to her ankle. It gripped her, whileit calmly drank with its other hand.
Sascha stared at the arm. Who would have thought the arm of the Singer could bend in that way? The
armswere exception-adly long, and had an extrajoint, making for alimb in three segments, not including
thelong hands. After drink-ing itsfill, the Singer brought her adrink of water in the cup of its hand.

She durped from its hand, and then again, when it brought more. Asit turned back to the stream, it let go
of her ankle, then turned to stare a her, asthough daring her to move. Sascharemained ill.

A movement—behind the Singer, in the reeds near the stream. It was a bot. She flattened herself on the
ground, as Juric and the others had aways done, expecting avol-ley of fire from the bot.

The Singer saw the bat, too. It roseto its full height— Sascha guessed it to be over seven feet tall—and
turned its head back and forth, its notched top ridge fluttering dightly. From the reeds came alow
whirring, the noise Saschathought of as the bot's thinking mode.

With an absent gesture, the Singer plucked Sascha from the ground and ensconced her initsleft arm, so
that she was straddling its mid-arm. It strode out, ignoring the bot. Asthey passed by the stand of reeds,
Sascha could see the bot huddled there, pivoting to watch them go by.

"Follow me," Sascha called back to the bot.
"Volo mee" the Singer repeated.

Saschawondered if she was delirious. Her head and body ached, and she was deeping much of thetime.
She could have sworn that milk came from the Singer's arm before, but now, as her head rested against
the muscular shoulder, it was only atough, wrinkled hide. Gray skin with black whorls, oddly like ahtran
pockmarks. No rosy pink... no perfect, fragile human ears...

Up ahead, she saw that the Singer was making for the Gray Spiny Forest.

"Father..." She mouthed the word. "Father..." She didn't want the Singer to repest it. It was her word. It
meant love. And gone.
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She had known it would cometo this. Tirinn had told her, had drilled her over and over. Snvim, Maret,
swvim.



She stood before a broad, dow-moving mass of water. Its surface sparkled where the sun hit it, from
great shafts of sunlight leaking through gashes in the clouds. Beyond the WaterWay in the distance was
the OverWoods. She had seen no vone since ascending, and felt that those dark reaches would be her
place of consummation. But the WaterWay barred her path.

Her main problem now was exhaustion. Other candi-dates had entered dormancy before ronid, emerging
with fresh power. But Maret had not rested during al the time Eli Dammond had been in her charge,
when her dutiesto him, to Nefer, to her kin nets, and to training had pressed every increment into
sarvice. When, suddenly, she was free to ascend, shewas at her lowest ebb of strength.

The WaterWay flowed before her, bearing life in its depths. Maret could see lights under the surface, as
the photophoric creatures swam in their water world. When she entered their domain, she would be fair
game, as Eli cdled it. Aswith so many human expressions, she wanted to ask, when isagame not fair?
Was Lioth fair game for the burrowers? Tradition said yes, but it was damp com-fort, then and now.

But shewould use her wits not to become fair game. That was tradition, also. Maret stripped off her
tunic and pants, and the unaccustomed heavy boots. Now, be-tween thunderstorms, the day burned
bright, an dly to her plan. She began dathering hersdf with mud from the bank so that she would smell
like soil instead of flesh. Turning dowly, she spread her armsto the suns, hardening the layer to acrusty
pelt. Asthemud dried, it tickled her skin, like small fingerstracing over her body. Gazing at the
OverWoods, she hungered for its deeper pleasures.

She used her belt to cinch up her clothes, boots, and mav, strapping them on her back, with thetie biting
againg her ribs. Then she strode forward, entering the Water\Way without preamble, up to her shins, her
walg, launching hersdlf into the water's cold clasp, parting the glittering surface.

The WaterWay was flowing faster than she had judged. Her purposeful arm-strokes took her
downstream, not across. But she swam on, drifting sideways, losing her mud disguise by the moment.
Caught in thiswet snare, she fought panic... the darkness, the hel plessness as she swa-lowed water,
learning the awful gap between virtua and read moving water.

The current carried her, ignoring her fatigued thrash-ings. The shore was till impossibly far, and desth by
drowning, the worst death, loomed in her foremind. Strug-gling across the current, shereplayed in
backmind an im-age of power: her chain of kin, strong females holding on to the feet of beloved
daughters as they sfood on muscular shoulders stretching upward into theimmediate mystery of life yet to
come. Someday she would hold up her own daughter on her shoulders. It was worth svimming for. She
strove mightily toward the farther bank.

Then shewas knedling in the shalows of the other side of the WaterWay. Next to her, emerging from the
water, agreat, serrated claw. Two eyes bulged from along body. It lunged just as Maret scrambled
backward, dipping on the mud bank. A shadow fell across her as something stood nearby. A long,
muscular arm grasped the water cregture by the mandibles and hauled it into the air. Then she heard the
loud cracking of the body shell.

Maret staggered to her feet, pulling hersdlf from the mud, fleeing the WaterWay. Her spent legs collapsed
under her. She was on her knees, at the feet of agiant vone.

It had broken the water scorpion in half and was suck-ing out its soft tissue. Then it lowered itsarms,
dropping its meal and staring at Maret, in what seemed frank sur-prise. Maret looked up at the great
haunches, and the long, segmented arms, ending in tranducent claws.

It looked at her with her own eyes, bright blue with concentric circles of iris. She was shivering
uncontrollably. The river, the scorpion, the exhaustion. Fear raced over her skin. No. Not like this. |



was ready, | wasn't afraid. But her skin betrayed her, turning as pale as the pam of the vone's hand.

It cocked its head to one Side, eyeing her keenly. Then its features began to flow. Bulging here, receding
there, collgpsing into an ahtraface and skull, the visage of itslast med. A terrible Sght, that dwdller's last
moment. For an ingtant it looked like her.

The vone swept down itsarm, agreat claw gleaming. It missed her. But, no, it would kill her with an
upward stroke.

Then ahole appeared in the creature's forehead. It froze in place.
The crack of gunfire. She turned around.
Standing on the riverbank behind her was Firan Hil Ass.

"Move!" Firan snarled. Maret staggered away from the vone, asthe grest cresture fell to itsknees, as
though dazed. But it was dead. It crouched in the mud of the bank, sitting upright on broad thighs. Dead.

She knew this Firan Hil Ass—but not well—as a Subordinate Data Trader in the PrimeéWay. He had
been Up World many times, she knew. He was scanning the vicinity, clasping hismav to his chest, ready
tofireagan.

"Firan-as," Maret said as she hurriedly dressed.
Thedweller turned to her.

"It wasavore..." Maret whispered, haf-stupid with shock.
"Next time, welcomeit.”

"Fran Hil Ass..." Shelookedinto hisface. "You... hdped me..." Againg dl tradition, he knew her
Up-World.

"Get up, Maret-as, put your minds together.” He didn't look at her, but kept awatch on each shrub and
hill.

Shefastened on her boots, keeping her mav in the crook of her arm. He had saved her life. "Firan-as,"
she began, wanting to ask, Why have you broken your oath?

He interrupted, "I've ascended five seasons, Maret Din Kharon." Hetook time for adow blink. "I've had
alit-tle help, too."

Shelooked at him, stunned. Up World, dwellers did help each other. If so, it was ahidden tradition, a
closdly held secret of ronid.

Before she could respond, he was moving again, hurrying off. He glanced back at her, caling out an
admo-nition: "Run, Maret, run."

Shelooked over at the vone, knedling in the mud. The face had only imperfectly recovered itsformer
shape, leaving it adisconcerting mixture of the familiar and the strange.

Then Maret ran.
31



It was very dark in the nest, but growing lighter. Through the canopy of vines overhead, Sascha noticed
shards of sky. Shelay very ill, not wanting to attract the attention of Watchful Singer just now.

She had been among the Singersfor aday or two, emerging from her stupor only intermittently. At first
she thought she wasin a huge hollow tree. But now, awake and more clearheaded, Saschatook closer
note of her sur-roundings. In the gathering light, she could seethat it wasn't asingle tree but rather a
circular stockade of woody canes, buttressed by severd pillars: the reborn sticks of the Gray Spiny
Forest. Two gapsin the fortress formed what Sascha thought of as the front and back doors. Over al
were twining vines, sprouting many broad leaves and lobes of fruit.

Each adult Singer staked out a circular nest oathe perimeter. The one she called Triplet Singer
commanded a position nearest to the nest Sascha shared with Watchful Singer. Triplet Singer had three
young onesthat ran wild in the nest, chasing one another and screeching. Triplet hummed congtantly,
louder than any of them. Brat Singer, haf the Size of Watchful and Triplet, harried the three younger ones,
keeping them at bay. In addition to these Six, Saschathought that avery large Singer had beenin the
center of the nest, but had l€ft at firgt light.

Watchful Singer could sense Sascha's return to con-sciousness. She—Sascha thought that the milk
demon-strated her gender—licked at the wound in Sascha's forehead. Watchful alowed the triplets, but
not Brat, to gpproach Sascha. Her high-pitched hums got Brat's at-tention, freezing the adolescent cub in
mid-mischief.

Triplet began to thrash, throwing bits of sticks and leaves around her. Sascha thought the Singer was
aling.
The beasts did not talk. That had been hdlucination. But they sang melodies of asort, humming. The

range of their humming sounds scaled from bass rumblings to so-prano warbling. Watchful had afavorite
tune, complex but recognizable by now, one that had been threading in and out of Saschas ddlirium.

At last Sascha opened her eyes and looked up at Watchful, squinting at the beast, through the dicing pain
in her head. Along Watchful'sleft haunch amighty scar gouged out avaley al theway to her foot, and
left her with alimp. No lessimpressive for that, Watchful was aterrible beast, capable of killing her with
aswipe of her hand. Y et the creature gave her milk and protection, and to Sascha's relief, had not
resumed her terrible facial con-tortions.

While Watchful hovered, the triplets climbed over Sascha'slegs, tugging at her clothes and wrinkling their
high foreheads. The thought occurred that Watchful Singer had taken her to the nest to give the
youngsters hunting practice. The babieswere the Sze of smal dogs, perhaps afoot high, with teeth and
clawsthat would have put a hyenato shame. One of them nipped at her pantslegs. Re-flexively, she
jerked away, and the cub pounced on her shin. Crippled or not, Watchful didn't hesitate. With a
powerful swing of her arm, Watchful swiped the legs out from under the cub, sending it toppling. The
youngster ran back to Triplet, who was gill producing a caterwaul-ing that drowned out the noises of the
woods.

Sascha saw a huge insect perched on the top of the stockade, amid the green, growing tips of the sticks.
Black with many appendages, it moved with afamiliar dow-motion deliberation.

It was the bot. Beneath Triplet's screams, she could hear the bot morphing, pointing atube at the
retreating cub.

"Don't kill thelittle ones," Saschatold it. "The Singer is protecting me. Y ou'll make thingsworse." The bot
was gtill taking aim. It wouldn't obey her, she didn't know the command language it responded to. But the
bots could learn, were programmed to learn, and since it was directed to protect humans, it might not



need afourteen-year-old's suggestions on how to doit.

Keeping one eye on the meta creature, Watchful of-fered her shoulder to Sascha, where milk trickled
amid the grooves of her skin. With ahigh-pitched whine, the bot pointed itswarning finger at Watchful. It
hesitated when Saschalapped at Watchful's milk. It was her only source of nourishment, and shewas
thirsty. Then, exhausted, shelay back down, resting her hand on her lamp, still strapped to her chest,
proof of her previouslife.

When Saschawoke again the day was bright, even in the canopied nest.

A ghaft of sunshine struck apile of boneslying near her. Opening her eyesfully, Saschasaw avery smdl
hu-man skull. She stared, trying to process this sight, doubt-ing her senses. Much of the flesh was gone
from the smal body, but on the back of the skull the remains of atendril lay withered. Three feet above
her, the bot was clinging to the stockade, regarding the body with interest. It dowly climbed down into
the nest and approached the bones, ex-amining them with an extruded prod.

Out of nowhere, Watchful erupted. She came charging, sending Saschainto atight curl of protection.
The Singer's hums soared ever higher, and finaly out of hearing range. When the screaming stopped
Sascha opened her eyes, see-ing Watchful bending over the bot, and the bot bristling, nozzles pointed at
the beast. The soft ridge on Watchful's head fluttered, perhaps trying in vain to smell the bot.

The Singer won the face-off. The bot reversed, diding away from the bones and back to its perch on the
treewall.

With the crisis passed, Sascha considered what to do with the body. It stank.

She began plucking the large, round leaves from the vines around her. When she had an armful, she
carefully laid them out in an overlgpping pattern to form asmall blanket. Then shelifted the bonesand
placed them in the center. Watchful hummed her anger.

"l can't deep next to bones," Saschatold her. Then, thinking better of it, she sang the phrase to Watchful,
keep-ing the tones low and soothing. She covered the bones with more leaves, then folded it together,
tying it with afragment of vine. She offered the package to Watchful, who rippled her forehead furioudy,
but remained immo-bile,

"I'm going to bury this," Sascha sang. As she stood up, dizziness overtook her for amoment, and she
leaned on Watchful's thigh. The nest looked skewed and blurry. It had aragtag population, some large,
some small, some mechanica, some flesh. There were humansand ahtra. .. it wasamix of life, al
confused in one place.

When her vison cleared, she made her way aong thein-side perimeter of the den, looking for a suitable
gap in the braided tree-wall. When she found one, she tucked the pack-age insde. As she crouched
there, she could see through the maze of trunksinto the surrounding woods. The Gray Spiny Forest had
become avast and shadowy swamp, replete with streams, hanging moss, and giant stands of circular
growths, looking like massive stubby trees. Banyans, came to mind. Nazim's Banyans. She peered into
the dtered world, watch-ing for Nazim, or any human soldier, trying not to conjure up the cruel hope of
the sight of her father.

Giant eyesregarded her from the other side.
In her surprise, shefell backward, landing on her rump, and jarring her head with horrible effect.

It was a Singer. Bigger than Watchful. It had pressed its face close to the tree mass, rumbling degp inits



throat, mak-ing an ugly sound, unlike any sound Watchful had made so far. Sascha stepped away from
the hole, but when she passed another gap in the wall, the great eyes were there, waiting for her. The big
Singer's forehead ridge curled dra-matically. 1ts eyes watched her with a decided unfriendli-ness. She
plucked aleaf from the vines and stuffed it into the keyhole, as she thought of it. A needle-claw pierced
theleaf, and pulled it through the hole to the other sde. She had a bad fedling about this Singer, with its
unsettling interest in her. Shenamed it Demon Singer.

Sascha's ssomach clenched in taut pangs. She had to re-lieve herself, but was not about to put on a show
for the spying beast. For privacy she found athick section of the treewall, squatting to relieve her
bladder, which eased but didn't erase the achein her belly.

Nearby, the bot had found agap in the tree, and was intent on looking through it. From the other side,
she heard Demon Singer mimicking the bot's tiny screams, un-fazed by the array of wegpons pointing at
it. Then the lethal extrusons retracted. The bot was uncertain about Demon—about al the Singers. Its
confusion prompted mousdlike screams.

The nest had grown quiet. Sheturned. The Singers had al gathered around Triplet. As Saschacrept in
among them, she saw Triplet lying on her Sde, humming sweetly. Between her legslay abirth mass,
which shewaslicking clean.

One swift lick revealed a disturbing fegture of the new cub. If it were not impossible, Saschawould have
sad that amid the glistening birth sack lay awriggling infant—uwith a data tendril.

<74
V1

Pinned down by gunfire, Eli lay flat in ashalow trench. It was the sound of an L-31. The shooter had the
advan-tage of having seen Eli, but Eli had not yet seen his as-sailant. He had called out severa times, but
it had no effect.

After aquarter of an hour, Eli became convinced it was just one person. He or she was ensconced on a
promon-tory forming atower a the end of along saddle jutting from the hills. It formed an excellent
vantage point, com-manding the entire section of the valley. Theway to it held no cover except for a
amal hill ahundred yardsto hisleft. He sprang up, firing toward the hilltop as he ran, sprinting through an
obstacle course of braided ground.

He skidded over the top of theridge, dropping into asmall gully. It was occupied.

A soldier dressed in rags of infantry brown lay flat againgt the gentlerise, pointing agun at the high nest
where the shooter had dug in. Eli flung himsdlf down be-side the soldier out of the hall of fire.

"Sir," the enlisted said, managing asdute from aprone position.

She had short, colorless hair, sprouting from askull composed of a puzzle of pieces like tectonic plates.
The rest of her skin was mahogany brown.

"Sime dphacan't shoot worth shit," she growled.

A few feet away abot occupied the top of the hill, swiveling asensor in the direction of theridge. It was
the best sght Eli had seen in weeks.

"Corporal, are you coded for Al7?"



"No, sir, but anyway, this one's on automatic, and its gone dumb as dphabrass.” She twisted her mouth.
"Sorry, Sr.”

Hiletitlie "Name?'

"Corpora Badri Nazim, third infantry, Baker Camp." Then: "Fucking hdlls," she growled asahammering
volley pressed them farther into the ground.

They watched as the bot disappeared down the other side of the hill.
"Wherésyour unit?' he asked.

Nazim glanced at him, taking in his new clothes, his shaved face. Then she turned away, sighting through
her rifle eyepiece again. "I'mit. Baker Camp. I'm dl that'sfuck-ing left.”

Thewordstook their good time soaking in. All that's left. One out of Sixty-three. After Charlie Camp he
was prepared for grim news, but he kept on, determined to find the ones too mean to die. Now he'd
found one. And, apparently, another, up in the bunker. The thought that there might just be the three of
them cooled his heart. And if the bot had gone after the shooter, there might soon be one less than that.

"I'll'hear your tory, soldier,” Eli said. "Right now, were going to follow that bot."
"That dog kept me dive, I'm not going to take it too well if the asshole up therekillsit.”

Eli saw how Nazim would take it, and figured held bet-ter be on hand to mediate. "Go," he said, directing
her over thetop, then following.

They ran, hunched down, but no fire followed them. There was no sign of the bot. Nazim ran dongside
the sad-dle, picking a place to scramble up that wasn't too steep. Eli took amore direct path, coming up
on the opposite side. He topped the rise, ready to fire, but the bot had al-ready arrived and taken a
long-nozzled aim at the shooter's forehead. The shooter was tucked back into a makeshift trench,
pointing two guns at the bat, afraid to move his eyes from the multilegged machine.

"Make him stand down," the soldier whispered, voice hoarse.
"Drop your wesgpons, Private."

The soldier—dressed in transport blue—spared Eli aquick glance, then focused back on the bot. "They
must've took the bots, reprogrammed them. Or why isit trying to kill me?"

"Because you've been shooting a your commanding officer, that'swhy."

"No, thevaley'sfull of pocksand ghouls. They've been killing us off, one by one." He looked up at Eli,
lick-ing hislips, eyes staring hard. "Pocks and ghouls. Lemon's aghoul now, same as Perez." He panned
hisgunin Eli'sdi-rection, squinting. "Maybe you are, too." Herecoiled, visbly. "Y eah, you been dead for
weekd"

"Drop the gun, or the bot will figure out which one of ushasrank. And it isn't you, soldier.”
The private licked hislips. Then he wasflying forward, sprawling at Eli'sfeet.

Nazim jumped into the trench. ™Y ou mucking bastard son of awhore." She advanced on him, still aiming
her gun.

The soldier scrambled to grab on to Eli's ankles. " She's one of them, gonnakill me, Captain, then shelll



egt us both.
She's Baker Camp, they're al dead, everybody knows Baker Camp never made it through the Sticks!”
"Tie him up, Corpord."

"Oh, g, don't tie me up, the hummers, sir, we need al our guns.” As Nazim bent down, yanking hisarms
behind his back, he jabbered, "Y ou haven't seen them, sir, but I've seen them, they got us up on the
ridge. And therippers, they'refast, red fast. Don't tie me up.” He started to cry.

Nazim muttered in his ear, " Shut the fuck up, or I'll give you a chance for aregen prick."
Eli bent over him. "Name?'

"Private William Vecchi. They cdl me Chi Chi, you re-member, sr? We come down on the Lucia
together, r, you remember?’

"I remember.” Eli knew thisVecchi, but he was so cov-ered with grime, so bristled with beard, he hadn't
been sure it was the weasd -faced whiner of second platoon. Too mean to die. Eli had the feding that
was going to prove horribly true.

Vecchi'seyesglittered. "Y ou've seen the pocks?' Helooked from Eli to Nazim and back again. "Y ou've
seen them?' A small frown appeared between hiseyes. "I'm not voided out, am |, seeing pocks?' He
waited, mouth open, panting from the hest.

Nazim nodded at Eli. "There's pocks, Sir. | saw one. It was done, asfar as| could tell.”

Turning his back on them, Eli looked down into thevalley. "Yes" hesad. "Thereare ahtrahere.” He
turned partway around, eyeing them both. "It doesn't mean were at war. And it doesn't mean wefireon
them.”

Vecchi gaped. "But they're armed!”

"So arewe. Doesn't mean we're breaking tresty."

Nazim sad, "What are they doing here, Sir?"

Eli gazed out over thevaley. "Trying to survive, sameasus.”

The view was remarkably like Nefer's virtua lookout. Not so high, and the terrain below was more
open. In the distance he could see a herd of animals bunched between two rivers, hardly moving in the
blistering heet.

A shadow passed over the bunker. The bot whined, as one of itsfiring arms followed the drifting shape.
"Chopper,” Vecchi said. "They dropin for medls" He giggled. "Dropin!”

Nazim curled her lip at the huddled private. "He meansthey can dive-bomb, sir. Floating rats, iswhat
they are. There'sno birds here, you notice?"

A dark swarm of the creatures sailed over the crest of the hills, swooping in toward the pinnacle. The bot
erupted with pulses of fire.

"Kill 'em, doggie, kill ‘'em," Vecchi shrieked as a pack of choppers glided down on them, riding athermal.
Rats began dropping onto them, and the bot was firing into the bunker and the air at the sametime, asEli



shouted, "No-body move!"

The bot was a crack shot, picking off theratsin mid-leap asthey sprang for the nearest victim, which
was Vecchi. From his screams, Eli thought the bot had hit him, or morelikely, that V ecchi had moved
into the bot'sline of fire.

The swarm passed, leaving dead and dying choppers behind. Nazim and Eli methodically finished them
off. Vecchi wasralling on the ground, jabbering, "Here dog-gie, doggie!”

Nazim pressed aboot into his middle. "Nobody chomped you, so shut up.”

From under hisarms, where Vecchi was dtill shidding hisface, came the muffled rant, "We should of had
usthe magic lamp. We'redl rat food. No way we're gettin' to the Lucia, not without the lamp!™ He
peered out under hisarm. "But its gone. Blew to hell and gone, dong with the generd'sbrat..."

Eli dowly turned to regard him. "What wasthat?'

"Thelamp; oh, they don't like those bright city lights..."

"That'strue, gr," Nazim began, but Eli waved her slent.

Hekndt by Vecchi. "Tel mewhat you know about Sascha Olander.”

"Thebrat?' Vecchi asked in surprise. "Dead. They'redl dead, likel said.”

Eli grabbed him by the collar. "When | ask you aques-tion, you'll give me aclear answer, soldier.”
Vecchi sneered into hisface. "Clear, you want clear? Dead, that's al."

Eli dgpped him. "That'snot al. Answver me."

Vecchi paused. "Untie me?'

Eli turned to Nazim. "Next order of minethat Private Vecchi doesn't obey, shoot him."
Nazim grinned. "Yes, gr."

"FdI!" Vecchi blurted. "Shefdl; thelightning struck her. Right inthe middle of the path. I'm not lying.
There was astorm, and she exploded right on the path. It knocked her into the valley. Sir!" He looked
wildly up at Nazim's steady rifle barrel. "Her and the lamp that keepsthe critters away.”

"Y ou saw her body?"

"Yes. Shewasfried right to acrigp.” At thelook on Eli'sface, Vecchi began to babble, "Black and
charred, dir, and sorry. | was up on the next ridge, and | looked down, and saw her standing there, and
then lightning come and struck right at her. Then up comes ahummer and killsLemon with anarm aslong
asashovd, and another was crashing after Sergeant Juric, and | was pumping it full of shells, but nothing
stopped it, and Pig came running up behind me, but al | remember is, | dipped and fell off onto aledge
and when | crawled back up they were dl gone.”

"Took your time getting back to the ridge, did you?" Eli asked softly.
Vecchi's breath stank as he gaped at the Captain. "No, Sr, no such thing..."

"Figure he'slying, sir?' Nazim cocked her rifle.



Eli did indeed. And hoped to God. But even if Saschaweren't struck by lightning, what chance did she
have, on her own in this place?

"What about Sergeant Juric and Private Platis? Did you see their bodies?’

Vecchi bit hislip, congdering. "Not exactly. Saw lots of body parts. Some of ‘em could've been them."
Helooked at Nazim. "Make her point somewheres else, Captain. Y ou can trust me." He blinked, ina
parody of innocence.

Eli gave the merest nod to Nazim, who sighed deeply, moving off to scan the flanks of their bunker.

Evening was coming on, draining color from the val-ley. Then, in the far distance, Eli thought he could
hear gunfire... gunfire. There were more.

Nazim said, "Y ou hear guns now and then. Sometimes, it's pocks, their weapons. | didn't hear our guns
until ass-hole here decided to use usfor target practice.”

Vecchi protested: "That's not it, not target practice, no, sir! But the hummers morph into humans. You
could &l be mongers. Even me!”

Wearily, Eli turned from Vecchi, thinking maybe the private had gone void, and wishing like hell hed
found somebody other than William Vecchi. Beside Eli, suddenly the bot looked like it had turned on a
lightbulb insdeit-sdlf. Light sprayed out of ahundred cracksin its surface.

"That'swhat it does at night, Sir,” Nazim said. "The crittersdon't like bright light. At night, it keepsthem
away. Some of the predators make bright light; it attracts insects, and its a pretty good sign of poison. |
think some of the animasavoid the bright light, 'cause they think of poison. The dog's got it figured out.”

Eli pulled out his satchd of food, throwing it to Nazim. "Eat some of these."

G

"I've been eating them, they're OK.."

Nazim paused only amoment before stuffing her mouth full. Vecchi watched, knowing better than to ask.
"Sascha carried alamp, you said?' Eli waslooking into thevdley.

"Y eah, and it was agood bright one, too, Sir,” Vecchi said in acalmer voice.

Thefirgt shadows of evening flowed over the vadley, turning the riversfrom gold to gray, the patch of
woodsinto awall of obsidian. The primary sun had sunk behind the hills, leaving the dwarf star
commanding the sky like aminor officer in over hishead. It threw areddish tincture over the land, and
over Eli'shands as he held hisweapon. Here and there, dots of light bloomed in the valley. They might
have been campfires or bunker lightsif thiswere adifferent planet. But on Null, he knew them for
wandering creatures, hoping to attract amedl. He found himsdf fol-lowing the lights with his eyes,
thinking he might seeayoung girl, againg al odds, the last survivor...

His chest felt heavy enough to crush him. The thought of passively keegping watch through thelong night
op-pressed him. He had spent too many passive hours, long-ing to fight, his arms sore from the tension of
holding back, thinking of his people under ambush while he ate his meals and paced and conducted
verba dueswith the queen of Down World... and learned to be friends with her servant.

Somewherein the jungle was Maret, afriend—but if the story of the war fleet wastrue, his enemy once



agan.
The second sun s, sprouting moreroving lightsin thevdley.
"Tell me about Baker Camp, Corpord.” Eli crouched into the makeshift bunker, facing out with hisgun.

From the darkness came the pummeling buzz and chatter of the night'sinsects. Amid them, Eli listened for
snapped twigs, the tread of predators. Nazim's voice was so soft, it formed merely athin net over the
junglésnoise.

"It started dow, Sir," she said. "And got worse." Her voice sounded very young. She couldn't have been
much more than nineteen—and dready a seasoned soldier. When had CW started recruiting children?
Sometime, no doubt, in the last decade of the war, when losses took young lives fagter than the eight
worlds could replenish them.

"Worse..." Vecchi mumbled, low, chomping on some of the polyps from Eli's satchdl.

"We had three years of boredom,” Nazim said, "bore-dom' so bad we thought we'd go void. Now, what
| wouldn't give for some boredom. That'swhat they say, isn't it? A soldier'slifeis pocking boredomin
between moments of sheer terror?”

"Tel your tory, Corpord." He said it kindly, knowing she didn't want to tell it, maybe not in front of
Vecchi, maybe not to anybody.

"Yes, dr." Besde Nazim, the bot had opened its seams, spewing more light and creating the look of a
fragment bomb frozen at the moment of detonation. All Eli could see of Nazim was her crew-cut hair, its
white stubble bright in the bot's glare.

"Welost twelve in the woods. Lieutenant Roche or-dered usinto Charlie Camp, we were going to
debark on the Lucia, once Captain Marzano brought it in. She was going to land it next to Charlie. |
guess she never did.”

Vecchi snorted. "She took the Lucia and bopped. Sure! Why wouldn't she? Think she cared about a
bunch of patcheslike us?'

Nazim's voice sounded forty yearsold. 'l sure hope |

don't sneeze and pull the trigger accidental, in your direc-tion."

"Y ou heard her, Captain. If shekillsme, it's premedi-tated.”

"Can't court-martiad someonefor asneeze," Eli said. "Go on, Corpord."

"So we took the southern route, hoping to find aplace to ford therivers, and steer clear of the woods,
where we couldn't see more than a couple yardsin any direc-tion. Charlie Camp said they'd wait for us.
We were wor-ried they wouldn't. We talked about it al the time, how they'd give up on us. We kept
watching the western sky. If we'd seen the Lucia take off, wewould've logt it, right then.

"Took usthree daysto get across two rivers. The bridges had to be wide enough because of the
bastards in the water. Sometimes they just threw barbs up. Peoplefell into the water, paralyzed. The
worst thing was, we couldn't drag them out. We couldn't get near the water, so we watched them float
until something grabbed them. That was theworst thing | ever saw, worse than the Great War, and | saw
some fights there. We had to hold some of our own back, from running to help. | saw older guys cry that
never did in battle



She stopped for along while. Eli held the silence, and for once so did Vecchi. He couldn't prevent the
thought that the men that still knew how to cry died first. That could mean, in thelong run, that along war
left only the crudl and the numb at the end. And the inept. It was possi-ble that Vecchi was dl three.

"Weadl died the next day,” came Nazim'swhisper.
"See, | told you shewasaghoul..." Vecchi muttered.

"All but three of us. It was raining so hard we could hardly see. Everybody was trekking across afunny
round crater, with steep sides, like ameteor impact Site. We three were the last to go over the gully
ridge. All of a sudden the mud was boiling, kind of with what looked like walruses, different Szes of
them, twisting out of the ground, grabbing people. We were shooting like crazy, but it was like shoot-ing
into acan of worms; we couldn't hit the things without hitting our own. The dog threw down a sonic, and
that stunned everything. Then wetried to pull out our guys— but they were chewed up bad...” She
stopped, turning to Eli, as though he were passing judgment. " Sergeant Addi told usto go on. Helost
both hislegs below the knee. We didn't want to. But the crater began to stir again.”

Vecchi sneered. "So you left them, didn't you, you black runt?!
Nazim's answer came quietly. "We didn't want to. The sergeant, he ordered usto, before he died.”
"Son of ahitch,” Vecchi whispered.

"But we could hear their screams, dl the while the bot was building us a bridge over the next river. It was
agood bridge, but from then on, | wasaone."

After that they wereall quiet for atime.
Findly Vecchi piped up: "So now | guess you wannahear Charlie Camp's story."

"No, Private," Eli said. "I don't." Held listened to Lieutenant Roche's log, and he didn't want VVecchi's
whin-ing voice soiling the hard, honest story. It had been bad enough to hear abrave man'sversion. "I'll
take the first watch. Sleep if you can.”

The other two settled down as best they could, as the stars snapped into view like exploded kernels of
corn. Oddly, there were sources of light everywhere: the stars, occasional photophoric animasin the
vdley, the power-ful lantern of the bot—but the light didn't illumine any-thing. It was dark as space.

Eli was sure Nazim would not deep quickly. After afew minutes, he said into the dark, ™Y ou did well,
Cor-poral. I'd have been proud to be at your side.” And he wished he had been.

* * %

When Eli awoke the next morning, the muzzle of Nazim's rifle was pointed at hisshins. It wasacasud
pose, maybe the gun was aimed at him, maybe Nazim was just cardlesswhereit pointed.

Vecchi was staring at him, asthough Eli had been the subject of along conversation.
"So, Captain,” Nazim said, her face blank, "where have you been dl thistime?"
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Vod looked nervoudy at the fine rug hung over the porta, closing off Zehops den from theway. A rug
hung in that manner meant arecent death; in gomin sector it might mean an upcoming deeth: his own.



Zehops noted his gaze. "We need secrecy. Therug may help for awhile”

Theairy cloth of the gomin robesfelt strange against Vod'sribs. If Nefer's troops discovered him now,
he doubted he would pass for one of Zehops dwellers.

She picked up his cast-off digger clothes, bundling them together. These she handed to another gomin,
say-ing, "Get rid of these, Aarn-as.”

Vod sad, "Leave my clothes. | may need them.”

Zehopswas very outward with her sarcasm. "Afraid you'll become agomin without your digger clothes?”
Before he could respond, agomin ducked in from the way. Breathlesdy he said, "They're coming."

Vod looked up indarm. "They know I'm here?’

Zehops conferred in low tones with the messenger, who left as he had arrived, on the run. Turning back
to

Vod, shesad, "Not everything revolves around VVod Ceb Rilvinn these intervas. They're coming to
assault gomin." She gave him achallenging look. "It might be dangerous to be in those robes. What tends
to beworse, Vod fleeing Nefer, or an unnatural in Red Season?”’

Shouts came from down the way. The den emptied as each gomin dashed out. When they pulled the rug
asideto depart, angry voices surged louder in the way.

"Follow me," Zehops hissed.

She moved to the back of the den, and into anarrow corridor, VVod following. Crawling into a cramped
storage gallery, past stacks of supplies, she stopped suddenly. In the shadows, her face waslost in the
dark patterns of the season.

"I'm about to commit an act of trust, Vod Ceb Rilvinn. Would it be foolish to trust you?' Shelooked past
him, listening. Muffled cries came from nearby.

Vod wasn't sure what he was being asked to do, but he had enough trouble of his own without
compounding it with gomin troubles. "Why are you helping me?"

"Wewant something, certainly.”
"Something | can give?'
She stopped, listening again. Then she whispered, "Thisismy gamble. That you can help us.”

Loud voices echoed through Zehops quarters. Think-ing fast, he responded: "1 won't betray you. More,
| don't promise.”

She leaned forward in the dim recess. A section of thewall did away. They moved through, crawling into
an odd tunndl. The walls were smooth and blank. Thiswas not the hab.

"Zehops-as, what isthis place?' They were able to stand, but barely.
"The SecondWay. We hide here when they cometo kill us"

"Who?Who comesto kill you?'



Sheturned to fix him with acam gaze. "Y ou. You al do. But especidly atics. Theworst staticswhip
dwellers up againgt us. Sometimes amob comes down to our quar-ter to beat the unnaturalness out of
us. And always during Red Season, as now."

Sometimes the diggers grumbled againgt the gomin, and at times dwellers talked about correcting gomin
ways, but he'd never thought it cameto violence. "I thought that no one was hurt by such... events.”

"Merely gomin," Zehops said.
It wasn't only digger illsthat were never discussed Down World, Vod redized.
"Come," Zehops said, leading him onward.

Their shoes clicked againgt the floor, creating a clatter. VVod reached out to touch the walls, finding that
hisfingers dipped from the surface. "Whereisthe hab?'

Moving quickly ahead of him, and turning into asidetunnel, Zehops said, ™Y ou think our shipsin the
Far-Reaches carry the hab? Not al ways are of the hab. These walls avoid detection, keep us separate
from Ankhorat.”

They cameto alarge gallery where gomin lay on pal-lets, bandaged and tended by medipractor devices.
Zehops knelt by one palet where agomin lay, hisface bruised and swollen.

"How do you tend now, Uril-as?"

Vod saw apulse of bright chemicas thread through the medipractor tube into Uril'sarm.

Theinjured gomin whispered, but histhroat was nearly swollen shuit.

"They beat him on just the right Side, so they thought themselves kind,” Zehops said, rising.

Vod counted twenty wounded, but al of them suffered slently. It shamed him.

"Severd intervas ago, they came without warning.”

"Do you fight back?'

"Itsworseif we do. We sustain their beatings, then they leave. If we're lucky, nobody dies She
watched him closely. "Y ou wonder why we don't report it?"

After apause he said, "No. Not to Nefer." And not to Hemms Pre 1lItek, lost in his preoccupations of
ritud and dynasty. "I never knew."

"Y ou never wanted to know," Zehops said smply.

All hislife he had lived Down World—aworld, he was beginning to redlize he gpprehended less than
perfectly.

Leading him out of the sick gallery, Zehops continued into the maze of the SecondWay. The corridors
were nar-rower than the dwelling he knew, but extensive, running in long stretches. Zehops explained that
it was possible to dip into the SecondWay at many points DownWorld. They passed a DreamGdlery,
where dormant gomin rested in safety. In other dens and galleries, the scent of sex was strong. Vod
averted his eyes, but chanced to catch Zehops gaze. She stopped in the corridor, and faced him with
irri-tation. "Y ou are surprised to note sexual contact? Perhaps you thought that we clung to each other



only out of sea-son?"

"No," Vod answered, automaticaly. But then, the truth: ™Y es, that'swhat | thought." They were gomin,
after dl; eventhey did not deny it.

"Digger," she said with some hest, "'l will tell you what makes us unnaturd to you: that we want each
other in al seasons.” Shelooked at him with ascouring stare. "And that includes Red Season.”

Chastened, Vod followed her as she led him down the way. Now the clatter of feet grew louder, and
down thefar end of the corridor came apress of gomin, helping the in-jured walk, or carrying them. To
let them pass, Zehops pulled VVod into aside lobe.

"We can't al disgppear during theraids,” Zehops said. "Some must stay visible, lest they come searching
for our hiding place. These are such volunteers.™

She gestured for him to St on the low platform hugging thewall of thelobe. Drawing up oneleg and
circling her arms around it, as though such mayhem happened every day, she said, "It isagreat service
we perform, isit not, for the gomin to alow violence such aharmless release?

Her bitterness showed its bulky form beneath the soft-ness of her words.
"Do we need ardeasefor violence?'

"Y es, during peacetime, as now. Though some purge the inclination with ronid. Others prefer better
odds."

Zehops seemed to be implying that dwellers needed war or they turned on each other. Shewas cynical
and sus-picious, perhaps with reason. But VVod could not subscribe to such pessmism. That was not the
kind of world hewasfighting for.

Asthough Vod had spoken his doubts, Zehops said, "The Well carries our history, where you can see
how gomin were tolerated during the HumanWar. It was a bet-ter time, in some ways, for gomin. It'sdl
inthe Well. Usu-ally Data Guides aren't paid to explore such topics.”

Vod wished Maret were here. She had left him with aworld crumbling around his shoulders, and dl for a
lin-eage that might be prime, but that could not matter for many years. Here and now, Maret, this
interval. Thisiswhat matters...

That much he knew. Y et hefelt he had little grip on the rest. "What do you want, then, Zehops Cer
Aton?'

She traced afinger dong the hard shell of the tunnel, as though probing for the softness of the hab in the
lifdesswhitelining.

"Honor," shesad.
"Few of ushavethat."

"No, you all havethat. Honor is different than pos-tion. Gomin—static and fluxor aike—find their level
of ability, and we ask for no preference.”

Thelast of the wounded limped by, leaving the way quiet. Zehops voice was very low. "Y ou have heard
that the human, Eli Dammond, was sent UpWorld?'

Vod blinked in surprise. He hadn't heard, but cared lit-tle for the human'sfate.



"He honored me in the PrimeWay. He called me by name. Every gomin heard, and dared to hope for the
first time." Shelooked at him, dark and steady. "Even some dig-gersrdlied to us." At hislook of
confusion, shesaid, "You heard of Eli Dammond's wager with Nefer Ton Enkar? He won agamble with
her. For his prize he chose the fate of amere gomin. Tirinn Vir Horat engaged both you and meto help
Eli leave Down World. | was caught and banished from the flow. Now | am gated back in, because of
Bli Dammond."

She stood, looking down on him. "That iswhat we want. A public acknowledgment. Not your secret
toler-ance. We want honor."

"If it were mineto give, so | would, Zehops-as."

She looked a him with indulgence. "'V od-as, there are statics among the dwellers of the SecondwWay
who say the gtatic cycle has ended. The fluxors among us have long thought s0.”

Her silent blue stare kept on and on.

"But Maret..."

"Forget Maret. We want to know if we should support you."
He could not have been more dumbfounded.

Forget Maret. Maret of thefinelineage, Maret of deep learning, Maret of high judgment. Hewasonly a
digger, had ever been the least of the fluxors. But now, with Nefer's dark fleet ready to burst from
hiding... there was no timeto wait for Maret. Perhaps VVod would have to do.

In backmind, he saw the vision of the hundred diggers arrayed in front of him in the AncientWay, carrying
their axes, shovels, and prods. He saw, in clear backmind replay, that they looked eager for afight.
Eager to fight by hisside. He had never spoken to any of them about hisvision of how the digs should

be, of how their liveswould be bet-ter. No, they knew nothing of that; they wanted to fight for him. Even
Harn would have died to defend Vod, to de-fend the thing that V od stood for.

In that case, he must certainly decide what he did stand for. Could hein any way seek redressfor diggers
and ex-clude the gomin?

Zehops gripped his hand.

"Wewill fight," she said, "dongsde the diggers and any otherswho inclineto seethelast of Hemms Pre
[lltek and Nefer Mogt Prime.”

"It'srevolution, Zehops-as." The thought shook him powerfully.
"It would tend toward disorder." Zehops, no coward, smiled.

Helooked down at his gomin robes. Colors flashed from the creases of the fabric in amost undiggerlike
way. Hewould have to get used to this. So would they all.
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Maret ran for the OverWoods. It was farther than it looked. It seemed that she had been running this
race ever since she could remember. But it had only been since the Recompense, that ship whose name
she now knew— since the Recompense avenged itskin by teking al of hers...

The woods beckoned. She had seen the worst that Up-World could present, and it was bearable: the



sky, the fruiting land, the cold, black gullies of moving water, the vone with their terrible appetites. So far
she had survived by luck and mercy aone, and though she longed to test her courage, she was buoyed
by the discovery that there was luck and mercy in the world.

As sheran, she passed a carrier, and wondered how its occupants fared. Since the carrier was still here,
it might bodeill for them. Musing on their fate, Maret lost her concentration for amoment. When she
snapped back to watchfulness, her skin chilled.

The shapes up ahead were not bushes, as she had assumed. They were large, furred crestureson
gaklikelegs. Dozens of heads snapped up al a once, swinging on long necksto rivet her with their

eyes.
She stopped ingantly, mav lights blinking ready.

The creatures had seen her, and there were many of them, dl frozen till. Very dowly she turned her
head and saw that she was three-quarters surrounded by the furred creatures, possessed of such claws
as could leave no doubt asto ther diets. She noted, too, the four-toed feet, with three dashing claws
pointed forward, and afar larger one pointing backward. At any moment the claws would flash.

Shewas retreating in dow motion. It wasn't amove she had planned. In fact, she couldn't think at all.
Both her minds were as blank as the sky. But she was backing up. She had lifted one foot far enough that
it just cleared the ground, and moved it behind her, setting it down. That ac-tion took several increments.
Then her other foot, dowly, moving backward.

One of the claws jerked its head to the left. It was eye-ing her foot.

She held her foot poised above the ground. If she moved, they would attack. She might take out ten or
fifteen before the main group was upon her. After amoment, she suc-ceeded in lowering her foot to the
ground, almost without moving it a al.

Incredibly, some of the claws seemed to lose interest, and bent to munch on grass. Perhaps they had
recently feasted. Or perhaps they didn't recognize prey that was Sationary ...

Shemoved at the pace of lorel growing, of bones thick-ening, of memoriesfading. After many increments
shered-ized that her feet were leading her to the carrier, though her mind had not the wit to think of the
carier, or thefaith.

The day was dripping hot, and her skin burned with the suns' blackening gazes. Her body felt like astone
pressed in the earth. Shefeared if the claws charged, her arm would be too parayzed to raise the mav.

Backward, dowly, dowly. More of the claws returned to feeding, buf the foremost one was not fool ed.
Thisleader watched her for asgnd. Any jerky movement would do. This one played with her.

Where was the carrier? She dared not even look down to follow her own trail. Blind and dow as atree
root, she moved.

Thelead claw took a step toward her. She blinked. That seemed to inspire another step toward her. Still,
she held her fire, held her pace.

Her mind remained clear, but empty. It was as though nothing else existed in the whole world but this
backing up, this calm certainty of moving dowly. It took more strength than anything she had ever
physicaly done. But she felt she could continue forever, until the water ran out of the gullies, until thelife
of Up World sank back into the sand.



At last amoment came when, with her periphera vi-sion, she glimpsed the carrier. It was closer on her
|eft than she had dared hope. Her mind, duggish until now, began to caculate the odds, the distance, and
the moves.

The claws were now advancing with her, very dowly closing the distance. She knew which one she must
kill first. It was the one that had never taken its eyes from her. This one now turned to look at the carrier.
Its movements were jagged and sudden, causing Maret to pae. But she had no need of camouflage now,
only time, afew morein-crements. She crept toward the door of the carrier.

That was when the leader made its decision. It sprinted from astandtill, furred arms tucked into its
body, screeching, in human Standard: " Run! Vucking hell!" Her mav wasfiring, missng. Her hand was
on the latch.

Throwing open the door, shefdl backward into it, firing, kicking the close mechanism, but not before the
creature's head poked in. The hatch dammed shut on the claw'slong neck, squeezing the head from the
body, leaving it insde with her. She scrambled to the back of the cell, away from the gory appendage.

She began to shake. Her elbow was thrumming againgt the bulkhead. Then her tremors were answered
by drum-ming noises outside. The clawvs were hammering againg the carrier with what sounded like their
beaks. She heard them screeching, "'Here! No!" She heard her own cries, but she didn't know what she

was saying, if anything.

After atime, her throat was raw, and the outside noises diminished to the occasional hammer tap. She
seemed to be floating, though she lay on the hard meta floor. Her muscles dumped, and her minds
flowed downward like water.

Her backmind was shutting down. She sensed it disen-gage, releasing her, leading her into adeep
unconscious state.

With persstent beaks till hacking at the carrier, Maret fell dormant.

Saschaawoke early, before dawn, just as Madame Singer was leaving the nest. Madame was the largest
of them, ex-cept for perhaps Demon Singer, whose true size was hard to judge, as he was aways on the
outsde, looking in.

Madame Singer strode out most mornings before dawn and didn't return until late—unlike the other
adults, who tended the young. She bore home carcasses of mest for Triplet and Watchful, who daintily
atetheir alotments, sharing with Brat and the three cubs. Brat and two of the cubswere the lone maesin
the grouping. Brat's maleness reared up at times, most often around Sascha, and on these occasions he
quickly lost enthusiasm as Watchful sang out her anger, driving him away.

Sascha stared at the dab of bloody flesh that Watchful had offered her. She couldn't bring herself to eat
flesh, a-though her benefactor hummed impatiently. Watchful even demonstrated to her dow learner how
to eat meat. Enter-prising, Watchful aso brought Sascha various kinds of fruit. Saschalooked at the
scarred and patient Singer with some affection, uncertain why she had been adopted. Or did every
mother recognize an orphan when she saw one?

Remembering her manners, Saschathanked Watchful for the food, snging amelody that Watchful was
trying to learn, alullaby from Daarri, her mother's home world. The old Singer could now hum parts of
that song, in an odd key.

Watchful bent low to smell the pieces of fruit that Sascha had tied to her leg with coils of vines. In places,
her leg was splotched from food reactions. After making her-self sick on fruit, Saschawas determined to



be more care-ful. Meanwhile, she drank the milk that flowed fredly at times from Watchful's shoulder.

Demon, shefelt sure, saw past her ruse of cub-in-the-nest. When shetired of Demon's great blue eyes
spying at her through the stockade, she flashed her lamp at him, which, if done up-close, would cause
him to veer away, humming a high-pitched protest.

Asthelight saturated the dawn gloom she could see the bot perched atop the stockade, looking into the
Gray Spiny Forest, its periscope extended to command a better view. Sascha worried about the bot. It

had reconciled itself to the Singers, but it was clearly not happy. Day after day it kept avigil high onthe

wall, watching for an enemy to fight, or perhaps ahuman who might more vaue its ser-vices.

Saschawould be sad to seeit go. It was her last connec-tion to aworld that seemed to retreat from her
by the hour. Beyond this, the bot did provide some protection: from boisterous cubs, from Demon, from
amphibs that sometimes conducted suicide raids into the den. Even Watchful grew comfortable with the
bot. Now she occa-siondlly left the nest; first for short intervals, and last night for agood part of the
evening. Sascha had recorded with the bot how the Singers didn't deep, which Saschatheo-rized was
dueto the brevity of the wet season, when every hour must be spent consuming or mating_

Sascha was working on atheory that the ahtra had two stages of their lives, one as humanoid ahtra, and
one asthe great Singers. The Singer stage might have to be accom-plished on Null, but whilein ahtran
form, they might roam the starsin ships. She hadn't yet told the bot her theory.

"We publish when we're ready with our facts, Sascha,” her father would say when she urged him to rush
to print.

"But what if somebody beatsyou toit?"
"It'snot arace, Sascha," hewould say. And then with agrin, "Or not entirely.”

But amore promising theory had to do with the tree boles. There were two boleswithin thisnest circle,
both hanging limp against the sides of the trees, as though they had softened, split, and sagged after
disgorging their con-tents. The sacks|ooked large enough to hold the likes of Watchful dr Triplet, if
curled up. Perhaps these creatures had lain folded up within the Sticks al the while the army had camped
next to it. Now, in wet season, animals had come from al the hiding places that the world could de-vise:
from bolesin trees, from the mud of dried-up rivers, from the rocklike cargpaces thrown up by animas
that made their own cacified dens, from the millennia mats of vines on thefloor of the Gray Spiny

Forest. Null afforded myriad retreats from the hammering drought, and as many waysto revive, to drink
the sudden waters.

Watchful wasleaving again. Eyeing the back door where Demon lurked, and humming angrily in his
direction,

Watchful pulled up severd long strands of vines and, bun-dling them together, pushed them over Sascha,
with ages-ture that conveyed, Stay in bed until | get back.

AsWaichful left, Triplet—for thefirst time—roused hersdlf from tending the cubsto follow.

Now, with no adult Singer in the nest, Sascha consid-ered escape. Brat was entertaining himself by
pulling down vines bearing his favorite polyps, and she wasn't sure he would try to stop her in any case.
Shefelt dmost strong enough to confront the forest. But it was many milesto the Lucia, and the remnant
of the crew might well have left by now. Besides, there was the guard at the door—the hungry one:
Demon.



A commotion came from Triplet's nest.
Rising up, she saw the three cubs worrying at the new infant.

She threw off the blanket of vines and rushed to Triplet's nest. The cubs had drawn blood from their
sb-ling, which kicked reflexively, rather like ahuman babe.

"Stop!" she shrieked at them, waving her arms and tomping.

The cubs hesitated before her as she gesticulated and shouted at them. They were intent on killing their
younger sibling, perhaps for food, or perhapsjust to remove com-petition. When they dove for the baby
again, Sascha surged forward and turned her lamp full into the face of the near-est one. The forward cub
hummed in alow-throated rum-ble, ajunior gpproximation of the sound she'd heard from Demon. It
faced off with her, cocking its head. Pushing past it, she flashed her lamp in the eyes of the other two, but
as shedid o, the first cub made alunge for the baby, and broke its neck with a sickening crunch.

Now the three cubs turned from their kill to face Saschas lamp. Looking at their cold blue eyes, they
didn't seem harmless cubs anymore. With Watchful out, they might ook for larger sport. She backed

away.

At that moment, and woefully late, Triplet returned through the front door. She stopped, staring. Sascha
hoped she wouldn't be blamed for the killing. As the cubs bounded away, Triplet dowly approached,
gazing in-tently at the dead babe, her forehead crest crinkling in a Singer's approximation of worry. She
nudged it severd times, trying to get it to move.

Though Triplet had been careless, Sascha couldn't doubt that she was upset by the death. The Singer
began a soft humming, such as Sascha had heard her use with her cubs to soothe them. Saddened,
Sascha crept back to Watchful's nest.

She closed her eyesin weariness, as her belly cramped over and over, asit had for days now. She
listened to Triplet humming amelody that seemed part dirge, part lullaby. Saschafound hersdf crying,
though with so much elseto grievefor, it seemed Slly and usdess.

Late that night she awoke to see the sky stained with ared and gold light. As she watched, it quickly
faded to noth-ing. But then again, incandescence splashed the sky. It was aflare, amilitary flare.
Sergeant Juric, she knew, had no flares. It was someone el se.

Watchful sometimes tolerated Sascha's climbing of the stockade, and made no move to prevent her this
time. She used the close weave of the vinesto crawl to the top. She joined the bot at the top of the
stockaddike circle of sticks. Although at times one of the cubs climbed up to join her, she had no wish
for their company today, and to her relief, none was offered.

From below came arustle and huffing noise that told her Demon was close by. Ignoring him, Sascha
gazed out-ward, seeing another plume of light shoot upward from its source in the valley. Someone till
lives out there, she thought. It was a heartening notion, and she gazed at the flare asthough it contained
amessage for her alone. If she could just discern the code, she could decipher the message:

| said I'd come back, didn't I?
What will he find, Father 2—Abandoned war bunkers, perhaps.
Your hat, Sascha, your hat.

Seeyou in alittle while, then...



Next to her, the bot had extended its periscope the highest it had yet mustered, swiveling the eyepiece,
search-ing, searching.

"Go," Saschawhispered toit. "Bring my fied notes home."

Small screamsissued from degp within the bot, per-haps some complicated strategic thought, or an
expres-son of frustration.

"Go," she repeated. "Save someone else.”

She had the digtinct impression that it was considering doing so. If it did, she thought, her research would
cometo an end. Left done, she would become a denizen of the forest. Already she drank the milk of
mongters, buried their dead, defended her satus, dept in an animal nest.

As she stood watching the last of the flare fade into the night, she was aware of the night breeze lifting her
long hair and spreading it out behind her likeamane.
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During Eli'stdling of his DownWorld tale, Nazim'srifle commanded his atention. She held it casudly,
pointed at hisfoot. They both knew she did, and that she had aright to.

Hetold of the underground fastness; how they had kept him, despite all he could do, until hisfina
escape. Hethought Nazim smiled allittle at his outwitting of Nefer— the cunning of it. But VVecchi never
left off taring asthough he expected Eli to discard his human disguise a any mo-ment.

Ashe cameto theend of histale, therifle gave way a couple inches, perhaps showing Nazim's
provisond judg-ment.

Shesad, "Wewondered, was all."

It wasn't all. Not asmple matter of Where have you been? It wasn't hisbeing missing that troubled
them, of course. It was that he'd come back unscathed, save for abruise or two. Wearing anice uniform,
looking like it had been laundered—asit had.

"Sill wonder," Vecchi threw in.
"But it squares with seeing pocks," Nazim said. "And why they don't fireon us"
"Still," Vecchi muttered.

Eli had had enough of this ad hoc court-martial. He owed them an explanation. And they owed him an
offi-cer's due. He stood up and Nazim turned aside then, as though the matter was settled.

If it had been anyone € se, maybe the matter would have been. But for the likes of Eli Dammond, the
standard of proof was higher, ways higher. They would obey, but they'd watch him, weigh hisevery
move. Like before the hexadron and the tunnels. Only worse.

Now, in mid-morning, rain washed over the bunker in successive curtains as astorm scoured itsway
down-valey. While Vecchi huddled in the far end of the bunker, till bound, Nazim went collecting
edibles on the lower flanks, where fog created dangerous camouflage for preda-tors. But she was
hungry, and it gave her an urgent cour-age, though she hardly needed any more than she was born with.

During alull inthe deluge, Eli redized it was not just rain held been hearing, but the staccato burst of an
L-31. He squinted down the hillsde, seeing only lumps of fog floating in letha silence,



Then came ashout. "Hold fire, Captain.” Nazim'svoice. "Some of ourd”

He peered into the gray murk. Here and there, lightsflickered, like glowing vacuolesin the cdlls of fog.
From one of these cdlls three people emerged. In the front, Nazim, followed by two men, onetdl and
lean, the other tal and beefy.

Sergeant Ben Juric, no surprise. The other, from Vecchi's description, must be Private Platis, of
Marzano'sinfantry.

The newcomers scrambled to the lip of the bunker, and the two groups faced each other.

Ben Juric'sleft arm rested in abloody ding. His clotheswere torn and filthy, his boots and ankles caked
with lay-ers of mud melting in therain. One side of Juric's face reg-istered anotch of surprise. Pig Platis
stared at Eli with round eyesin around face. He wiped the rain from his eyes, leaving anew swath of
mud there.

Whimpering behind Eli, Vecchi could contain himself no longer. "Sarge! Alpha Captain's got apock gun,
and abag full of food. Don't trust what you see, could be abig surprise!”

"Captain," Sergeant Juric said.
No sdute. Everybody stood in awatery tableau.
Never onefor amenities of conversation, Juric said, "Saw your flares."

Vecchi was thrashing, trying to stand up with his handstied behind his back. He managed to get into a
crouch. "Hewont let uskill pocks! We saw one this morning, snesking down the valley, Nazim had it in
her Sghts, but he says, no, we're not at war!" He giggled. "Guess were dyin' on vacation, then!™

A flash of lightning froze theimage, of Pig and Juric standing like gargoyleson thelip of the bunker. The
mo-ment stretched on; Juric opened his mouth, but the sky rumbled, garbling whatever answer he gave.
Nazim ad-justed her L-31 in the crook of her arm, her eyeslit up by lightning. Then Juric clambered into
the bunker.

Eli spoke hisfirst wordsto Juric. " Sergeant, this pri-vate hereis confused about the chain of command.
Give him the benefit of your correction.”

One-armed, the sergeant advanced on Vecchi with alook that could have frozen boiling water. If there
was amoment when Juric would have taken control of the unit, it had just passed.

"Wherésyour gear, Chi Chi?" hesaid, hisvoice barely audible.
"Gear?' Vecchi glanced at amud-sodden pack at the edge of the bunker.

Juric stood his L-31 againsgt the mud wall. Glancing at Eli, he said. "Out of anmo.” Then he kndlt by
Vecchi's pack and started yanking out the few items stuffed in-sideit, muttering, "I find alamp, Chi Chi,
you're adead man.”

Pig watched asif he expected an execution at any mo-ment.

Presently Juric said, "Wéll, now, you don't have the lamp. Only thing is, you and her went missing at the
sametime. Givesmeafunny feding.”

"I never did anything to her, honest, Sarge."



Juric said with elaborate sweetness, "l ain't your mother, and | ain't your sarge.” He glanced up at Eli.
"He needs correcting, you say?'

"Shutting him up isgood enough for now."
"Pig," Juric said, "Y ou know how to count?”'
"Yes gr."

The sergeant nodded. "Figured you maybe did. In-fantry's got its standards.” He stood up, cradling his
bad arm, a grimace jabbing at one corner of hismouth. ™Y ou count Chi Chi'swords. Every time we stop,
he does that many push-ups.”

Pig knotted hisforehead. "What if | lose count?"
"Edimate”

Then Eli repested for Juric and Pig as much as they needed to know of Down World, the presence of
ahtra, both down and up. Juric listened, clearly not liking parts of what he heard. Eli wasn't sure which
parts. Pig blinked again and again, like an overload light flashing.

Rain clattered down in another volley, hitting the foliage like buckshot. It wastimeto put his command to
the test. The bot was pivoting rentlesdy, pointing at oneinvisible target after the next. This spot was
relaively safe, but therewas no futurein it. Eventualy arescue ship would come— they'd make that
effort for Cristin and Sascha, at leas—but

eventually they'd al be dead, and at the present rate it would be sooner rather than later.
Eli looked at Juric. ™Y ou got areason to think anybody € se survived out there?"
"No, gr."

Eli had to admit to himself that these five were possibly the last of them. Two days of flares, and they had
snared two people. It wastimeto leave. If what Tirinn had said about Nefer's plans was true, CW
Command needed to hear as soon as possible.

"We're heading out to the Lucia,™ Eli told them. "Looks from here like we've got some riversto cross.
Thebot will build usbridges, I'm hoping. Like| said, this planet isama-jor underground habitat of the
ahtra. Whether that breakstreaty or not isn't for usto decide. They won't shoot at us, I'm betting. And
wewon't be shooting at them.” Helet that Snk in, like ail into the ground, leaving astain. "Well be
collecting food aswe go. Nazim will show you how." He nodded at her. "Untie Private Vecchi."

Nazim |looked reproachfully at Eli, hestating.
"Hell wak unarmed. Pig, you carry hisloaded wea-pon. Under attack, he fights.”
Vecchi looked hopeful, but clamped hislipstogether.

Turning to Vecchi, Eli said, "Y ou're starting fresh, sol-dier. | don't remember anything that's happened up
to now. But we won't hear any more about ghouls." He took everybody in with hisglance. "Y ou see
something that looks haf-human, kill it. That'san order.”

Juric spoke low: "We should split into two units, split the ammo. They're attracted to big groups. Sir.”

"That'sagood ingtinct, Sergeant, but well stay to-gether. The more local food we et, the lesswe smell



like dinner. Theresthree of uswho don't smell"—he was go-ing to say human, and thought better of
it—"who don't smell like amea anymore. Well do better together." He held Juric's gaze. The sergeant's
eyeswere so radicdly dif-ferent from each other, that the tendency wasto look from one to the other. Eli
held his gaze steady. "Nazim, hand out the ammo.”

"I'mwith you, Sarge," Vecchi whispered.

"FHve" Pigsad.

"That wasfour!" Vecchi spat.

"Nine" Pig intoned.

Juric growled a Vecchi, "Drop, soldier, and give Pig hisdue." Vecchi obeyed, scowling.

To Jduric, Eli said, "'l figure wéll follow the foot of the hills south, Sergeant, wheretheriversdon't flow as
broad. Any suggestions?"

The answer came out more like agrowl than words. "No, sir.”

Asthe others were packing up and handing around the last of the food, Eli spoketo Juricin alower
voice. "You have any questions, Sergeant?' He didn't say questions about me. But I€eft it open.

Juric spit to the Side, looking down-valley at their planned course. "No, Sir. No questions.”

Eli held back on saying more. Held back on saying, 7 would have gladly died up here with everyone
else. It wastoo easy. He and Juric both knew there was no anchor for such words, no tether to the flesh.

Then they scrambled, each in turn, out of the bunker, heading down the steep dopeinto the folded gullies
of the plain. It was adipshod remnant of the crews of the Lucia and the Fury: anineteen-year-old with
the foul mouth of amaster sergeant; an ox of aguy, nonetoo bright; the meanest sergeant in Sixth
Trangport Divison; and amewling coward with a penchant for mutiny. Leading them, a captain who had
sojourned with the enemy, and was now hopelessy compromised—in his soldiers eyes, and maybe his
own.

* % %

Maret emerged from dormancy. In the dark, &l she could tell was she lay curled into atight ball. Around
her hung astench thick enough to shovel. She moved her aching limbs, trying to shake the lethargy that
had settled over her like warm mud.

Her first thought was, A carrier. I'min acarrier. The second was. |'ve dreamed my way through Red
Season.

Backmind dredged up for the length of her dream pe-riod, and mercifully, it had been only afew spans.
Sheroseinto acrouch, staying well away from the rotting carcass near the door. Each lung full of
superheated air felt like she was esting something foul.

A ping of sound needled into her awareness. Some-thing outside had scraped the hull. Maret listened for
the claws. It might have been the hot sun expanding the hull, or aseed pod exploding and hitting the
carier.

Despite the minimal rest, she felt strength flowing into her limbs. 1t would be enough to propel her to
ronid. It had to be. She reached for the hatch-door mechanism, pausing. Perhaps the claws waited



outside. She pushed the hatch mechanism, and swung the door wide.
Cool, bright air flowed over her, yanked on her vision. She sprang out of the hatchway, mav at the ready.

Pivoting, she scanned her surroundings. The live claws were gone. Dead ones lay nearby, hosting small
creatures that made the most of the free medl. They looked up in darm at her sudden appearance,
Springing away to the bushes. Blinking, Maret tried to orient hersalf. The pri-mary sun pressed down on
theland, suppressing al shad-ows, draining colors, leaving only alashing heat. Her swesat-drenched
clothes dried instantly. Asthe scavengers began to creep back out from their refuges, Maret headed out
toward the wall of gray-green in the distance.

She ran between two streambeds—a clear, relaively dry way to the heart of her journey. Now, so close
to her purpose, al ese was forgotten: the vone on the bank of theriver, Firan, the attack of the claws.
Sheran until shooting pains coursed up her legs. And ran some more.

The OverWoods was farther than it looked. She had no reference for the distances of Up World. But
eventualy the gdlery of treesloomed closer. She stopped to eat from her pouch, gathering her strength.

At last, and after afind push, she came up to thewall of the forest. It parted before her and she entered,
seeking its cool shadows and her heart's desire.

A matrix of sun and shade surrounded her. Amid the green-stained shadows, shafts of light created
cisterns of dust and pollen. Her eyes|apped up every stray photon, so adapted was her sight to the dark
ways of the hab, and its counterpart forest. From overhead, where the vines braided into afiligree
canopy, afestoon of light fell upon her arm. It wasin the exact shape of her arm markings, an ova
de-fined by the coiling braid of cregping tendrils.

The bushes and hanging mosses trembled with hidden life, while insect life-forms swooped and buzzed in
packs through the air. Many creatures strove here for food and mastery, including the one that she
sought. And including her. Shefired on creaturesthat charged, fel from trees, sorang from the ground.
She plunged on, but no vone ap-peared.

As she grew weary, she hatched anew strategy, one of watch and wait.

Sizing up the trees as she passed, she ingpected the drooping husks of vone sacks, split and hanging limp.
Then, finding one less torn than the others, Maret climbed insgde. A small pool of water had collected at
the bottom, but mercifully, it wasn't inhabited. Through the rent in the sack, she could peer out into the
woods, from apod that hid her mostly from view and surrounded her with the scent of vone, amusk
avoided by al but such asshe.

Fromthissmall galery, Maret gazed out at the OverWoods and its denizens: dl theliving beings, animal
and plant, than ran, lurched, dropped, crept, and flew to their consummation. Throughout the long
afternoon, she watched as atree root grew imperceptibly up asmal stak, entwiningitin afata hug. She
saw gray-skinned runners no larger than her hand take down acousin five timestheir Size. She saw
mating of every sort: animas coupled while running; languorous snakes plaited their length; insects flying
in mated chains of individuas, plants from which along central spadex emerged, arch-ing over into a
femae plant; dl the varieties of joining and exchanging genetic potentia . No one noticed her watching or
paused under her gaze. It was, an active, sngle-minded time, that brief pan between dry seasons, when
the bloodlines flowed forth, or dried up forever. Pa-tiently, she waited.

At times, she thought that, through the chaotic pat-terns of green, she could make out atal pale creature
with fur on its head, one who went abroad in the blue uniform of acaptain of Congress Worlds, who
sought agood degth that could have no lasting purpose. She saw thisvison, asthe humans said, in her



mind's eye. Shewilled it to be so, that Eli had won his freedom, his ascension. Because heis
remembered in the flow, he is one of us. How Nefer would despise such an ideal How Maret would
have de-spised it, so short atime ago.

In the late afternoon, asthe primary sun threw vertical stripes of light through the forest, she saw atall
shadow, abulk walking in stately cadence toward her. A vone.

One moment the clearing before her had been full of pink-winged insects, flapping in arosy broth of air.
The next ingtant, avone was standing there. Luck waswith her; it wasamae. Sowly twisting his greet
head back and forth, he crinkled hisforehead crest in successive waves. He was close enough to display
for Maret hisslvery ovd markings, and the concentric, fainter oneswithin.

Hewashumming.

The deegp song filled the forest depths like aswirling tincture in weter. 1t was along melody, with one
series of familiar repeating notes, just out of reach of her memory. The melody, the dant of sun onthe
vone's skin, was al she could hear and see. It filled her. Even the bright dash of blood on the vone'sthigh
was no blemish. Thiswas Up-World: both desth and life.

He turned toward her. If he was hungry, and she paled before him, he would kill her.

But there were no two minds about this encounter. She stepped from her hiding place, her skin dark and
lush. She stood waiting, hungrily, helpledy...

The vone saw her and approached, his greet feet crush-ing vines and sticks underneath hisweight. He
towered over her, closeto twice her height. Then one long arm de-scended in agesture she had seen
before. But thistime the arm swept down dowly, no deeth dash. He crouched dightly, laying hisarm
along theforest floor. Ingtinctively, she knew what to do. Stepping forward, she straddled the forearm,
facing the muscular shoulder.

Then, tucking hisarm behind him, the vone began to stride away from the clearing. Maret clung to him,
grip-ping her thighstightly againgt the vone's arm as he struck out into the heart of the woods, his easy
gait dipping her up and down in an undulating wave. Yes. Yes, came her in-toxicated thoughts.

The forest knelt before them asthey passed. Before the vone, dl others gave way, retreating into hiding,
as though he threw along shadow ahead, clearing the way. Thoughts dropped away from her like dead
skin. There existed only theriding, riding. She was safe for the first time Up World, under the protection
of the prince of the woods, his smell soaking into backmind, dissolving every barrier. He stayed well
clear of the streams, not engaging the dark waters, not risking his passenger. She hugged hersdlf even
tighter to hisarm, watching the world unfold in drunken beauty, the chance convergence of light and
substance.

They passed many rounds of trees, circular stands of reed and tree, each Smilar to the next. Except for
one: abizarre tableau cameinto focus. Therein the heights of atree round she saw a human, ayoung girl
placidly gaz-ing out. The girl sood on alimb aslong asavone'sarm, the black hair of her scalp shooting
into the breeze like mycelium. Sitting by her feet was an immeature vone. Even more bizarre, amechanica
construct clung to anearby branch, atall pole extruded, with an ocular on the end, swivding in Maret's
direction. Maret's vone paid no at-tention, but strode on, its humming so deep she felt her skin vibrate.

When they arrived at the nest, the vone lowered hisarm, creeting only the dightest indentation among the
bed of leaves. Slowly she dismounted. Everything was dow: his movements, and hers. Shadows
thickened here, the primary sun aweak memory. Overhead the dwarf star rose over the jagged wall of
the den, beginning itstraverse of thistree-bound circle of sky.



The vone sang to her. She didn't know the melody, but she sang a counterpoint, as the vone's bass
humming re-verberated on the drum of her chest wall. The vone lay on his back, aposture both passive
and sensudl. Dropping her clotheslikefalen leaves, Maret climbed on top, find-ing the pedestal that was,
asit must be, just her size. The red sun rolled overhead, squeezing the breath from her. In the vone's
embrace, she learned to breathe the green shad-ows, and she learned to sing his song.
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Vod stepped into the Prime Way. It seemed anew place to him. The vibrant, blushing hab enfolded the
great Way asit dways had; data pedestals nubbed out from the walls, stewards called out the odds on
wagers, satics and fluxors mingled without touching, the glint of agomin robe gppeared in thethrong like
acharged crest in the dataflow. But it would never be the same, not after his sojourn in the AncientWay,
not after hisawful tour of the gomin's SecondWay.

He couldn't venture into the digs. Nefer's forces would watch for him there. Whatever he did toward
revolution it would be herein the Prime Way. A smdll, rolled package under hisarm reminded him that
he had yet to give away one gomin robe. He stepped forward to speak to afluxor watching the latest
digplay of kin wagers.

Beside him, Zehops, holding two more packagesin her arms, urged him on with athrust of her chin.

The fluxor ignored his greeting. Of course, Vod wore the garb of an unnatural.

Hetried again. "One wagers on that traitor, Vod Ceb Rilvinn?' Vod asked her.

"Heisno traitor,” the fluxor responded, flicking her datatendril to signal her interest to the data steward.

For amoment VVod's mood improved, but then, the fluxor spoiled it, adding: "He forces concessionsfrom
Nefer Ton Enkar, who has released disbursements by |ot-tery.”

"So heisahero for making you margindly richer?' Vod could barely contain his sneer.
The fluxor turned to Vod. "Follow your own way, gomin."

"lamno gomin."

Thefluxor eyed Vod, then Zehops.

"But | hideasone." Asthe fluxor stared a him, Vod thrust his package forward. "Thisisagomin robe.
The more wear it, the more we register our discontent.”

But aready the fluxor was backing away. "Y ou have gone down an up way," she said. Her expression
said therest. The fluxor kept watch on him as he turned to othersin the Prime Way. He didn't think she
would betray him. But if shedid, if any of them did, Zehops and her cohorts were threaded through the
crowd, preparing to cover his escape.

Zehopswhispered, "Backmind her. Sheisafool.” She gripped his elbow in encouragement.

Around them, other gomin—clutching packages of their own—circulated through the Prime Way. It
looked as though no one was accepting arobe. And inturn, Vod was il failing to divest himsdlf of his
package. Dwellers were starting to stare at him; he had revealed himself as he ap-proached each one,
and now arumor flew through the Way: Vod Ceb Rilvinn isamong us; Vod has become a gomin.

Harn approached him, looking decidedly awkward in the pastel caftan. "1'd rather chew my way through



gran-ite. It would be more pleasant. And more successful.”

Vod was aware of the nearest portals, keeping his es-capein view. "Giveit time, Harn-as. We do not
tend toward change." He fdt it wasthe thing to say, but it didn't impress Harn.

"| could change more mindswith ashove in the sde of afew heads than with gomin costumes™ He
narrowed his eyes at Zehops as though she were to blame for his embar-rassment.

Vod stood with his package under hisarm, feding lessand lesslike aleader. Nefer was bringing war and
ruin upon them, while he dithered with robes. ..

It was then that they felt the tremor. It began with atin-gling of their feet. The clamor of the Way
subsided, and dwellers came to astandstill. Perhaps the vibration would crest and fade. Harn turned to
gare a Vod, no doubt with identica thoughts to VVod's own. Thetremor grew to adis-tant, barking
rumble. Zehops plugged into the nearest gate, searching for information, but \Vod needed no data. He
knew what that sound was.

Now the PrimeWay exploded with motion. Dwellers flooded out of the minor ways, shouting. In the
boiling crowd, VVod was pinned into immohility. Nearby someone yelled that it wasthe digs, amgor
collapse. The rumbling of DownWorld subsided, but PrimeWay was chaos. Vod saw Nefer gppear on a
screen, urging calm. It wasaminor tube, shesaid. Liveslog, yes, but minimal. All threat had passed. All
that tended toward needful action tended to be done. Next to Vod a dweller was shouting, gesturing.
When Vod focused on what this dweller was doing, his skin grew cold with fury. The craven static was
betting on the number of rugsthat would befilled today. Turning, Vod saw the flurry of aamsand
gestures, the fast wager-ing, with data stewards happily sweeping up the commis-sons.

Without consulting Zehops and Ham, Vod shoved hisway to astal where he could stand on aplatform,
above the crowd. Scrambling to the top of it, heraised hisarms, shouting, "Listen! Listen! Thedigs have
killed some of udl" He shouted it again, and afew dwellersturned to stare a him. "Killed!" he roared.
"And you wager! Isthat dl digger deaths signify?”

Handswere pulling a him; Harn and Zehops were urging him to come down. But he was done with
indirec-tion. Vod plugged into a data gate, and entered hisfury. Hiswords appeared in the flow: Diggers
will leave these tunnels wrapped in their kin rugs. Diggers who renew the ways for you. Whereis
the honor diggers have earned, to accept all risk to keep you safe?

Acrossthe Prime Way, afamiliar satic turned from a data pedestal and gazed at him. Her sculpted face
and fine ova lineswere unmistakable: Nefer Ton Enkar. She was gated into the flow, but shewas
physicdly present, astone's throw away from him.

"Run!" urged Zehops, while Harn tried to grab at him. Furioudy, Vod shook off Harn's entreating hands.

Gated in, heread Nefer's message: Bold words, gomin. But what can a digger's path mean to such
asyou, dressed in an unnatural's cloak?

He answered: We all share the Way. The Common Way.

Truly? One has been confused, then, for all these spans. One thought a gomin tended to
defilement, and a digger to—know his place.

You have indeed been confused, Nefer Ton Enkar .

She was watching him with atunndling gaze. Beside her, arustle of movement, and VVod saw her
henchmen making for him. Hefdl backward into Harn'swaiting arms, and they ran, with Harn plowing a



path through the crowd.
"The SecondWay," hissed Zehops.
"No. Thedigs"

The three of them sprinted to an upway. Vod listened for the pounding of feet behind him, but, choosing
acir-cuitous route, they lost their pursuers.

When they arrived at the digs, it was a scene of riot and confusion. The air was thick with dust and
shouts. Dwdllersranin dl directions, some bearing digging in-struments, others helping the wounded.
Blood and moans colored the scene.

Then Vod noticed flashes of white spotting the dark haze of the tunnel. VVod passed agomin, covered
with blood, helping adigger who could sill walk. Gomin werein fact everywhere, shoveling, scrambling
amid the rock and soil, some scooping the dirt out with their bare hands. By their Sdes, diggersin
blackened and torn work clothes strug-gled mightily to clear the cave-in.

Harn grabbed a spade and began shoveling like one gone berserk.

Vod paused for amoment to savor the picture of these white robes of mercy amid the dirt and blood.
Then he doveinto thefray, digging for sgnsof life.
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Theriverswere swelling. Even as Saschastood on her lookout watching the endless rain, she thought she
could seetherivers eating into the forest floor. The ground could not absorb any more water. Soon the
broad riverswould join hands and turn the Gray Spiny Forest into avast swamp.

The nearest river was just within view. Over the last few days she had watched as animals hitched rides
on broad leaves, tree branches, and other flotation devices, captives of the river'sow journey.
Amphibs, she noted, were dl but gone, their eggs by now fertilized and tucked into their wet beds with
ity covers. The waters bristled with other swvimmers, whose backs and tails emerged like probes from
another world, then sank away from sight.

The world was changing, but as yet Sascha could not quite say how, except for the distended rivers. She
hersalf was no longer what she had been. Her hair hung in grimy ropes around her face. Her skinwas
browned from the sun, and her belly cramped. It was agravid swelling, an ache that bloomed and
receded, and bloomed again. Her body had signaled her for daysthat it was changing, but she wastoo
bruised from her fall on theridgeto redize that her first blood was coming. Not that she would have
recognized what it was....

Now thefina change came: the bot had |eft her.

Perhapsit wasthe sight of the rising riversthat con-vinced the bot to leave. If it wasto fulfill its
programming, it could travel faster on land than in aswamp. And, if it listened at dl to her, she had given
it her blessing to go.

Stll, watching it trundling into the forest made her throat catch, alittle.

Demon and the bot engaged in amutua ignoring when the bot passed him. The lurking Singer was neither
onething nor the other to the bot: Demon might be omi-nous, but he was also a Singer like the nurturing
Watchful. It had apparently resolved its dilemmaby deciding Demon did not exist. The bot picked its
way past himwith an air of studied indifference, like asnub imparted to an old enemy.



When the bot |eft, it took her field notes, her record of all that happened, and her only human connection.
The oneto her father.

Last night she had told the bot, "Remember this: Lots of the rocks and pebbleswe saw in the dry season
werereally pods and eggs. The Singer nest isllittered with their cracked shells, so the disguise doesn't
fool them, at least. When we came here, we didn't pay attention. We went by what infantry said, that in
three yearsit never rained. We never thought there might be different length cycles— years-long cycles.
We saw what we expected to. There's probably lots of timeslike that, when we don't see things asthey
redly are. | wonder what we could discover about dl the worldsif we could look past what we expect.
Or would that ever be possible?"

That was her last entry. The rest of her notes contained her every observation about the Singers, surely
the mogt interesting animal she had yet seen. Perhapstheir bearing of ahtran young was an important
scientific discovery. All thiswent forth with the bot.

But did the bot remember anything, regard anything, she said?

Just before the machine disappeared into the forest, Sascha called out to it, through the silver wash of
rain, "Bot of Congress Worlds!" Her voice sounded like the screech of abird, high-pitched and
nonsensica. From be-low, Demon raised hisface to stare at her, rainwater cas-cading off his huge face.

She thought she saw the bot stop by a stand of trees. In the distance its dark matte housing looked like
water in shadow, likeatunne in vines. Sheimagined it turned around to regard her, but logicaly she
knew it had no need to turn around to see her.

"Remember me!" she called out. Remember me.
Theflash of undergrowth, the parting of vines. The bot was gone.

Later that day, when Saschatried to nuzzle against Watch-ful's shoulder to drink, the Singer gently but
firmly pushed her away. The push was alight one, but Saschafound her-self sprawled on the floor of the
sodden nest. When shetried again afew minutes|ater, Watchful pushed again, eyeing her with
annoyance, humming anew tune,

But then, when Saschalooked more closely, she saw that there was no milk in the grooves of the
Singer'sskin anyway.

Eli and his squad stood on the bank, gazing at theriver. It was more of adow-moving flood than ariver.
But they would haveto crossit.

Each hour the water rose, as the barrage of rain added tons of water to its volume. Carried dong on its
surface was adense cargo of leaves and vines and shards of fruit, and an occasiond anima passenger.

Bad enough, the crossing of such awide expanse of water, and now there was Pig'sinjury to compound
their dilemma Pig had made the mistake of Sitting on arock to rest. When therock unrolled its
carapaced surface, the animal whose shell it was had time to latch on to Pig's hip before he bolted.
Despite the fibrin patch with its clotting agents, their hard march kept the wound ripped fresh. The smell
of hisblood drew attention, though Pig duti-fully stuffed himsdf with yellow polyps. Vecchi now went
armed, with Pig struggling mightily to keep up, with amakeshift crutch. Nazim kept the domino gun,
though it was nearly asbig asshewas.

But the bot took no interest in bridge-building, despite the pointed suggestions of the enlisteds. Nazim
coached it with her repertoire of mind-curdling epitaphs, but nothing could force the construct to depart



fromitsown Al logic. Thegit of it seemed to be: River. Dangerous.

Eli peered through the lashing rain to look up at the steep hills, considering atrek closer to them, where
the river might be narrower. Juric said the hills did have nar-rower streams, but they were aso deeper,
cradled inthefolded gullies.

It was at that moment that they saw the ahtra. Appear-ing out of the foliage on the other side of theriver,
the fig-ure stopped and gazed at them through atight scrim of rain.

Vecchi's gun snapped into position, but he stood be-hind the others and delayed his shot.
"Easy now," Eli said. He nodded at Vecchi, and the man lowered his wegpon with insolent downess.

The ahtralooked smdl at this distance—all muscle and dark hide, like an anima, but in torn clothing,
carry-ing amav. Eli squinted hard to seeitsfacid markings, scanning for the cheek swirlsof Maret Din
Kharon, but such detail waslost at this distance. No reason it should be Maret.

The ahtrastood till, watching them. Then theindi-vidud raised ahand in asideways sdute and set off
again. In another moment the figure was gone. Though he couldn't be sure, Eli thought the raised hand
was agesture of greet-ing aimed at him.

When he turned to face his four companions, there was no doubt they thought it had been for him.

Juric's face streamed water as he gazed at the place where the ahtra had disappeared. "Now, that was a
right friendly gesture.” Hisvoice was casud, unlike hisstare.

"Pocksfor friends,” Vecchi mumbled.
"Twenty-three," Pig'svoice came, causing Vecchi to twitch.

Nazim was till pointing the domino across the river, as though she expected a swarm of ahtrato appear.
By her expression she had the same doubts as the rest of them about why the ahtrawere here. Eli's
explanation of the ah-tran tradition of mating Up World left out the role of the vone, but it was al they
needed to know right now of in-formation that was for Command's ears, first. They al knew there was
more than hewastelling. Their worst sus-picion might be that he’d made friends with pocks. It [eft an
uneasy feding among them, but the river was their problem now, not persona regard for their
commander. They didn't haveto love him, just follow him.

He peered at the moving green hide of theriver. Eli guessed that the river was shallow enough to wade,
But even if forced to swim, they must crossit, and soon. So far the only initiative the bot had taken was
to incinerate any creatures floating by within jJumping distance. A bot on automeatic was no strategi<.
Lacking any clear enemy it took adtrictly defensive posture. If the Al programming couldn't formulate a
sensible god besides preserve, protect,

they might well sit at the river's edge until starvation—or something worse—took them.
He made up his mind. He'd force the issue with their metal bodyguard.

Juric, also staring at the river, muttered low, "Too bad that pock didn't throw usarope.”
Eli let Juric's comment pass. "WEell cross, Sergeant.”

Nazim overheard, giving him anervous|ook.

"It'd take the bot all day to build abridge, if it ever does. So well have to wade.”



He challenged Juric to say something. If the man was going to break ranks, he'd rather know sooner than
later. But the sergeant's bifurcated gaze was steady, both sides.

"I'll goinfirg," Eli said. "Maybe the bot will figure out how to defend me." He turned to the quiescent Al.
"Let'sseewhat it'sgot initstoolbox."

Nazim stepped forward. "Begging the officer's pardon, but why not send Vecchi? He's usdess, anyway.”
Asif in proof of her statement, VVecchi lay face-first in the mud, ex-hausted from his push-ups.

Eli answered, "Because I'm the only one that doesn't smell like liver pate to the sharks, Corpord. | might
walk out dive, but hewon't."

Vecchi turned amuddy faceto Eli, looking startled at his good fortune.
Juric muttered, ™Y ou go down, that dog can't help you."

"That happens, Sergeant, you will carry out my ordersin dl detail. That includes not firing on the ahtra.”
Hefig-ured Juric might need reminding.

"Sir." The sergeant nodded, scowling in what might have been pain from his lacerated arm, or smple
con-tempt.

Trying to defuse the tension among the five of them, Eli repeated the old army maxim, "A good plan now
is better than agreat plan later.” By the expressions on their faces, he could seethey rated hisplan
something lower than good.

The bot was gtill watching where the ahtra had last been seen. Eli gave awhistle, and the bot turned its
head, surprisngly like adog.

"Sir." Nazim'svoice, behind him.

Heturned.

After apause she mumbled, "Good luck, sir."

He nodded at her, grateful for the goodwill. Then he waded into the pulpy water.

The bot trundled closer to the shore, watching. It whirred—Eli could hear it whirring as he pushed
through the mat of vines at the surface. Theriver pushed at hislegs, embracing him, sending achill
through him. Surpris-ingly cold, that water. Things brushed againgt his sub-merged shins as he pushed
farther in, going deeper than he hoped held have to.

To kick-gtart the Al'sthinking, Eli shouted and waved hisarms.

In the next instant the bot laid down asavo of pelletsthat hit the water in a pattern around Eli. He just
hed timeto plug hisearswith hisfingerswhen the brindled hide of theriver clutched into aconvulsve
seizure from the sonic blast.

Eli staggered, and fellto his knees. His ears reamed out and aching, he tried to turn around as he heard
thrashing noises behind him. Then he felt himsalf lifted up, Juric on one Sde, Nazim on the other. They
dragged him dong, hislegs usdess beneath him. Before them, Pig was clearing aswath, like an
icebreaking vessdl through an arctic shdlf.

Alongside, the bot had extended an extra dozen legs, daintily tiptoeing atop the river'sgreenlid.
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Vod rushed up to Prime Way to seeif the rumor wastrue. With Zehops by hisside, he saw that it was. a
procession of the dead wound its way down the center of Prime Way, againgt dl tradition.

It was along procession, for thejaws of Down World had swallowed fifty lives. Rolled rugson the
shoulders of diggerstold, in clear and ancient patterns, the lineage of those goneto livein the great Well.
The Prime Way fell to silence. The tread of those bearing rugs thudded in unison, like adrumbesat. Rugs
we will never see again... never see again. Dwellersturned from the data nubs, and even the data
stewards stood at full respectful attention. Some by-standers averted their eyes, unaccustomed to
displays of death. But no one could escape the heavy tread of the long parade.

Then, asVod and Zehops watched, the gomin began to proliferate.

White robes flickered throughout the Way. A few more than usua, more than might normally be seenin
the Way at any onetime. Here acluster of white, there another pocket, and there.

Zehops noticed it first. "Cousins | never knew | had,” she whispered.

From many portals flowed streams of white. Colorswinked in the folds of fabric, charging the Way with
anontraditiond glitter.

Seeing some of the gomin at closer range, Vod said, "No cousins of yours, Zehops-as. These are
diggers”

"But cousinsindeed," she chided him. All the packages of robes given out, that VVod had thought were
cast away, were now in full use. He saw diggers he knew well: Ooan, Belah, Hute, Irran. .. and joined by
gomin now, al surg-ing into the crowd, saying, better than any speech, As dwellers, we are one.

Zehops gripped Vod'sarm. "Now we begin."

Vod couldn't have been more astonished if the dead had rolled out of their rugs and walked in the way. It
had always been said, Dwellers do not change their patterns. Now it might be said, Tradition must
give way to neces-sity.

In his excitement, VVod found he had embraced Zehops, and she clung to him in turn. For hisown part, it
was with some heet. Heinhaed her response, backmind saying, Gomin, gomin, foremind saying, And
0?

Zehops pushed him away with good humor. "Later,” she said. She pulled him into the crowd to join their
white robes with the others.

Ham hailed them from a distance away, working the crowd—V od's good lieutenant, now that VVod was
the gen-erd. Or, as Zehopsingsted, the Prime To Come.

The Way filled with voices. No one could be slent. Some gambled franticaly in the wager fields, but
mogt turned from the data plugs and spoke to their neighbors, their kin, every passing robe of white.
Here and there insults pierced the clamor, and angry responses hurled back. These were no timid
dwellers of the SecondWay to be cen-sored and silenced.

Then every data screen within Vod's view went blank.

Hemms Pre llltek appeared. A hundred faces of Hemms Pre IlItek, repeated down the Way in
decreasing Sze.



Dwellersturned to stare. It had been long and long since the Extreme Prime had been seeninsuch a
display. Hisface was puffy with distress. Though his markings were surely of the highest degree, it must
be admitted that they were unfortunately pale for the season. His data ten-dril drifted to one side, sucking
on aplug by which he dominated the flow, as was his extreme privilege.

Hewas pleading for cam. Vod saw how the Way deep-ened into quiet, dwellers mesmerized by the
gpectacle of Hemms condescending to speak so publicly.

Vod grumbled, "Thiswill tend againgt us. Oh, to shut the fool up!”
Zehops set her mouth, watching the nearest screen.

"... through norma streamsin theflow,” Hemmswas saying. " So we have our immemorid conversein
dignity and inwardness. No need, attend me, to drift toward such things as white robes and unnatura
inclinations. Now, then. Y ou will al tend to resume your norma clothing, asyou are predisposed to be
my faithful adherents, despite what one's servants may whisper in ones ear.”

He closed hiseyes, murmuring, "Rumorsand lies..." Opening them again, his color improved. "But one
knowsthat you love us, and would not flaunt my will. So then, one will be waiting to see such things
relent, and you al return to your places and your habitual garments. Though where such robes can have
come from deeply disturbsone.”

Histendril jerked, asthough in aspasm. "Y es, white robes... While one thought you had been content
with your natural work and the exigencies of the Season, now one finds|ooms have been busy with white
robes. Gomin robes!" The Extreme Prime's color faded to chalk. "This, onewill not tolerate. No looms
will produce white cloth. That iswhat one meant to say from thefirst. No loomswill produce unnatural
cloth. Perhapsif one had made this clear earlier, one could be spared such an aggravation.” Hisvoice
swerved upward. "Onewill know what colors your looms bear. My servantswill ingpect al looms, and
we must find no white cloth, attend me!”

Now the Prime Way filled with low rumbles of talk, an-gry muttering and halfhearted cheers.

Hemms attendants could be seen trying to pluck at him from the sde, but he irritably shook them off and
continued with grester vigor.

"Who studiestheir kin nets among you? Who can recite the degrees, and so forth, and who among you
can re-cite your high prime's net to the twelfth? All, al, attend me, should do so! Should be ableto do
s0, and would be morefitting a demonstration than white robes and carp-ing on afew rugsrolled in the
tunnelg”

Shouts of derision greeted this shocking statement, and V od whispered to Zehops, "Heisdigging hisown
doom." Helooked about him at the astonishing spectacle of dwellers grumbling about their Extreme
Prime.

Meanwhile, the screens showed frantic grabbing at Hemms deeves. Hemmslooked at the Side, as
though his own servants were his enemies. "Y es, even you, you short-tendriled progeny of vanishing
bloodlines. Stand back and recite!" He was bellowing and waving one moment and the next hisvoice
trailed off as he looked to one side. Dissmay crept over hisdrained face. In aweaker, more uncer-tain
voice, he continued: "All... kin nets... to the twelfth degree... in proper respect...

The screen went to black.

When it came back on, it was Nefer Ton Enkar's face on every screen.



"Oneisvery deeply sorry to note Hemmsin poor hedth, asyou observed.” A dight dusting of snuff till
dotted her upper lip, such had been her haste to seize the moment.

"Hemms must surely regret his regrettable comments about our sacred dead. Oneisdistressed by
such—illness— which must excuse him from censure. And from hisduties. It is one's happenstance to
become your Extreme Prime during this—temporary, oneis sure—lapse.”

Behind him, Vod heard Zehops moan. Now, in the Way, amelee broke out, and hands were raised
againg the dem-ongtrators. In asingle stroke, Nefer had stolen the mo-ment, turned the crowd from
rebellion back to tradition. A blow landed on VVod's shoulder. His companions shielded him, moving him
toward the nearest portal, as VVod saw his advantage squandered.

Asever, Down World loved its stability—even if it meant choking to death onit.

Rushing toward the refuge of the SecondWay, the three of them could hear Nefer's voice trailing behind
them: " One has never looked to lead, but only to serve...”

They fled the purring of her voice. But it was every-where.

39

Three ahtralay dead at Juric'sfeet. He kndlt next to one of the bodies, examining the wounds.
"Bot-firear."

Eli turned to look at the bot at his side: an innocent bot—if such a concept could be applied. This bot
hadn't been out of their Sight for days.

Nonplussed by the sudden attention, the Al peeled off adug of fire at a scavenger creeping back to
resumeits meal on the ahtra.

Vecchi and Pig stood guard, eyeing the bodies and the hexadron, perhaps thinking how close these three
ahtra had been to safety, only to be cut down. Or maybe just see-ing dead enemies.

Looking at the mangled bodies, Eli thought how vul-nerable the ahtrawere, to put themselvesin harm's
way every four years, their cyclical war of procreation. Maret had said even the ahtraworld ships sent
shuttles home bearing the latest candidates for ronid, receiving the shut-tles at awell-hidden portal to
DownWorld. So this home world was the ahtra Achilles heal. They needed Up World and its season.
Once Congress Worlds knew this, the tide of war might well change.

Which will force Nefer to launch her ships sooner rather than later ...
Nazim appeared from behind asmall copse of trees. "Found it, Sir.”

The second bot trudged forward, a her sde. Its hous-ing was. punctuated on al sdesby afull array of
arma-ment. Vines and moss hung around it, dragging behind it like the tattered wraps of amummy. To El
it looked weary beyond caring. And guilty ashell.

"No onedsearound, Sir,” she reported, crushing any hopes they might have had for human survivors
accompa-nying the bot. But from the expression on her face, it was clear that Nazim considered the bot
awild stroke of good fortune.

The second bot trundled toward their own bot as though happy to seeit. The Alsrustled with movement.
Eli saw the new bot extend a narrow cylinder, inserting it into a port in the other bot. They were



exchanging information.
No.

Eli strode forward, aiming ahard kick at the bridge be-tween them, hoping to break the contact. It held
with im-pervious strength.

A fresh nozzle emerged from the new bot, pointing at Eli.

Swiftly, Nazim aimed the domino &t the machine. "Or-der, Captain? | can melt this bucket of bolts."
But already the bot's threatening tube had retracted, then the bridge between, the two machines.
"Never mind," Eli muttered. "Too late.”

Juric and the otherslooked at him in confusion.

"Thisbot has got it figured out,” Eli said. "About the enemy. Whoiitis."

Pig stepped back from the bots as though he thought it might be him they decided on.

"Only problemis," Eli said, "the bot's got it wrong." He looked with akind of sadness at the new bot.
"And now he'stold our bot."

The soldiers shuffled uncomfortably, waiting for their superior to make sense of things. All but Juric. He
waswatching Eli dl thistime. "No act of war," he said, "if our machinesgo nuts."

Juric got it, of course. Nailed it.

Eli spokelow and steady. " These bots are under my command. I'm responsible for what they do. And
what they will do." On automatic, the Alswere. To be sure. There wasthat little detail, but it wouldn't
absolve hu-mans from the blame for aclear act of war. Eli turned away from the group and walked a
short distance to clear hishead.

If ahtrasaw that CW bots had attacked their people— had attacked them during ronid—oh, the fury
Miss Nefer could whip up. A clear act of aggression. How many had the bot aready killed?

Nazim, Pig, and Vecchi eyed him nervoudy. Something was up. And they suspected that they weren't
goingtolikeit.

A narrow shadow fdl across him. Juric stood there.

The sergeant sat down, bracing his gun on hisknee, light winking armed, muzzle pointing down-valley.
He spat out awad of fiber, resdue of the ydlow polyps. Asacom-ment, it was e oquent enough. "Dead
pocks never were aproblem, far as| ever knew."

"They're aproblem now, Sergeant.”

Juric's regen side was toward Eli, making him about as easy to read asabot. "The peace," Juric said,
making it sound like awad of polyp fiber.

A jagged wall of dust arose from down-valley. It looked like a curtain of orangerain, aspasm of dugt, in
an atmo-sphere scoured of dust every few hours. But Eli had seen the like before. 1t was an enormous
cloud of insects, dl hatched at once to improve their mating success.



"How many enlisteds have you seen die, Sergeant?”

The scent of rain rode the air, making each breath heavy. "Enough,” Juric answered.
Eli thought of the battles the man had known. It was afull ligt, holding alot of blood.
"Isit? Enough?" Eli dill gazed out &t the plume of in-sects.

"Not ameatter of what | think."

Oh, but it was. Now it was. The master sergeant must concur. Two officers or two noncoms, or one of
each, waswhat it took to decommission abot in thefield, if put on automatic. If Alswere put on
automatic, it meant desper-ate straits. So it would take more-than-ordinary measuresto stand them
down. So it was very much amatter of what Sergeant Juric thought. What he thought of Eli, most of dll.

Eli went on, "How many you figure will dieif the ahtraavenge their dead here?’

It was aclear and ugly choice: pull the plug on the Als, and maybe not make it back to the ship. Or leave
the two killing machines free to sweep the area of pocks.

Juric hadn't blinked for avery long time. That Sde didn't blink very much. Eventually the master sergeant
said, "Guess usfive don't matter, live or dead.”

Eli wouldn't have put it like that. They mattered. But soldiers got paid to die, every one of them knew
that. Now maybe they'd earn their pay.

Clouds scudded overhead, as though fleeing from some-thing up-valley. Their shadows swept over Eli
and histroops, bringing afew seconds of relief from the dual blaze of the suns. Rainswould form up
again, within acouple hours.

Eli sat out the choice, saying it Smply. "Figure ashort trek will kill uswithout the Als?*
"Doneagood job so far.”

"Yes. Cut usdown to five. Three Transport, two In-fantry." He would have had it otherwise, but it was
asMaret had said. "The worst of usin the whole unit. That'swho's left. The meanest, most self-serving,
paranoid bas-tards of both divisons.”

Juric turned aquick look on Eli, what might have been asmile of relish at the edge of hismouth. "Maybe
0. Maybewe are." Helooked in the direction of Nazim, Pig, and Vecchi. "Good enough to get two
miles, or dietry-ing."

Asthey gazed down-valley, aband of rippers could be seen galoping after something, al in slenceat this
dis-tance.

Juric stood up, the act taking alittle longer than it had in the other direction.

Eli knew Juric had no reason to love him; much the op-posite. But the man waslooking at him long and
steady, maybe trying to take the measure of this captain as Eli was of the sergeant.

Then Juric nodded, his voice low and cam. "Y ou ready to put those dogs down?'

Eli hoped hedidn't show hisrelief. He covered by get-ting to hisfeet and brushing the dust from his
uniform. "I'm ready, Sergeant.”



They passed the enlisteds, who watched them, brows wrinkled.

Asthey approached the two Als, one of the bots backed up a step. 1t wouldn't do to ascribe human
motives to them, of course.

Juric stepped close to the bot, placing his hand on the command pandl. " Too stupid to know an enemy
when it seesone” He grinned & the unit. "Me."

The panel was reading the sergeant's DNA.

The thought cameto Eli as he reached out to the bot's pandl: Were you with Sascha? Did you see her
die? Was she dead? The thought still nagged at him, that she might be out there somewhere. ..

From deep ingde the bot issued ahigh, stinging tone of the processors deactivating. Having read Eli's
genetic Sg-nature, it ood down.

The other bot—the one they thought of as"theirs'— aso went meekly into deep mode, emitting itsown
long whine, and then what sounded like a shudder, it seemed to Eli, of relief.

Then they left the bots behind, resuming their journey, with Eli on point, four good soldiers coming
behind.

Along the perimeter of the woody den, Sascha dug an-other hole and buried the soft, bloody moss. In
thetorren-tiad rains, the moss would soon have been clean again to use againgt her body, but moss was
plentiful, and she feared the smell of blood would draw predators—those witless enough to enter the den
of the king predators. There had been afew, to the delight of the Singers.

Madame Singer had |€eft at first light, as was her habit. The others sat in the pitilessrain, watching the
tumble play of the three youngsters, whose main targets of mock battle were each other and Brat.
Watchful sat her place, chewing on ahaunch of meat while observing Saschadig-ging her hole, blinking
now and again to wash therain from her eyes. Watchful hadn't Ieft the nest for days, act-ing irritable,
staring at Sascha as though brooding over some awful lapse.

Sascha patted mud over the hole and pulled the vines back into place. The odor of rich mud mixed with
the smell of Singer dung and the overripefruit that had be-come her diet staple. She inhaded the soupy
ar, dmost nourishment initself, it was so heavy. She stood, wiping her muddy hands on her shirt. She
imagined her mother's disgpproving look. A lady did not wipe her hands on her clothes. And shewas
now, in truth, alady, awoman grown. Not aferd child.

She longed to be clean again. The clothes she had worn for weeks were rotting from her frame. The
buttons of her shirt were long gone. It was asimple matter to have done with the tattered things. As she
freed hersdf from her shirt and long pants, they tore like seaweed. She stood naked in the forest shower,
wesaring only her boots and lantern, let-ting the rain pelt her skin while Watchful put down the bone she
was gnawing on and stared as though she had never seen anaked human before.

Around Saschathe rain clattered, needling the leaves and puddles of the bower and the degper woods.
The sound was almost the crackle of fire, aconflagration feast-ing on the Gray Spiny Forest.

With her eyes closed, the sound became the roar of atwo-man log in the greet fireplace of the family hall.
In an-other life she would have known her body's change in adifferent way. With silk, and white velvet,
and the creamy pearls of her materna grandmother's necklace. With ta-bles of savory dishes, with meaty
main courses, buttery side dishes, with food as decoration: carved, julienned, fanned, layered, and
molded. |ced smdlcakes heavy with candied fruits. Mutton and fragrant cheeses and shdllfish gewswith



greet loaves of herb bread. The young men, siiff in Officer Candidate uniformstoo heavy to sit in, would
be nudged on by their fathers to make nice to Sascha Jaizelle Olander. Her hair would glitter with spikes
of light from ajeweled hair net, and a her bosom the sym-bolic long pin, resting in her gown'sfabric,
capped with adiamond. In the old days, one drew out the pin at on€e's breast and drove it into the eye of
aconqueror taking spoils. So her grandmother had told her with relish, know-ing that Saschathought the
young bucksin their uniforms both slly and threstening.

The nest occupants were on edge, humming shrilly. Everyone had been upset since the death of Triplet's
baby. They let Saschabury it, but regarded her with something that felt like blame.

Now, one of the youngsterswas at Sascha's elbow. In the clatter of rain, Sascha hadn't heard it
approach. He snatched afruit that she had by her sde, scampering off, shredding the pod in atrail of
yellow pulp. Casting the seed stone aside, he collected histwo siblings, and the three of them bounded
vicioudy toward her.

Sherose, clutching her lamp. Fipping it on, she sprayed them with light, causing one of them to veer
away. The other two dowed, but advanced.

They had grown during her stay here. Now they needn't stretch their necksfar to look her inthe eye. She
shouldn't have stared at the lead youngdter, it ingpired him to move. He legpt forward, but collided with
his sibling who had the same aggressive thought. Asthey extricated themselves from their tangle, Sascha
backed up toward the nest wall to protect her back.

Now Brat was among them, droning in excitement, shoving them with hislong arms, but playfully. One of
the young ones bit him. Thiswasn't play anymore. Brat screamed, and Triplet's head rose from the nest.
Her hum filled the enclosure, a short burst of melody. The three sib-lings now advanced on Sascha,
heedless of Triplet's song. Brat worried the hind legs of one of them, and a small skir-mish broke out,
sending hums through the nest and caus-ing the vines to tremble with the noise.

Sascha's ever-present light waslosing its power over the youngsters. Now it was only adirect pulse of
light that made any difference. She swerved her lamp from one to the other of the two foremost
crestures. They moved apart to make it harder for her, circling to each sde.

Behind the woody wall in back of her, she could hear the droning bass thrums of Demon, dwaysa
counterpoint to the eventsin the nest.

The cubs charged. Simultaneoudy, Watchful erupted from her placid seat. Sascha had never seen her
move o fast. She vaulted, her hum pitched so high it diced pain-fully into Saschas ears. Thefloor of the
nest trembled with her landing, and she crashed forward, ripping up vines and hurtling them &t the
youngsters, smashing apaw into Triplet's face as the mother advanced to protect her young.

The three young ones fled to the farther side of the en-closure as Watchful ssomped and screamed.
Triplet relin-quished the center of the nest to Watchful, who raised her head and sent along, soaring note
into the sky. Every Singer now stood frozen, staring at the old denizen. A stream of drool fell from the
sde of her mouth as she stood there, panting at her exertions.

The uproar was over. Now Watchful turned her great blue eyesto stare down on Sascha. Sascha
waited, stick-gtill. Something in the eyes of her protector had fled.

Watchful advanced toward her. It wasadow, jerky ad-vance, punctuated by hard stomps of her great
feet. Saschaknew to back up. And then Watchful moved to one side, forcing Saschato retreat aong the
perimeter of the nest. The creature was till panting, her warm breeth hitting Saschain the face, smelling
of baking bread. They were headed in the direction of the back door.



Watchful scomped closer, sending Saschainto the open-ing in theviney wall. The Singer somped again,
leaving no doubt that Sascha's welcome had run out.

Sascha stood on the border between den and forest. Her mouth parted, to say something to Watchful.
But what could shesay? I'm sorry for the blood. | never meant for it to come.

Now it had. And just as she had dways feared: disas-troudy.
Saschaturned from the Singer and walked through the hole in the nest wall.
Demon waswaiting.
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Vod stood up from the watch he had been keeping over Ooan, fellow digger, erstwhilerebel for such a
brief span. The physiopath disconnected the tube in Ooan's wind-pipe. There was need of it elsewhere,
asdozens of fluxorslay herein the SecondWay, driven from the usua ways and bloodied from
skirmishes.

At hissde, Harn muttered, "Another rug we will never seeagain.”
Vod heard the message below the words, We are dying, fluxors are dying, while you wait.

The sick |obe was crowded, overflowing into the nar-row tunnels of the gomins secret world. VVod went
from pallet to pallet, encouraging the wounded, paying respects, while Harn kept to hisside like abad
conscience.

Nefer had used restraint against those flaunting gomin robes—she was no fool to provoke areaction
among the fluxors—but when she made a show of her troopsin the Prime Way, the fluxors, in an excess
of zedl, provoked her guards, who retaliated. There followed asurge of agitated statics who moved
againgt gomin sector, and deaths oc-curred.

Zehops then opened the SecondWay to the wounded, perhaps jeopardizing the ancient gomin retrest,
but prov-ing her mettle. Now fluxor guards stood at every hidden portal into the SecondWay. Well, Vod
reasoned, if they had not gained much, they were at least holding on.

Vod and Harn walked the crowded tunnels, barely able to pass among the pallets and those ministering.
Voices echoed strangely in these ways devoid of the hab, where smooth, unfeding walls seemed more
like tubesthan home.

Thisisthe ThirdWay, Vod thought. No longer a hide-out for gomin, it was now the galery of his
revolution.

But Harn interrupted hisreverie, boring home his point. *How long will you wait, Vod-as? If they but
knew, they'd turn on her faster than you can say Nefer Ton Enkar ."

Hed heard it before, He'd said no before. But Harn would not leave his side, and there was no |obe of
privacy, no escaping Harn's voice.

Vod answered, "What ships she has, shelll launch. And then what will we have loosed?”

Nefer wasn't ready. If she were, her shipswould have burst through their confinement Down World and
be cruis-ing the Neymium Belt by now. Harn made a sour look, not wanting to hear therest. "Then well
have anew enemy: Congress Worlds. Where will our struggle be then? Back-minded, Harn-as,



backminded."

Vod accepted amorsel of food from adigger in atat-tered white robe. They served him asthough he
weretheir prime leader, they looked to him for answers, for direc-tion. He thought they would not long
follow him if they comprehended how little he knew, how little he had of the certainty they needed. He
nodded in courtesy at the digger, asthough the plate of food was his due, acting the part even in front of
Harn.

"You talk of containing her, Vod-as," Harn responded, "but sheis containing usl Sheis controlling us,
controlling you. Thelonger we wait, the more flock to her. We need to be outward, as sheigl”

"That isawager wed lose. How many turned on Nefer's guards to protect us? How many urged against
Nefer intheflow? Plug in, Harn-as, wager for our cause, see how many join you." Helocked gazeswith
his co-worker. Then, chalenging him, he cocked his head to adatatrunk clinging to thewal. Harn
looked at the trunk, then at the floor, acquiescing.

They had been in the flow, reading its crests and surges. Every span, Vod was plugged in, contending
with the slf-styled Extreme Prime. He fought Nefer for the fore and backminds of the dwellers, a
battleground where he could test himsalf without ultimate risk. He and Nefer traded speech for speech,
argument for argument. This struggle dominated the flow, with Vod reminding the dwellers of the many
dead from the reign of Hemms-Nefer, the many injustices endured by the gomin.

But it wasn't enough. He must give the dwellers more than digger and gomin grievances. There had
aways been digger deaths. They sacrificed so that others could dwell in security. It would be tradition.

For revolution he must have something more powerful than complaint. He must haveavision. A vison
tied to the prosperity of the kin nets and the strength of the blood-lines.

There grew within him avison of anew time of out-wardness; of anew dliance with humans. Ahtra
security would be based not on arms, but on trade and renewd. 1t would extend beyond Down World,
encompassing the FarReaches, their galactic home. It was not, he admitted, the absolute security Nefer
promised. It was relational, a process of ahtra becoming secure in relation to human se-curity. Asthe
Data Guides sad, dl matter, dl life was a process. No thing was fundamenta initself. Thereisno
foolproof security. It made Zehops and Harn nervousfor him to say these things publicly. But it was his
vison.

He might be no philasopher, but it would haveto do.

Down the way, he saw Zehops hurrying toward him. For all her persona courage, he saw her paefor
thefirst time. Well, if Zehops falters, she brings a dark strand of news, indeed, he thought.

"Come," shesad, breathlesdy.
"With arms?' Harn asked, clearly sharing Vod'sadarm.

"Just hurry!" she urged. Dwellers, those who could walk, followed the three of them in ajumble of
voices. Wegpons were drawn, rumors flowed, and the odor of fear sained theair. "Anarmy..."
someone said. Vod and Harn were running now, close on the heel's of Zehops Cer Aton.

They came to ahidden entrance, tucked in the back of alobe. The guards stood aside, and VVod and his
compan-ions crawled through.

They werein Zehops den.



Now, with the clamor of the SecondWay muted, they stood in the quiet apartment, looking to Zehopsfor
the cause of such arush.

Shetook Vod by the arm, murmuring, "Weran out of robes."

Asheturned into the way, aribbon of light caught his eye. Down the path were two bright ranks of
dwdllers, lined againg the hab walls, in military order. Stretching to the next bend in the way stood
dwellers wearing arm-bands of white, holding such weapons as mavs and knives, and lengths of hose.
Sowly turning in the other direction, Vod saw the same banners extending to the limit of sight.

He caught Ham's dow blink. They were witnessing the gathering of hisarmy. The White.
Zehopswhispered in hisear: " Say something to them.”

He was trying. But hisvoice had fled.

Turning to Harn, he murmured, "Now we will move againgt her." Harn nodded.

"But firgt, I'll talk to them, one-on-one. Y ou, Harn-as, walk down the way, speak to them, know their
names."

Harn amiled, and turned to the fluxor beside him, firstinline.

Vod and Zehops waked the other way, taking the long walk down the length of the armed ranks,
learning thelr names.
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They crept through the night, not stopping to ret, the five of them, the last of the contingent of the Lucia
and the Fury. With Juric and Pig wounded, the defense fdll to Eli, Nazim, and VVecchi. Vecchi fought like
amadman, an ah-tramav in one hand, an L-31 in the other, firing dter-nately, or two-fisted, at anything
that moved.

By dawn they were staggering, and pressing on through alight rain that evaporated under the crushing
light of thetwo suns. Juric looked like the walking dead, hisfacerigid and blanched. Hisarm smdlled like
it had been dead along time.

Then they heard Vecchi shouting up ahead. Nazim strode forward, the domino raised for action. In
another moment she was back.

"Sir. It'sthere.” Her grin looked positively ferd. "The Lucia.”

They waked out of thetall grassto see Pig and-ing at the edge of the clearing, gazing on the Lucia with
something closeto religious rapture. Vecchi was prancing around the ship, dapping its sdes and hooting.
Evento

Eli the squat, gray trangport ship was avision of beauty. Theindustria housings of the external modules
were scul ptured and symmetrica. A profusion of rivets dot-ted the craft like stitchery, interrupted by
tanks, ports, casings, feed lines, forward and aft fuel tanks, and land-ing/take-off assemblies. A work of
Congress Worlds art.

And swarming with vines.

Vecchi jumped up and swung on one of them that draped from the radio array. He warbled like Tarzan,
then jumped down, managing to convey histhoughts without accumulating push-ups.



"That will do, Private," Eli said, grinning despite him-sdif.

"Goddamn fool," Juric muttered. He eyed the perime-ter of the clearing, as though expecting one last
assault from Null.

"We have madeit," Pig pronounced solemnly. He looked like he might cry.'t

A quarter mile off, the remains of the Fury protruded from the rampant green. It might have beenina
previous lifewhen Eli had stood herelast, gazing at that ruined ship, thinking that his unpleasant duty was
to know whether it had failed with honor or without.

The world had changed since then. As had hisduty.
Nazim called to Eli from a short distance away, where she knelt in the grass.

When Eli joined her, he saw theremains of asoldier. Nazim examined the ID chip. "Corpora Nuninga,
In-fantry.”

Vecchi raised hishand, jumping with excitement.
Eli nodded at him.

"That's Bill Nuninga, Captain, he went with Captain Marzano, he was one of her unit that went to bringin
the ship." He stared down at the gnawed bones. "He got chomped ten feet from the fucking ship!"

Pig frowned at the volley of words. Looking a him with fiendish delight, VVecchi continued, "Ten feet
from the fucking ship!" To shut him up, Juric set him to cutting away the vines probing the ship's ventsand
nozzles as he and Nazim searched the grass, finding three more bodies.

Then, with Pig standing watch toward the sea of grass around them, Eli, Juric, and Nazim clanked up the
ac-cess ramp of the ship. Nazim touched the commands into the hatchway panel. The ship crooned a
smooth, pand-release sound, and the hatchway did open.

Thefetid odor of putrefaction met them. AsNazim turned right toward crew quarters, Eli and Juric
headed |eft down the grated corridor to the flight deck. They passed the blackened scar of plasmafire on
the bulkhead, and Eli stedled himsdlf for aview of the flight controls. But asthey came onto the bridge,
another sght commanded their attention.

There on the floor, propped up against the back of the navigator chair, sat Luce Marzano, dead aweek
or more. Her body bore savage wounds. An L-31 lay in her |ap, one of her hands still fixed on the
trigger.

Eli's heart fdt inert in his chest. HEd had no reason to bdieve that Marzano had survived, but it hadn't
stopped him from hoping.

Theflight deck instrumentation looked in good order. Chances were, the ship was servicegble. They
would go home. Some of them.

Juric knelt next to the body, where he picked up afolded wad of paper.
"Sir." He stood, handing it over to Eli.
One side was a ship readout. On the other was a scrawl-ing note, written in pencil.

He read through it once. Then he turned and gazed out the nearest flight-deck port, encompassing atidy



circle of gray-green, brilliant in the tropica sun.
Then he read the note again.

Stting in my own blood, guarding the hatch access. If my people come through that hatch, I'll kill
them. In their favor, it was a bad seven miles, about the worst any of these young patches ever
saw, and no sleep for three days, so they went a little nuts. No excuse.

We lost half our number in thefirst day. Hard slogging. Bad rivers. Came upon a great humming
beast who killed Veracruz. The patches were crazy with fear. It made a likeness of Hammond
Farley, who they all knew. Seeing Farley, they couldn't fire, and they died, Privates Reese and
Corulian. We fled while it ate them. The beast didn't follow us, but one by one we went down. By
the time ive crossed the last river we were six in number, and so tired we were careless. Private
Loeb walked right into the arms of a tall, wingless bird. The rains didn't stop. When we found the
Lucia, they all thought we couldn't fly into the jagged valley of Charlie Camp and land. The men
demanded to go home. All alittle crazy, but | killed Private Nuninga when he turned hisgun on
me. | cleared the ship, but took a gut wound, then a slug in my hip, so | can't move. Nothing

wor ks from the waist down. Keep them from coming in the hatchway. Cold.

Sounds outside. | sent them out to die, God help me. Don't trust them anymore. Hope to outlast
them.

Dying. Now, on my honor, tell you and swear my ship failed and limped into orbit. Decayed.
Brought us down, is God's truth. No deserters. We were all ready to die for our Worlds. So we
have.

God bring you to the ship, though it be
without Captain Eli Dammond, a brave man. Thefirst to die. God bring you home.
For Congress Worlds, Capt. L. Marzano.

Eli handed the paper to Sergeant Juric, who read it in S-lence, then passed it to the others when they
cameinfromther duties.

AsEli stared out the port, Juric supervised the remova of Captain Marzano's remains to the body
freezer.

Pig volunteered for medl prep. He coaxed the meal processorsinto cranking out beef stew, creamed
corn, and apple pie. The standard gripe about army onboard beef stew was no bread. Processors never
could make leavened bread. Thistime they ate in silence, no comments about the bread, grateful just for
the stew, and their lives.

That accomplished, Eli called for systems checks, and Juric took over the control panels, one-handed,
not trust-ing the job to anyone ese. They lit up, red pretty.

From deep in the grasses, Maret watched the ship as the launch systemswhined to life. Now that the
humans had come, she faced a dilemma, whether to help them or not. She did not forget her promiseto
Eli Dammond. But then she had seen the bodies of the dwellers, massacred by Congress Worlds soldiers
or their robotics.

Maret watched as, indde the ship, people passed in front of the portsin the forward cabin. One of them
was Eli. Was this the same captain of shipsthat she had known Below? It was possible humans changed
their patterns with ease, one guise among captors, another among their own.



She had waited here in the grass, knowing the sur-vivors would come. When she saw them, she watched
them intently asthey searched thefield, and cut vines away from the ship. They looked ugly and
desperate, dl but Eli. But no matter how hard she stared, their pat-terns became no clearer, her foremind
became no more resolved.

Maret had cometo tell Eli she had seen the young hu-man, the girl that he hoped to save. And that the
vone kept her.

Shedidn't think the vone capable of mercy. But per-haps more unfailingly than either human or ahtra,
they recognized one of their own.

From the high ground where she had been walking, Sascha looked down on the swamp waters. Shafts of
light plunged through the mosses and trees, spattering the warter's surface with freckles of light. Standing
in adeep wdl of sunshine, shelet the heat dry her back. Butterflies dighted on her skin and hair, dso
drying themselves, as she had seen them do on the Singers. Perhaps by now she smelled like a Singer, or
looked like one. She hoped so. In thisworld it was better to be one of its denizensthan aforeigner.

For dl that had happened, she couldn't blame the world itself, only that they had come here ignorant and
unprepared. It was, like every living thing, wondrous and perfect in its own right. She hoped it wasn't a
betrayd to think so.

She covered the body of the soldier with layers of moss. It was an imperfect burid that wouldn't last
long, but it was the only respect she knew how to give the body after she had taken the clothes and the
equipment. Nearby, the soldier's shirt now hung drying on tough, upright canes. Laid out before her on
the ridge were a canteen, water-sanitization kit, utility knife, and handgun.

The flaresfour nights ago came from the west. She judged she was heading northwest along the ridgeline,
not the right direction. But surrounded by teeming swamp waters, she had little choice but to follow the
dry land. She hoped it would lead out of the forest. And before nightfall.

It seemed that Demon preferred the dry route aswell. He had been following her al morning.

She looked aong the spine of the ridge where, forty yards away, the creature stood, aways keeping the
same distance between them. He toyed with her. Maybe he wanted her to run, for the sport of it. Shed
lose that race. Her defense wasto ignore him, as she usudly had in the nest. She might have used the
L-31 against Demon. But the big wegpon lay buried under the mosswith its owner. It hadn't saved that
soldier, and it would be heavy to carry. Besides, she saw how the forest creatures deferred to Demon,
quieting and dinking away, or rushing head-long for the uncertain refuge of the watersjust to avoid him.
With this great beast afew paces away, her path was oddly safer.

It hurt that Watchful had turned on her. But Saschaknew she hadn't been entirely innocent. It wasn't long
before she'd figured out that the old Singer needed a babe to nurture—till living with the bones of the
real one as Watchful was—and Sascha had played dong. She gtill remembered the rage in Watchful's
face at having to confront the truth. That Saschawas no child. And no Singer.

Theair colored with the green wings of butterflies asthey arose from her back. Pulling on the army-issue
shirt, she belted it with the soldier's web belt. Then she took a swig of water from the purified contents of
the canteen and hooked it to the belt, stuffing the first-aide pouch in her breast pocket. Her boots were
gtill better than what this private had worn, and with the shirt long enough to hang to her thighs, she had
no need of the trousers. She had gone past the time she needed mossto catch her blood. She considered
cutting her hair, now that she was awoman grown, but instead tied it behind her neck with alength of
vine



Around her for asfar as she could see, lay the water-colored world of greens and browns, woven with
slvered water. Amid the chittering of the forest animas she could hear Demon's humming, amore
assured melody than when he had been an outsider, at the nest where Madame and Watchful held sway.
Saschathought she caught strands of song that she had taught Watchful, but oddly revised, de-caying
into other, deeper songs.

It occurred to her that at any time she could turn and walk toward Demon. She could choose her own
moment. That choice calmed her nerves, and her dread of Demon evaporated in the streaming sun. All
the worst had hap-pened. Everything that she had hated to lose was aready lost. Even Watchful's
protection and the uneasy truce of the Singer nest had fallen away. Logt, too, was her bot, de-parted
with al her research, perhapsto sink into a perma-nent durry of mud. A cam sense of freedom coated
her thoughts. It wasn't that she no longer cared. Indeed, she cared more than ever before. Each moment
held al her care, her memories of her father, her observations of the watery world—hed it dl. If she
gtayed in thismoment, and then this one, everything remained.

Her equipment thumped gently againgt her as she re-sumed her trek dong theridge. Her flashlight
gorayed itslight around her and she moved in an easy stride, hearing Demon'sfootfals behind her.

By late afternoon she came to the end of theridge, where it doped gently toward swirling water.

The dope pulsed with movement. Therein the shade afforded by the ridge, hundreds of amphibs
dumbered. Heads bobbed up at her approach. The nearest ones jumped onto two legs, watching her,
swaying. Long tongues darted out, tasting the air. Now the entire hill-side stood up.

Saschapointed her light, her heart thudding. Stopping transfixed, the nearest amphibs blinked into the
light. Then advanced.

The ridge rumbled behind her. Whether it was the ground shaking or arumbling sound in the air, she had
no time to discern before she felt hersalf shoved to the ground. Demon passed by, ssomping into the
midst of the swarm.

In the next instant he was flicking the amphibs away with savage swipes of clawed hands. Sascha heard
the whoosh of hisjointed arms as he diced the air and the am-phibs bodies. The water boiled asthe
farthest of them plopped into that refuge. Others were ssomped benesth greet, flat feet. Within moments
the ground was littered with small bodies. Demon casualy ate several as he watched the remnant leap
into theriver.

He turned then, eyes scanning for further assaults to his command of the ridge. But there was only
Sascha. She shut off the lamp hanging by its strap on her chest. Demon hated her lamp, and she judged
him in none too fineamood asit was. The crendated folds on hisforehead quiv-ered as he sampled the
gndlsaround him.

You don't smell too good yourself, she thought. Then, rdliving the scene of theliving hillsde, she
dumped to her knees, shivering. Shelooked up at the monster of the Sticks asit gpproached. But she
couldn't move, and be-sides, it wasfar too late.

When hisarm draped aong the ground in front of her, she stared &t itsrough hide, itscircular
pockmarks. She knew the difference between Watchful and Demon, and considered her options. Then,
making her choice, she climbed on Demon'sarm.

Raising her upinto the air, and tucking her againgt his body, he strode down the dope into the dark
water.



* * %

Engines thundered, vibrating the flight deck. The whine of the hydraulics sang of systems at the ready.
Sergeant Juric, till able—but barely—to it copilot, toggled the switches for departure.

Eli had delayed aslong as he could.

"Advisory check," he said over headset to Juric.
"Satisfactory,” Juric responded. "' Cabin pressure nomi-na.”
"Nitrogen supply switch—on. Cabin vent complete.”
"Crew secure? Corpora Nazim?"

From &ft, at crew stations, "Yes, sr."

From Juric: "Main engine pressure at 93 percent.”

"Looks good, Sergeant..." Eli stopped in mid report, his gaze caught by amovement in thefidd, in front
of the ship.

"Standby.”
Then: "Throttle down, Sergeant.”
"Sir?' from duric.

It was an ahtra. Standing in view of the near port, a spot where the blast thrust would blacken the
ground. Standing gazing at the ship, clothesfluttering in abrisk wind. In aclear human gesture, the ahtra
beckoned.

Looking closer, he recognized her. It was Maret.

"Abort launch, Sergeant.” He nodded at the port, as Juric leaned over him to stare, seeing what Eli saw,
or see-ing an ahtra, anyway.

Eli nodded to him. The sergeant powered down the en-gines, atwitch in his good cheek the only
comment.

In another ingtant, the crew pounded up to the flight deck, stopping in the corridor, worried faces poking
through the hatchway.

Heturned to face them. "Corpora Nazim," he said. "Here is an ahtra that we will have reason to speak
with. Escort her to captain's quarters. With al cour-tesy."

"Sir," the astonished Nazim managed to say. Vecchi's face had gone closed and narrow, while Pig
looked like he had just lost the last thought he ever owned.

She stood facing him, smal and dark, eyes so large they must take in awider world than he could ever
know. Her skin markings, affording such excellent camouflage out-side, set her into sharp rdlief againgt
the bulkheads.

He reached out hishand. "Maret." It surprised him, how much it pleased him to see her.

Looking at hishand, she answered, "Eli."



The low register of her voice made her hard to hear when she spoke softly, as now: ™Y ou have done
everything wetold you wasimpossible," she said. "It gives me two happinessesto seeyou yet dive.”

"And me, I'm more than glad. | never thought to see you again." He couldn't know what she had
endured, but saw her scars, here and there. "Are you wellI? Would you like weter, anything?'

"No, but one thanks you."
Not wanting to embarrass her about ronid, he care-fully said, "Do you have everything you hoped for?"
"Yes" wasdl she answered. She was looking around his cabin, observing his persona space.

Seeing it from her perspective, he thought the place should be more than it was. It had no decoration, no
art, nothing persona. A photo of his parents and brotherswas dl. It was this she looked at for along
while. Then shewaved her hand a him. "Please St down, Eli. Y ou tend to be too tall.”

He sat and they faced each other in silence.

"Y our people are not happy to see me, Eli."

He amiled. "They don't want to be here longer than they haveto.”

"Nather domine”

At her leve stare, he knew her suspicions. The bots.

"We stopped them," he said. "We shut them down and left them disabled.”

Her face acquired a softer expression, if he could re-member from what now seemed avery long time
ago, and very deep underground.

"But now we have aharder job," he said.
"War..." shesad. "Your people dead. Y ou must tel your general's we raised no hand against them.”
He shook hishead. "That doesn't matter now. Nefer has changed the game. Raised the stakes.”

Maret closed her eyesfor amoment, asthough just the sound of her old nemesis name brought dismay.
She sat on the extrachair, hands resting on her knees. "Tell me."

He said what he knew, which was only as much as Tirinn had told him. They sat along whilein sllence.
Her skin had paled, and Eli redlized how much better shelooked in her clear, dark markings. Findly she
sad, "Vod has chalenged her. Perhaps he will prevail.” Her voice be-trayed how likely she thought that
was. "He demands fluxor rule. But such athing has never been seen in ten-thousand cycles."

Thiswas news. "How does Vod fare against her?”'
She shrugged. "It has been three intervas since | had any news from those ascending.”

"Go and lend him your support, Maret." He didn't know much about VVod, but he thought of Nefer and
won-dered who could prevail againg her.

"Y es, onewill, soon. Buit firdgt, thereismy promiseto you. That | would help your people..." She
blinked, one of those dow ahtran blinks.

"What isit, Maret?'



Another blink. Then: "Theyoung onelives, Eli."

Ashiseyeslocked on hers she continued, "The one you cal Sascha Olander. | saw her."
He sat very ill. He whispered, "Where?"

"In the OverWoods, in the nest of the vone."

His voice came out scrappy. "Nest?'

"Yes, inthar kin grouping. They keep her."

He took a deep bresth to replenish the air held been holding in his chest for the last while, maybe the last
weeks.

"Tdl me. Tdl mewhat you saw.”

He listened to her story—the gray-green swamp, the young human in the trees, with black ropes of
hair—but in his heart, he was already on hisway back to the forest.

The crew would not be happy about this.
The crew be damned.
It was news best told quickly. "We're going back,” he said.

Nazim, Vecchi, and Pig stared at him, each with their own thoughts, but not hard to parse out. Juric dept
on abunk some paces away, findly collapsed. Maret waited outside, on the accessramp, Eli's
concesson to the crew'slong history of killing ahtraand being killed by them.

Hetold them about the granddaughter of the genera, dive out there in the woods. They didn't seem as
relieved ashewas.

Vecchi raised hishand. At Eli'snod, he said, "That pock could belying. Sir."

"l judge otherwise, Private."

"It'sabloody pock!" Vecchi's mouth quivered with more wordsitching to get out.
"Shut up,” Nazim snarled at him.

Vecchi turned on her asthough she had struck him. " Shut up? Shut up? That'sal | doneis shut up for the
last bloody ten miles!" He turned vacant, urgent eyes on each of them. "WEeIl never get home, you know?
Well never get out now. Fitch your tents, boys and girls, and dit your throats!”

Pig shook his head sadly. "Now you went and made me lose count.”
"Enough, Private," Eli sad.

"Enough? Y ou think it's enough?' Vecchi looked star-tled, like avessel had blown somewherein his
head. He turned, lunging for the gun belt dung on the post of the nearest cot.

Pig fumbled for agun, but before he could fire, Vecchi stopped short, gulping.

Hetook a step backward. Swiveling around to face the others, helooked surprised. A knife protruded
from thefront of hisneck. Heripped it out, clutching his bleeding throat, then sat abruptly on the bunk.



Then he did to the floor, dowly, asthough careful not to hurt himsdlf.

Juric was propped up by one elbow, staring at Vecchi as he twitched on the floor. " Should have killed
him daysago," he mumbled.

Eli nodded at Nazim to attend to VVecchi. She went for amed kit, and by the time she got to work,
Vecchi was un-conscious. Nazim applied pressure to the wound, but it streamed blood between her

fingers

Juric managed to St up on the edge of hisbunk,, cra-dling hisarm and staring at his knife on the floor as
though it were adamn shame héld haveto clean it again.

Pig was fumbling to get hispistol back in the holster.

Noticing, Juric caught Pig'seye. "Boy," he said amost gently. "No cdl to fire agun shipboard, now, is
there?"

"No, gr," Pig answered, eyeswide.

Juric nodded. "Just S0 you remember. We got along flight home.”

Nazim stood up from her position by Vecchi'sbody. "Dead, Sr,” she said to Eli.
"Chi Chi was scared shitless of going back out again. Guess he died anyway."
"Then hedied for nothing,” Eli said.

Pig looked at him, afurrow between his eyes.

"I'm going done. | never thought to take any of you. That ahtraand | are going back for the girl by
oursalves”

A coughing sound came from Juric's cot. Helay back down, very dowly, favoring hisarm. After afew
more rumblesfrom that quarter they realized that Juric was laughing.

hi

It had become a violent struggle between the White and the Red. Nefer had appropriated the sacred red
for her own banner, leaving ignominious white, with dl itsgomin implications, for Vod'sragtag rebellion.

With hiswhite robes swirling around him as he waked, Vod went abroad fredly, striding through the
ways. Under-Prime was his. OverPrime was Nefer's.

The Prime Way was the zone of struggle. It lay empty now, the latest skirmish having left fleshy wounds
in the hab, the data pedestal s and screens flashing their chaotic messages. And on those screens, the
wagers still flowed, even now, after many deaths. Odds had it for Red.

Harn raced into the SecondWay, huffing with the effort.

"She'sout," hesad smply.

Vod was on hisfeet and down the corridor; Zehops was a his side, thrusting her gun into her belt.
"Youreready?' he asked Harn.

Harn nodded, glancing at Zehops. Their joint command of troops was an uneasy compromise; shefor the



gomin, hefor thediggers.
"Morethan ready. What say you, Zehops-as?*
She grinned. "Gomin have been ready for athousand cycles."

They rushed through UnderPrime, collecting their forces. It was no secret he stalked Nefer Ton Enkar.
Now he had found her. His spies were among the Red, as he had no doubt their spieswere among the
White. Nefer sometimes | eft her dead-end gdlleries, the collgpsed tun-nels surrounding her lair. Thistime
they would snare her.

At the portd to Prime Way, Vod turned to his lieu-tenants. "For the White Reign,” he said, "or may we
never gt our rugsagain.”

"The White Reign,” Harn growled.
"And for Vod-as, White Prime," Zehops said, looking even more fierce than Harn.

With ahundred count of armed Whites, they poured into the deserted Prime Way. Inthedim
promenade, the screensflickered, lending ajerky quality to their movements asthey hurried acrossto the
one portd they thought they might penetrate. It had been blocked, but a snaking tunndl remained in the
debris, work of their dliesin OverPrime, in preparation for this moment. One by one, Vod'sforce
entered the porta and began crawling.

A skirmish at the head of the upway. By the time Vod emerged, three Red had fallen.
Vod changed into his old clothes. "My own troopswill think meaRed," he muttered.
"They know you, Vod-as. No one will mistake you."

"If I am killed, Zehops-as, it fdlsto you."

"ButHarn-as..."

"Hewill follow you. Harn follows, it ishow hetends. Promise me."

Shejutted her chin to the sde. "We're not ready for agomin Extreme Prime.”

"But we arefor adigger?' Vod grinned at her. "Zehops-as, you may have no choice."

He saluted her, then turned and ran, with hisfighters— disguised, as he was—following at adistance to
avoid drawing atention.

At abranching in the way he dowed to awalk. Here, avoiding knots of Red, he followed the ways,
taking the least crowded, circuitous routesto his destination: the Over-Prime forward edge of Ankhorat.

ToaDreamGallery.

Here, his supporters caught up with him. There were no guards at the portal. That meant they either were
insgde with her, or Nefer wasno longer inthe gdlery.

Vod and hisfighters entered the gallery. Not many dotswere full. Of those that were, just the rounded
skulls could be seen, asthe dwellerslay in dormancy. And standing &t the far wall, Nefer Extreme Prime.

She stood there, till and calm, watching him. He man-aged to retrieve his voice: "Do you lie down to



dream, Nefer Ton Enkar?' His voice cameto his ears muffled, eaten up by the gaping honeycombs.

"Certainly not, one assuresyou." Still not moving, she said, "Perhaps you, however, grow weary of the
fight, Vod Ceb Rilvinn."

He advanced, gun drawn. "White holdsthis porta. Times tend toward change, Nefer-as.”

"Sweetly put. A poet revolutionary.”

Her body was so completely still. He had to admire her inwardness, here, where his own hand was
shaking ashehdd hisgun.

"Nefer-as, | believe you are my prisoner.” He gestured toward the porta. "This way, and move dowly."
"Do you know where we are, Vod-as?"

"Will you come now, Nefer-as?' She saw hisfighters. Shewasno fool.

She continued, disregarding his question. "On the other sde of thiswall would be the birthplace of ships.”

"I know about your war plans.” A chill floated around him. The empty dots of the gallery reminded him of
ardi-quary, where dark holes waited for the bodies that would fill them in war.

Nefer amiled, her white teeth very delicate in her dark face. "Y es, certainly. Y ou chanced upon my
foundry. Y ou left your name tag—so clumsily, one must point out. But al you were apt to seewasa
glimpse. Oneiswilling to show you al."

Behind her, abank of dots disappeared. They were projections. Now a narrow passageway was
revealed.

"All my ships might be yours, my young White Prime." She looked a him with jewe eyes, beautiful,
cutting. " Per-haps you will deign to look upon this new kingdom." She glanced at hisfollowers. "Of
course, you tend to worry for yoursdf. Bring your soldiers, then. How many shal you need to be safe
from one smdl ex-Prime?’

He kept hisface neutrd. "1 do not pretend that you are harmless, Nefer-as. But it isacharming pose.”
Her eyesglittered a him as he backed away from her to the portal, caling afew soldiersto join him.
Nefer was not giving up; hewas not so foolish to think so. He had not surprised her inthisgallery. She
had been waiting for him.

Now, standing with agroup of five soldiers, Vod faced her again. "What do you have to show me, then?”'

"A time tending toward change," she murmured. "Her-alded now by afleet of twenty-four fast ships.
Twenty-three are finished. Oneregretsthat the last oneis unready. No matter. Y ou may watch them
leave the birthing den.”

Vod's handsfelt cold, sculpted fromice. He knew now that he had migudged dreadfully, migudged
everything. She wasindeed ready. "No shipswill leave, Nefer-as," he said, bravely enough.

Ashisgun leveled toward her, she said, "Wewill see what the dwellers choose. Y our guards will bear
witness to what they will see." She gestured into the narrow corri-dor, and when none of her captors
moved, she camly turned and walked into it.

Vod followed her, gun drawn, his escort close behind.



They emerged onto a high balcony overlooking agreat bay: the foundry. Its vastness was deserted,
empty of the machinery and skeleton ships. A breeze wafted through the cavern, rippling their clothes.
Vod's skin cooled in dismay.

Directly across, in atunnd so long it disappeared into blackness, the warships were lined up, one behind
the other. The foremost ship sat like aghog, its metal sidesre-flecting no light, its body hiding the secrets
of distance and stars and domination. They could have the gdaxy. Hu-mans were no obstacle once ahtra
weretruly and finally geared for war. If there were twenty-three such ships as this one, human surrender
would soon supplant armitice.

In the next moment asustained cracking sound filled the cavern. Clouds of dust scuttled aong the floor
far be-low them. Then the floor of the foundry collapsed. Howl-ing vents kicked in to suck up the
maelstrom of dirt. Through a scrim of dust, Vod saw agaping holein thefloor.

Then he understood why they must dig out the floor, for shipsto leave Down World. He dowly raised his
head to the overarching celling. Above them was the riddled soil of tunnels dug too close together,
tunnels meant to collapse.

Nefer noted hisgaze. "Yes. A digger by trade, aren't you?'
"Y ou can stop this, Nefer-as. Y ou will die when thefirst ship leaves.”

Sheturned to the dwellers jammed into the ba cony, say-ing: "Thereisahuman warship gpproaching
Home World. The humanswill avenge their dead comrades, certainly.

Even now, they could fire wespons—world-destroying wea-pons, erasing our germlines.”

Behind him, Vod could hear his soldiersreacting in horror to this news. One muttered, ™Y ou said nothing
of ahuman fighting ship, Vod-as."

Vod fought back. "A convenient lie, this ship. Like the safe tunnds™

"No, so regrettably true, Skilled Digger." Nefer gestured toward a data screen on the balcony. Animage
assembled of a ship, ahuman warship, or at least a non-ahtran ship.

"Our long-range sensorstend to report al that ap-proaches.” The view narrowed in on the armament
ports. "It isof aclass of weagponry sufficient to wreak satisfac-tory havoc.”

"Such aSkilled Liar," Vod exhorted to hisguards. But their eyeswere dl on the ship.

She went on. "We go to meet thisthreat. For your Extreme Prime, you dwellers may choose atested
war leader from the HumanWar, or atested digger from the tunnéls. | am susceptible to your wishes."

In another ingtant aringing crack pierced theair. A puff of dust shot along a network of linesin the
ceiling. The cavern rang with an ear-wrenching blagt, and another. The celling began tofal. And dl the
world aboveit. Great chunks of rock and clay cascaded into the waiting de-clivity in the floor. Then the
whole chamber ignited for amoment, as dust fired to life, and receded. An avaanche of dirt and rock fell
amid thunder, billowing up onto the overlook where they stood.

Someone was pulling VVod backward. He had clamped onto Nefer's cape, yanking her back with him.

Asthey fell back through the passageway, dust poured after them, aswell as the clattering sounds of the
last of therock debris.



There in the narrow rock passage, Vod stood with Nefer's empty capein his hands.

He hesitated only amoment before summoning hiswits, his counterstrike. " To the foundry, lads—stop
them from launching. Stop them...." Heled the way, shouting his orders, hoping that they followed.

Back through the passageway, and then onto the bal-cony. Nefer was gone.

Cadling for rope, he and the nearest Whites secured their lines and dropped over the Sides, rushing into
the dust-filled cavern.

In the smoke of the ruined foundry, VVod groped hisway over the avalanche of rocks and soil toward the
great tunnel of ships. His battle cries sounded thin and small compared to the amplified, bodiless voice of
Nefer, repeat-ing: " The humans come to destroy us. Even now, they ap-proach ... to destroy us..."

Hedidn't believe her. Why, after dl thelies, would anyone believe Nefer Ton Enkar?

He clambered over the mighty falen rocks, his hands bloodied, side by sde with afew White sawarts,
rushing to block the ships maiden flight. Dust choked hisvision. He pushed on, shouting for othersto
follow, hoping that they did.

The warship loomed over him. In the haze he saw aclus-ter of Red, armed and braced for the attack.
Cries of fight-ing erupted from pointsin the cavern behind him, but now he faced off in slencewith a
cadre of Nefer's supporters.

Hewas done. In thewhite-out of dust, he sood on achunk of thefalen ceiling, staring at some twenty
dwellerswho thought him atraitor.

"Nefer iswrong," he called to them. It was not the pro-found thing he might have hoped to utter.
They stared a him.

"That ship isn't coming to attack us," he went on.

A dweller stepped forward. "Nefer saysthey will kill us.”

"l say sheiswrong.” He wasn't sure what provenance his own word had, but he would haveto test it
now. "7 say sheisaliar. The sameliar who told usto dig those tunndls, who sent usto diethere." He
looked overhead, and fdlt the shock of daylight on hisface. "The sameliar who planned awar and

played at peace.”
"Then why isthe ship coming?" someone shouted, and many added their supporting shouts.

Vod drew himsdlf up. He made his best guess, gam-bling that he wasright. "It comesfor itsmissing
crew,” he said, and suddenly believed it. "For their lost kin. Let them have their dead. And go home."

He was aware of several White standing nearby, and others of his band moving up to join him from the
rubble of the cavern. But this couldn't be acontest of force. In thelong haul, it would never be enough.

Vod threw down his wegpon, and made his way for-ward over the debris, to the waiting Red. Their
ranks opened and he walked into their midst. He moved among them, saying their names—those he
knew—exchanging acomment here or there.

"L et them have their dead,” someone said. And then others. The air cleared, reveding the ruins of the
foundry and the quiescent warshipsin their long bay. Behind him, VVod heard his own followers cast asde
their wegpons. Then Red and White were milling together.



"Andyou, Vod-as" one of the Red asked, "what will you have?"
Vod looked him square in the face and said, "Bring me Nefer.”

«

Just after dawn it began torain. Thetdl grasseslay over, yieding to therain, affording Eli and Maret
what might have been agood range of view had it not been for the hugging white fog. They walked with
weapons drawn, straining to hear any threat as the staccato drone of rain ate al other sounds.

Hours ater, they were ill pushing through rain and ankle-deep mud, putting feet down softly, careful not
to wake the burrowing habsen.

They came upon another hexadron, the second since their departure from the ship. Once again, as he had
with the first hexadron, Eli said, "Go back, Maret." Go down, down to safety. It would have done his
heart good to see her safdly tucked in and descending.

Maret kept walking. "There will be more carriers, oneis certain.”

"Oneisafoal," Eli muttered. She was determined to accompany him. They had argued it in his cabin, and
the resolution was no different now. She would keep her promiseto help his people, despite his
ingstence she had dready fulfilled it.

"Y ou risked your lifeto cometo the ship and tell me."
"It waslittle
"It was enough. | release you from your promise.”

"Y ou cannot go up adownway, Eli. The promise re-mains. Besides, here you are ababein theriver. We
must help each other.”

"A babein the woods."
"That, too."

He bit histongue. The truth was, he didn't want Maret's help. Thistask was histo do. Without troops,
without more deaths... Sometimes he thought a rescue ship might come and afull search-party would go
out for Sascha; but he didn't hope for it; hoped the opposite, if the truth were told. He would do thison
hisown.

"| am sorry that my company displeasesyou, Eli."
Heturned to her, wiping the rain from hiseyes. "Damn it to everlagting hell, Maret!"

Her lids covered dl but the top fraction of her eyes, as though she narrowed them in anger. But she
watched him impassvely.

"Y our company doesn't displease me. Y our placeisbe-low, that'sdl, and mineis up here, getting my
people home."

She looked away, as much asto say, It's alittle late for that... She nodded, scanning the mist behind
him. "Y ou have adesire to die the good degth.”

He grabbed her arm, making her look at him. "And you have adesre for progeny, to replace thelinewe



killed in the goddamn war that will start al over again unless you get down there and stop those ships!™

He dowly released her. She hadn't even jumped. Either she was that much in control, or she had learned
not to fear him. Hefdt himsdlf flush hot despite the dousing rain. "I'm sorry.”

"I will go, Eli. After wefind your Sascha. First thingswill tend toward first."

They pressed on. Lightsflickered now and againin the curdled air, sgnd fires of photophoric animals,
some with poison, some pretending poison.

By mid-morning they passed another hexadron. Eli re-frained from comment.

At first they thought it was thunder. Distant booms sounded, muffled, erupting from behind the jagged
hills. No lightning followed. And again, concussve blasts, deep-bellied, despite distance, rain, and fog.

Eli and Maret stood on the hilltop bunkers, where three days ago—God, had it only been three?—he
and Nazim had released flares, hoping for troopsto raly to him, hop-ing for something smple, like
survivors. Now that seemed such an innocent hope. Small, by current standards.

"That was not thunder." Maret looked at Eli for con-firmation.

"No, | think not. She had to dig the ships out of their tunnels. To blast avay thelid." He sat on the floor
of the bunker, unutterably weary. Raindrops indented the soft mud, forming aregular and meaningless
pattern of divots. He listened for the roar of warships, but then they heard thunder in earnest and were
left nonethewiser.

Maret crouched down beside him, holding aflare cas-ing in her hand, examining it. At last she sad,
"Saschaisnot here, Eli."

Helooked into Maret's eyes. She was clear-eyed, till focused on the mission, though now it was only
for the sake of onesmdl girl.

He hadn't redlly thought to find Sascha here. It was only aremote possibility that Saschawould have
seen the flares, much less comethisfar on her own. But they were in the business of remote possibilities.

Maret stood, hiking her mav up on her shoulder.

Hejoined her on thelip of the bunker and, with an-other glance toward the serrated hills, they began
thread-ing their way down the steep dope, in the direction of Charlie Camp, in case Sascha went to the
only place she knew.

They walked into the old settlement, the place that had been Charlie Camp, now a green and soggy ruin.
Each time Eli returned to this placeit logt alittle more of its hu-man component. Last time it had been
deserted, stinking and torn, sagging into the rain. Now, washed daily with the colors of Null, it washaf a
swamp. Here and there, broken tents elbowed up from the shallow water like great webbed feet. Some
tents remained intact, on dightly higher ground. Light poles still rimmed the outpost, the only thing left with
aproper military bearing. Asfor the dead, the bones had washed away, been dragged away, sunk into
the mud. The smdllswere now of clean mud and rot-ting foliage, and fruit gone past its prime.

Thunder broke out nearby. Eli knew the Sticks were close, obscured by quavering mist. Lightning
inflamed the swamp waters for an ingtant. Then the water went gray again, hammered flat by raindrops.

Maret looked at him. "We are lucky to have come so far, Eli. Nothing chalenged usthe whole way. The
Seasonisending.”



She meant to cheer him. He put his hand on her shoul-der, wordlessly.

"One will check the remaining tents,” she said. He nodded, and they struck out separately to search the
place.

So quiet. In the background, the silken rustle of mov-ing water, the crackle of rain.

Photophores played among the dead branches of the swamp, winking on and off. One remained a steady
glow. Eli approachedit.

There, behind an abandoned generator, the source of the light lay on the ground. An oddly fashioned
lamp. Af-fixed to two long Straps.

And it was turned on. Shining into thefog.

Eli kndt down, resting hisrifle on the ground. He picked up the lamp. It shook in his hands, as though
trem-bling with the effort to stay lit. Vecchi had said Sascha wore alamp strapped onto her chest. Its
light flooded out in a strong beam, probing the white void. Drawing aragged bresth, he stood, spraying
thelight in anew direc-tion.

There, atdl, upright beast stood watching him. One moment, it had been only thick, sticky fog. The next,
there materidized amuscular giant of acreature. Thirty feet away. Now moving dowly toward him,
humming.

The thing advanced. One step, another, gresat feet so gentle against the ground, armstoo long, claws
winking inthe meted light. No timeto reach for therifle, lying on the ground. Eli drew hisknife.

Still the monster lumbered toward him, in no hurry, or timeitself drifted to astandstill. Now, stopping
before Eli, one arm upraised, the beast paused, forehead rippling as though an index of itsrampaging
thoughts. The gray skin was aversion of Maret's, pocked with circles within cir-cles, the blue eyeswere
ahtran, the arms, a prodigious length, past which no other arm could hope to thrust.

"Release her, you son of hell,” Eli growled, knowing the beast asavone, knowing it kept her, knowing,
sud-denly and with perfect clarity, everything.

Asthough in answer, the vone's head crumpled in on itself, changing form and color. Inthe migt, Eli
thought he saw the very likeness of Sascha. Without her hair, shelooked oddly ahtran... But it wasthe
same Sascha he knew from before, gone wild, half starved and bruised. The moment before her degth.
She had been brave, to stare so defiantly.

So it was over. But then he felt ahowl moving up histhroat. Not over. Not yet.

He charged. His mouth was open, and he was bellow-ing, charging the monster. His feet took two
grides, bring-ing him forward into thelong arms, close to the broad belly. He would kill this monster that
had killed her. By God, he would kill the beast. He rammed forward hisknife. Ashe did, along arm with
gleaming claws came be-tween hiseyes, ripping his skin and skull.

Maret heard him scream. Bursting out of the tent, she came running.
There was an enormous vone. It turned now, to face her.

Eli lay crumpled there. Whether there was blood or not, Maret couldn't see. But of course there was
blood. Humansbled, likered dwellers.



She sirode forward. Having killed Eli, it would be con-tent. It would est him, and leave her in peace. But
shewalked closer. All she had worked for, longed for, now given away. She walked within the vone's
griking dis-tance. Now if it dl ended, it would still befor kin. 1t would befor Eli.

She was 50 close, she had to strain her neck to look up at the great vone. It displayed the human girl for
her, and, shocked as she was, her color held.

It dipped its head closer, breathing her in. It paused. The pause stretched past the breaking point.

Maret felt asmile pull a her face. The vone could smdll her quickening with new life. She hadn't thought
of that protection. She wasn't even sure it was a protection. But the vone hesitated.

"Go back," she whispered. "Enough. The seasonisover.”

One clawed hand lay on the mud next to Eli. The vone tucked itsarmsin closeto its body, looking with
steady, fearless eyes over Maret's head to something beyond her. Then it turned, dowly, magisteridly,
and walked away. It faded by degrees, passing one curtain of mist after an-other. It was aghost, then a
shape, then atremor in the fog. Then gone.

Maret was holding Eli in her arms. Hewas dive, but his face was flowing blood. She wiped at his
wound, ater-rible gash that appeared to have diced histemplein half and crushed part of hisface. She
dug in her hip pack for dressings, pressing them into hisragged face. They filled with blood over and
over.

His garbled wordswere at first unintdlligible.
"Dead,” he seemed to be saying.

"No, Eli, awound. You will live."

"Sascha. Sascha. Dead.”

Maret was fumbling for more bandages.
"The vone keeps her," he whispered.

Maret found hersdf smiling again. "Eli, oneis con-fused. Understandably.”" She took the compress off his
face long enough to hold his attention with her gaze. "Saschaisdive, Eli."

Humans could be so outward with their expressions. She read him, as she had learned to do, below.
Then she re-peated the words.

After struggling with him whether he could move yet or not, Maret managed to affix abandageto his
face, and helped him to stand. He leaned heavily on her, sway-ing. Moving dowly through the
ankle-deep water, she steered him to the place where she had found Sascha Olander.

* % %

AsEli sood ingdethetent, at first he couldn't seein the dimness. Maret braced him up as he swayed,
unsteady from shock. Sowly, he began to pick out detailsin the en-closure. Cots, computers, alitter of
clotheson thefloor.

She lay on the farthest cot. Or something lay there. Black hair hung down from cot to floor, a heavy drift
of tan-gled strands. As he walked closer, he saw her huddled there, mud-caked, curled up likea
cresturein aburrow. Legs bare, she wore abelted army shirt with aprivate'sinsgnia, and heavy army



boots encrusted with mud. Her deeply tanned face and hands were covered with scratches—smadll
blows, as though the forest had branded her.

Her chest rose and fdll. In the circle of her arms she held an assortment of things: her father's hat, a
gold-rimmed mirror, and ageologist's hammer.

"Seeping,” Eli said. Theword came out silently. Histhroat was raw, words got stuck rather far down.

"Ronid," Maret replied, "will do that.” At his stare, she continued, "The vone held her essence, after
mating." A pause. "And sheis—pregnant, you would say."

Thewords didn't want to sink in, but they did. He whispered, "Mother of God. Maret, no..."

Sheeyed him coldly. "Itisal that kept her alive. That vone's protection. | saw this grest one patrolling
the nest. Then he took her and kept her.”

"She'sonly agirl..."
Maret looked at the degping huddle of hair and mud. "Not anymore.”

He thought of the vone's shaping of her features. Her clear blue eyes, fearless, wise... theflat plane of
her cheek, no child's... but he was beyond thinking. What-ever had happened to her, he would take her
home now. He shook off Maret's arm and moved to the cot.

Ashe sat on the edge of the bed, Sascha tirred, <till not waking, clutching her pile of objects.
"Sascha," he whispered. " Sascha, wake up.”

She burrowed her face into the blankets. He put a hand on her head, onto hair so matted it felt like anest
of twigs.

At histouch she opened her eyes. Shelooked at him for severa long seconds. Then her eyes|ooked
beyond him, scanning the tent, asthough, if he were here, others might be aswell. Noting Maret, Sascha
stared hard, but said nothing. Perhaps she had seen other ahtra, or perhaps she had seen far stranger

things

Asshe sat up, her pile of treasures clattered to the tent floor, where eddies of mud and silt had thrown
down awet carpet. She reached over to retrieve the hat, brushing at the mud on the brim, smearing it.

"We must clean everything,” shesaid. "You'vedl tracked in mud." Shelooked again a Maret asthough
try-ing to decideif bringing in mud was her worst offense.

"Yes," Eli said softly. Looking at the hat, he said, "WEell cleanit." Hetook Saschalightly by the
shoulders. Sheturned to face him. When he was sure he had her at-tention, he said, "I'll take you home
now, Sascha It'stime.”

He thought she understood him. But her face was smooth and closed as marble.
She reached up to touch the bloody bandage on hisface. "What happened to you?"
There were severd questionsthere. He answered, "A battle."

"Did youwin?'

For amoment he couldn't speak. Then he said, "Sascha, | don't know. But I'm back."”



Around therim of her eyes glittered agtore of tears. "I've been waiting for you." Her voicefinaly
wavered.

Hewasn't sureif it was areproach or proof of faith, but he held out his arms, and she moved toward
him, burying her facein his chest, the hat crushed between them. Her ragged breaths emerged from the
mass of muddy black hair ashe held her.

"I know," he whispered. "I know."

Eli awoke to find the hatchway fully open, sun streaming insde. They had cocooned in the refuge
provided by a hexadron. They had been lucky to find aremaining one. Red Season was ending, Maret
said, and now there were fewer working craft. In alast gambit, Eli led them to the copse of trees where
he had found the daughtered ahtra, where he had | eft the bots. Here, the hexadron remained, opening to
them. Maret kept watch while her human com-panions rested.

Next to him lay Sascha, deeping fitfully as she had for the better part of two days. He left her to her
dreams and climbed outside, finding Maret gazing a the early-morning sky.

"One admitsit isimpressive," she said. "An awful beauty? Would that be sensble?”

"Yes" He accepted some food from her, mercifully not ayellow polyp, but a haf-decent dried
mushroom. "I think | could say the same thing about this place.”

Sheamiled. "And not about Down World?'

"Not the part | saw." As he chewed, hisface felt like it had been cloven in haf and glued back together.
Maret said, deadpan, "We did not put our best hand forward, in your case."

"No" wasdl he could say.

"You dept avery longinterva, Eli." She smiled. "And therefore you have missed dl the news.”

By her expression it was good news. They had need of some.

She continued, "V od has won. Gomin and Nefer'stroopsdl rallied to him. The shipsrestintheir dots.”
A breath filled his chest, degp and cleansing. It was good news indeed.

"There are fill stragglers coming Up World. But these were the last. Now, if we would accessthe flow,
we must go Down."

He wouldn't argue, for the moment, who she meant by we.

"Youwereright, Eli." At hisquestioning looks she said, " About the gomin. She brought al her people
over to Vod. Because of you."

He thought of Zehops Cer Aton, blessing her. "Now we can talk peace," he said. "Now Congress
Worldsmay ligen.”

"No, I think not." Maret turned away, looking up to the patch of sky.
"Itsadart," heindsted.

Shewas till looking at the sky. "All our world isnow at the mercy of your Congress Worlds forces. Our



hidden, sacred world—is no longer hidden.”

So she hadn't given up her argument, the argument they'd been having from the moment they'd found
Sascha

Steam rose around him, dissipating in the morning heat. He knew what Maret was going to say: how
Sascha's place was Down World, as evidence of peaceful human in-tention. She would be safe; after al,
the vone accepted her. Could Down World do less?

He circled around the subject, looking for handholds. Sascha had sacrificed enough. It was out of the
question. He shook his head.

"Y ou protect her, Eli Dammond, as though she were your own kin." Maret shrugged, to show how odd
thiswas.

"That's not the point.”
"How doesthe point tend to be?"

"It tendsto be..." Hesghed. "Thegirl'sgrandfather will takeit highly amissif | don't bring her home. He
may beinclined to retaiate. He has the further excuse of al our deaths. Y ou will have broken the
amidtice, after al."

"Which we have not."

"Whichisimpossbleto prove." Now they were at the same point as they had come to so often over two
daysof arguing.

"One piece of thisyou have wrong, Eli."
He figured he was going to learn which piece.

"Y ou think you will be a peacemaker. Y our sole mind isfull of what you will do and say to keep a peace
between us. But you are not the peacemaker. Saschais.”

From behind them they heard a<tirring. Turning, Eli saw Sascha standing in front of the hexadron,
disheveled, but awake.

In asoft voice, she asked, "What will my child be?" Shelocked her gaze on Maret.

So Sascha knew. Eli had hoped to spare her until she was stronger. And more, he hoped Maret was
wrong, that alife had not quickened from the mating. How could it?

Maret looked steadily at her, unblinking. " One does not know. The vone, asyou have seen, play with
forms”

Eli conceded hisdismay. He was sure she meant to be reassuring. ..

Saschawalked toward them, accepting adrink of wa-ter from Eli's canteen. "If the baby is Singer or
ahtran—or other," she said, "how will Congress Worlds accept us?' As Eli struggled to answer, Sascha
pressed on: "If my child isone of these, how will wefare, do you think?!

Sascha had changed into her mother's camp clothes. With her hair pulled back into aclasp, shelooked
not so much like her mother but her father. She spoke logicaly and clearly, asthough, after what she had
been through, this part was easy.



He answered her. "Better than below, Sascha. What choice do we both have other than to go back
home and face what comes?..." But from her expression, he thought hiswordsfell flat.

"That's not home anymore.”
Hedidn' like this heading. Home was home. Null was Null. Thiswas no timeto blur the two.

"Sascha," he began again, "you won't bein the forest. The forest will go away, and you'l bein the world
of tun-nels, among strangers.” 1t had gone far enough. "I can't dlow it.”

"Captain Dammond." She stood tdler. "I know the forest will go away. I'm not achild." He had trouble
meet-ing her steady gaze. Not a child. But should be, ill...

"Maybel am... what Maret said.”
"Thisiswar, Sascha, not chess," he said with some hest.
A smdl smile greeted hiscomment. "Y ou think Grandpawill blow up Null if I'm down below?"

He gave her the courtesy of amoment's silence. The moment stretched on. Was he thinking to relent?
Had the vone knocked all sense out of him? No... but yet, could he bear to force her?

Maret watched them, immobile, unblinking, not argu-ing, but watching him with those damn placid eyes.
When he didn't answer, Sascha strolled over to the bots, which stood deactivated near the hexadron.

Eli and Maret followed her out of the copse and across the muddy flat to the gentle dope where, days
ago, he and hisunit had left the botsto rust.

Sascha stood by the bots, looking closely at them. Then she nodded and said, "Thisone," indicating the
nearer one. "Thisoneismine." Her fingerstraced a dent along the upper housing, as though she well
knew whereit came from.

Maret put ahand on Eli'sarm. "Let her descend, Eli. After the youngster isborn, | will send her back to
you."

"And the baby?" Eli asked.

"Wewill see what happenstances bring.” Theded, al unspoken, was: If human, the progeny is yours.
If not...

He watched Sascha crouched near her bot, probing it, perhapslooking for away to turn it on.

Eli thought again how like her father she was. He didn't know what Geoff Olander would have decided in
his place; sometimes the price of command was to decide be-tween two bad outcomes. Eli knew it was
aterriblerisk to let her go. He would not permit it, except for the child she bore, and the reception it
would have among humans for whom ahtrawere pocks and Singerswould be... worse. And asfor any
combination—well, that possibility was beyond him right now. All he knew was that Saschawastoo
young to make this decison. But she was too young for everything that had happened.

The rules had changed. It was a different season.

Eli waked afew paces off with Maret. "l want mes-sages from her, Maret. Regularly. | don't care how
they get to me. Every month, | want her to speak to me. Promise me." She nodded, and he believed her.



Maret said, "Eli, take the robotics back to the ship. Few ahtraremain here. And you must survive. To tell
your ory."

"When the generd hearsthe part about his grand-daughter, hell have my head.”
Maret'seyesgrew large. "That is apunishment among you?"

Eli amiled.

She nodded. "Figure of speech, one hopes.™

Eli shared that hope.

44

Vod stood with Zehops and Harn in the middie of the Prime Way. The smell of burnt hab flesh threaded
into his awareness, a scent that reminded him, more than the deserted Way, that their world was turned
upside down. They had fought and killed each other, kin againgt kin. It was over now, but the eerie
slence of the Way held the strong memory. Dwellerswere dowly clearing out the bar-ricaded portals,
but most gtill avoided the late battle-ground.

Now Maret had come home, come home from ronid to this dtered place, bringing with her the young
human fe-male, touched by Up World, passingitsdtrict tests

They would meet here, in thismost sacred of places where the great shaft to Up World bounced the
captured tracked light of the red sun from mirror to mirror, and fell upon the hab: the sunline. It had
grown smaller, now barely the length of Vod's arm. The season was passing, so the ocular confirmed.

Two figures approached. Harn touched hisdeeve. "This human iseven uglier than thefirst one.”

It wastrue that the human sprouted long shanks of hair from her head, down over her shoulders, giving
her a pronounced aspect of disorder and unpredictability. If he was not mistaken, there might even be
bits of twigsand dirt in it. The female was not so disconcertingly tall as Eli Dammond had been. Vod
tried to see her in afavorablelight, but Harn was right. She was ugly. Still, it must be reemembered that
the vone took her astheir own. And that she was bearing young. This had been confirmed, and when
Vod released it into the flow, the response nearly shut down the Well.

A few dwdlers could be seen hovering near portals, come to gape at the spectacle of ahuman, returned
from ronid.

Dwellers began to gather dong thewalls of the Way, trickling in to watch what would befal. Vod
suspected every other dweller Down World observed aswell, plugged into the flow.

Now Maret was close enough that he could see her face. Shewas till the old Maret, Data llluminator,
and friend. But by her markings, she had changed: she was bearing young. Leading her strange
companion, she stopped afew paces from Vod.

"Extreme Prime," she said, so perfectly cam, so Maret-like.

A hitch caught in Vod'sthroat. "Not yet, Maret Din Kharon. But | thank you. One has—I've missed you
with two sadnesses.”

With agraceful turn, Maret brought the human dightly forward. She pronounced her name.

Vod heard the dwellers murmur, " Sazza Ol Ander, Sazza Ol Ander..." There were many more than the



last time he looked. They began to spill into the PrimeWay from the restored portals. Some still wore the
uniforms of Red, but no one was armed, he was rdlieved to note.

This Sazza stepped forward. Zehops stirred beside

Vod, and he knew what caused her to lose her composure. It was the eyes. This human had eyes of the
deepest ah-tran blue. Smdl, certainly. Eyeslike small stones. But so blue...

The human was handing him something, presenting him something with both hands outstretched. Maret
indi-cated he should take it from the human. He did so.

It was alarge implement, made of fiber and glass and metal. Though he didn't know what it was, it felt
grangdy familiar in hishands. Harn whispered in his ear, telling him the thing he would have soon figured
out for himsdf, were he not so nervous.

It wasalamp. Not so very different from adigger lamp. Larger, not meant to wear on the head. He
switched it on. Asthelight bled acrossthe Way, it struck the sunline on the hab. A collective sigh came
from many throats at once. The lamplight was of the primary sun; the sunline was of the red. Combined, it
wasthelight of UpWorld, as every veteran of ronid would attest.

A wave of emotion rolled through the spectators, crest-ing at the same time in the data flow. From dl
sdes, the PrimeWay filled as dwellers|eft their viewing screensto comein person.

To her credit, the human remained cam. Perhagps Maret had coached her in ahtran ways. Or perhapsthis
was how such aone as avone accepted would act. Vod passed the lamp to Harn for safekeeping.

"Oneisgrateful for such afinegift,” he said to Maret, who murmured atrandation to the girl.

Footsteps behind him caused him to turn. One of hislieutenants whispered to Harn, and in the next
instant the crowd began to move down the Way. Dwellers surged for the upways. It seemed everyone
had heard a message of great import, everyone but their leader.

Harn nodded a him. "Nefer," he said.

Vod bid Zehops take the human into the SecondWay for safekeeping, and sheled the girl away. Around
them, the PrimeéWay was rapidly emptying. Vod put dignity aside and ran to catch up.

The huge Paramount Borer came roaring down an indus-triad way. Behind the massive cutterhead, Vod
could see Olton, the semiskilled digger, driving with glee. Others clung on to the machine, ridingitin an
extreme display of disorder. Vod stood in front of it, causing it to lurch to a halt.

"Stand aside, Vod-as," Olton yelled, "we're going to smash through!™

Vod thought he would never live to see the day the Paramount Borer came from the digsto Nefer Ton
Enkar's gpartments. But it was an interval of sirangeness, al inall.

"| thank you, Olton-as. But it will not be required.”

Olton drooped noticeably. Boring through to Nefer's galery would have made Olton an instant celebrity
inthe flow. "Not required?’

Vod gestured for him and hisfdlow diggersto look ahead, where from their vantage point highin the
borer, they could see over the heads of the throng gathered in front.

For word had just reached him that Nefer's own static guards had brought her out from her impregnable



lobe, where she had fled, for what little good it could do.
AsVod pushed forward, the crowd parted for him.

A smdl clearing lay between him and Nefer. She stood among her former guards. They had not dealt
gently with her, or she had fought hard. Her clothes were torn, and she bore the sign of abruise on her
famous patterned cheeks.

She shook off the restraining hands of her captors, but stayed rooted in place, head held high. "One
concedes you have won the grand wager, Vod Ceb Rilvinn," she said, her voice husky, perhaps from an
excess of shouting.

"It was never awager. It wasarevolution.”

Her teeth flashed very white for amoment as she sa-vored her next words. "If you didn't wager on
yoursdlf, you bypassed avery great fortune, one regretsto ob-serve.”

"Andif you did wager on yoursdf, you have lost more than power."
Shelooked like she would have paid much for awand of snuff at that moment. Or perhaps amav.

"Now you will deliver usto our enemies, oneisgiven to understand.” Nefer till acted her part, though
shewould be lucky to keep her life.

"Y our sources were ever behind in the flow, Nefer-as. But the warshipswill not fly. We will find abetter
use for your great foundry. | envision adifferent time. We have tried iso-lation and war. Now we will
begin something new.”

"New," she sneered. "Y ou would tend toward new."
Vod spread hishands. "'l am afluxor.”
At this, acheer went up from the crowd, loudest from Harn, a hisside.

"One has noticed." She could dismisswith her tone of voice, and the merest hint of her face. "Pronounce
your sentence, then, digger-fluxor,” she said. "Oneisin haste to be done with this."

Hewas happy to do so0. "Y ou will leave, Nefer Ton Enkar, on aworld hexadron, the next to come within
shuttle flight of Home World. It will be dispatched to the DegpReaches, for distant exploration. You are
stripped of your resources, and you must earn your way into the flow of that ship by honest |abor. With
you goes Hemms Pre [l1tek. Y ou may work out between you any disagreements your actions have
provoked. Y ou will not return here ever again.”

If shewasrdieved at hisleniency, gie gave no sign. Rather, shelooked to hisside, at someone else.
"You," Nefer said.
Maret had come up from the crowd to stand beside Vod.

"You." A look of bafflement came over Nefer'sface. For thefirst time she seemed likeasmall staticin
custody instead of ahigh prime with her retinue. Vod heard her say in awhisper, "'l thought you werea
danger to my rule. Y our genotype showed... it showed... but you are noth-ing."

Maret spoke softly, but in the hush of the crowd, her words carried asfar as Nefer's. "1 am al that | ever
wished to be, mistress."



Vod thought it waswell said of Maret. Nefer had ever been blind asthe hab to Maret's true worth. He
gestured for the guards to take Nefer away.

Asthe guardsled Nefer off, he heard her say: "All the while, it wasn't Maret, it wasVod. Vod. A digger

Vod dlowed himsdlf to throw after her: "Diggers and gomin, Nefer-as. Don't forget that part.”

Maret looked across the makeshift rug a Vod Ceb Rilvinn, seated opposite her. It would take many
intervasfor hiskin net to be woven into aproper rug for an Extreme Prime. For now, ahumble rug
would have to do. Knowing VVod, he might prefer it. She hoped he would warm to his new role. Seeing
Harn and Zehops sitting in firm support nearby, Maret felt he would not fed far out of category.

Vod was consdering her suggestion. He had aready retired with hislieutenantstwiceto discussitin
private. Always, he returned with more questions. Maret answered and waited. Down World, theidea
seemed more audacious than when she and Eli considered it Up World.

She thought Harn would burst from indignation when hefirst heard the proposition. Zehops—the gomin
that had done so much to help V od—seemed more amenable.

The Congress World ship had landed. She trusted that Eli had done his best to explain happenstances.
But nei-ther she nor Eli—nor VVod—fdt the armistice would hold. Who had first broken it could be
argued, but who struck first in an act of war would be the only thing worth wager-ing on.

Vod cleared histhroat. "Here is what we—I—have de-cided. " Helooked at Maret with more calm than
he might have felt. She hersalf waslosing the markings on her hands, turning cold with gpprehension.

"I will present agift to the generd of Congress Worlds."

Maret closed her eyes. So. She smiled across at him. The technology of ahtran ships, their star speeds so
de-sred by humans. It was the one thing humans desired— and never thought to receive from the ahtra.

"But," he noted, "thereis one condition.”
Condition? There was not much room for conditions, given their happenstances. ..

"That is, that we bestow an understanding of these star speeds—in increments.” Helooked a Harn for a
moment, and Maret discerned that Harn was the cautious one, and perhaps not ingppropriately so. "An
elght percent im-provement in human speeds every eight-year increment, as they would measureit.”

"That isacautious gift, Vod-as." Maret said it respect-fully, looking at the floor. He was, after dl, the
Extreme Prime.

"Yes" camehisvoice. "But it will keep usin reation with humans over alonger span than they might
other-wisetend.” He still wore hiswhite rags, but aready he sounded like a Prime to reckon with.

It was aconducive gift. The key to the FarReaches. On an equd bass, eventually, with the ahtra
themselves. It would require that they come to know each other. And each would suffer change, asa
result.

"They arethe children of thisworld, asweare”" Vod said. "Thisisthe ancient truth that Tirinn Vir Horat
reveded. Kin, we might say, though distant.” Noting Ham's scowl, he added, "Very distant.”

"Sill..." Maret murmured. Kin waskin.



«

It was an odd fedling, Staring acrossthirty feet of grassy field at Congress Worlds soldiers, and seeing
them asthe enemy.

Eli stood with the two bots at his side, facing a squad of soldiersin front of a shuttle with a CW major
generd's crest. Didn't take amastermind to figure which mgjor gen-eral that would be. Didn't take a
genius, either, to figure they'd come looking for the Olanders. No way they would have comethisfar, at
this much cogt, for just anyone. Eli wondered how Ridenhour felt now that he knew exactly whom he
had rescued.

In the late afternoon sun, the squad's twenty guns winked red, announcing themsalves armed to fire. It
was the bots that made them nervous. Each bot held the equivalent firepower of afull platoon and was
far morelethd.

"Stand them down, soldier,” an officer barked at him acrossthe landing field.

"l can't. They're on automatic.” Eli hadn't even been sure he could activate them dl by himsdlf, back
where they'd been abandoned. But army designers made sure that the "fight" command was eesier to
activatethan "don't fight."

In short order, an Al specidist and a newly-minted sec-ond lieutenant moved in on the bots. Asthey
worked to bring the Als under command, Eli struggled with his reac-tion to having aCW vessd here.
Hed planned on having more time to prepare for adebriefing. Now they'd have the whole story, all at
once, and the part they'd hear the loudest was the foundry and itswar fledt.

He didn't know what class of warship the general had comein on. Likely it was acruiser of limited
armament. Maybe he should be hoping it was a battle-class destroyer. 1t was an odd fedling not to know
which side hewas on.

Eventudly he walked acrossthat field, following the bots and the speciadist, with the second lieutenant
be-hind him; three men and two bots moving through the corridor formed by the squad. As he walked
the ramp to Ridenhour'slair, they watched him with faces as frankly ambivaent as his own must be.

Gordon T. Ridenhour was afighting man's general. He sood almost eye-to-eye with Eli, not astdl ashis
reputartion, with silver hair cropped close. Brilliant and ambi-tious, the bantamweight general had a
penchant for going for the jugular, and expected his officersto do the same. Eli didn't have to wonder
how the general would be dis-posed toward him, and he was not disappointed.

It was along debriefing. At timesit seemed that the presence of Ridenhour's aide, Lieutenant Colonel
Foss, was the only reason the genera kept histemper. Or per-haps Ridenhour was till regling from the
news of his daughter's death. At least Eli didn't haveto tell him that part; the general knew about Cristin
from debriefing Ser-geant Juric. He dso knew that Sascha had been divethree days ago. It didn't give
Eli much opportunity to provide the context for what had happened. Unfortunatdly, it sounded rather bad
asabald fact.

"She went below. With ardiable ahtra, sr.”

Lieutenant Colond Foss kept astony neutrdity through-out the first minutes of the debriefing. But when
Eli ex-plained held had Saschain his care and given her up again, the colonel could only starein disbelief.

"Below?" the general asked, atogether too quietly. Eli would rather have had some fireworks than this
quiet, neutral gaze. Eli had seen that look before, in the eyes of men with desperate plans—and the



means and mettle to carry them out.

It took awhilefor Eli to explain what happened, with the genera interjecting dl too frequently, "Below?
Y ou sent her below?"

There was nothing for it, but to tell it straight out. He asked for permission to tell about the ahtra, and
their mat-ing practices. How wasit relevant to Sascha?

Sr, if I could just tell thisin the order it needs to be told.

You won't be wasting my time, Captain.

No, sir. I'msorry to report that it is relevant.

Thelook on the generd's face was morphing from con-tempt to worry.

Eli told it in order. Pieced it together, thisfact, and the next one. If you start at the beginning, then you
can just pull on the thread and it keeps coming, until the end. He made himself look at the generd.
Sometimes he glanced at Foss, whose face had that locked-up look of someone who needsto hold a
perimeter againgt emotion. Like horror. Or like pity. Mostly he did Ridenhour the courtesy of looking him
intheface. He didn't use the words he might have used. He wasn't obliged to describe what he hadn't
seen. Didn't need to. She was pregnant.

So Maret had said.

Eli saw the misbegotten hope in Ridenhour'sface. The kind of flimsy thing you held ontoif you were
desperate enough. That Maret lied. That Maret guessed. He let the generd suggest that. He listened until
the generd finished.

No, sir, | don't think she was wrong. They can smell these things. Scent is a major sense. And the
vone had her DNA. It morphed into her shape, sir. He could have gone along with Ridenhour, held
out some hope. But he gave him the respect to say the truth.

They brought Eli aflask of water. It tasted like cham-pagne compared to the chemicaly dtered swamp
water he'd been drinking. After weeks of mayhem, the ordered surroundings of the generd'’s quarters
looked odd—the upholstered chairs, the spanking-clean bulkheads, the rose-wood desk, the plush
carpet, the straight row of medals on the generd's pressed shirt pocket. Strangest of dl werethe
chemica smells of wood polish and disinfectant, recaling, more than the ordered cabin, hislifefrom
Before. Eli noted these things like anewcomer. Asthough held spent hislifein thekilling wildsand not a
place much likethis.

Colond Barada, ship's surgeon, was brought in. Eli re-peated his story. He answered some questions.
Most ques-tions the surgeon put to him, he couldn't answer. You need to talk to Maret, he hed off

saying. That part would come later. Barada, small and dark, took refuge in science, giv-ing the generd
some technical explanations and theories. Not a courageous man, Baradawas giving the genera hope.

Inthe end, Eli thought the generd believed him, not Barada. It came of |leading troopsin battle, believing
theworst, preparing for it.

Ridenhour walked to the porta, gazing out. Asthe dusk deepened outsde, hisface reflected in the
glazing, showing aworried grandfather trying not to look like one. He stood thus along time. And
everyonein that cabin waited.

When at last the general had composed himself and turned back to the group, Eli said softly, "Shell be



coming home, Generd." He believed it. Againg al odds, he had, hadn't he?
" She damn well better,” Ridenhour said, the words a-most out of hearing range.

They both left unsaid the matter of when. Congress Worlds and the ahtrawere in astandoff, with young
Vod Ceb Rilvinn stting anew post. And thiswas a fluxor , no less, for thefirg timein millennia Asthe
ahtrameasured dy-nasty, he was young and untried. Add to that, he had war-ships, and possibly static
factionswho might lean toward Nefer's old policies.

Sascha, however, would show them ahuman face. To the religious, she might come trailing the glamour
of ronid, but to the secular she could show what humans were— what the best of them could be. To the
cynical, shewould be acomforting deterrence to a CW strike againgt the home world. So in truth, though
he didn't say it to the gen-erd, the longer she stayed, the better.

Hewas sure that Ridenhour wouldn't attack Null while Sascha was below; but the general might not
sway others at Command. For that, other inducements were needed. Such as the matter of certain
technol ogies—technologies of war, and aso trade—that the ahtrawere willing to put on the negotiating
table. Depending on Maret. And even more, on Vod. It was a possibility, and he did bring it
forward—knowing it was no answer to a daughter's death, a granddaughter's ruin. But more was at
stake than anything either of them had to lose. He had no illusions that Ridenhour completely believed
him. But surety would come only from more formal exchange with the ahtra— and for that, Ridenhour
waswilling towait.

But now the general sat behind his desk with hands steepled in front of hisface. "Let's get one thing clear,
Captain,”" Ridenhour said. "1 don't likeyou. | didn't like you before | met you, and | sure as hell don't like
you now."

Eli held his gaze. There was something about keeping eye contact with thisman. If he let Ridenhour cow
him, it would go worsefor him. It was afighter'singtinct.

Ridenhour muttered to himself. "Down below, isit?' The man hated to be thwarted in hismilitary
ingincts; it suck in his craw. "We can drop afew pulsar bombs down those shafts and flush the lot of
them to the surface." Helooked up at Eli. "How'd they like that?"

"There are no shafts, gir."
"Goddamniit, | know there aren't. Do you take me for adamn fool 7
"No, sr." Y ou couldn't blame the man for grasping at Straws.

Irritably, Ridenhour dismissed the surgeon. When more coffee arrived, Colond Foss poured for the three
of them, and the generd |et an unhappy slence reign for afew moments.

Eli's hand was shaking when he brought the cup to hislips.
"Maybe some food?' Foss suggested.

The generd responded, "I've lost my appetite, Colonel.” At the colond's quick glance at Eli, Ridenhour
sad, "Soon. We're dmost finished.”

A rainsgual was beading up on the porta. He contin-ued, "The fact is, Captain, it doesn't matter whether
| like you or not. It doesn't matter one damn bit." He tapped afinger on the rosewood desk surface.
"What matters is what we decide happened here.”



"What happened, sir?" Eli asked.

Ridenhour's face stretched into afacamile of asmile. "Y es, the story of what happened. This daughter of
153 soldiers. People will need to know what happened here.”

Here comes the palitics, Eli judged.

"Do you think you're the only one branded by thislittle debacle, Captain? It happened on my watch, you
know. My watch. Now, we can either say that 153 ill-trained CW troopsfailed atest of camping
out"—here he noted Eli's expresson—"of however demanding a nature, or that 153 brave men and
women engaged the enemy and plugged the dam, holding back agaactic war." He turned to Foss.
"Which gtory do you like?"

Foss mumbled, "Plugged the dam, sir.”

"I agree. Plugged the dam." He pointed at Foss. "Take notes, Colond: 'plugged the damn,’ or some
such... Theodd thing is, it'sthetruth." He stopped Eli from spesking. "Do you think therésjust one
truth? Can you be so damn stupid?”’

"I know about versions, Generd. The army'stake on things doesn't dways match theindividud's." Like
the Recompense, you son of a bitch. Which verson did you hear, General ?

Asthough reading hismind, Ridenhour said, " fol-lowed that investigation, Dammond.” Acrassthe gulf
of the polished desk, he did Eli the courtesy of eye contact. "I would have blown those ahtrato kingdom
come, that'safact. No decision to leave to a Captain, though. Y ou learn in this service, Dammond, not
to see two Sdes of everything. That was your mistake, seeing it from the enemy’s point of view. I've
made a career out of not second-guessing mysdlf. | recommend it to you." In adifferent tone of voice,
softer, he said, ™Y ou showed great courage boarding that world ship. There would have been amedal in
it for you if Suzan Tenering had managed the story better."

It was unexpected. Eli took it at face value, thistoken of begrudging respect from aman who didn't like
him. He knew better than to read too much into it.

Ridenhour rose, sgnaling the interview over. He pulled hisjacket down to firm itsline, and nodded at the
door-way. "Know who's out there, Captain Dammond? Two of your survivors. Waiting in the corridor
to see how much of you isleft after our chat. It doesn't impress me, you know. Those youngsters are
grateful to be dive, God knows. They credit you with their survivd. | don't. Sergeant Ben duricisin
quarters, smoking stogies. And I'll put more stock in his appraisa, | assure you.”

"Astothat, sr," Eli said, "I recommend Sergeant Juric, Corpord Nazim, and Private Platis for the Meda
of vdor."

Ridenhour waved at Foss. "Good, good, seeto that. Make it with nova, the meda with nova" He
muttered, "Add Captain Dammond to thet ligt, just to make it afoursome.”

Eli winced. "l don't want the medd, Generd "

"I'm sure you don't." The generd glanced at Foss. " Get this soldier his supper, Colond." Then, as Eli was
moving to the door, the generd said, "We can't give the medal to your peopleif we don't giveit you."

When Eli didn't answer, hewent on. "Y ou're lucky you'll never have another promotion, Dammond. The
poli-ticsare ugly at thetop.”

Eli was dismissed, but then he remembered. There was one thing more. It had dipped his mind, the thing



he'd kept in hisfatigue pocket. He didn't look forward to ex-plaining how he'd gotten it. Eli groped to
find the locket and chain. Found it.

When he reached out toward Ridenhour, the generd put out his hand. And recognized the locket:
Cridin's.

The old man made abarely perceptible nod. Nothing need be said. And aready the genera had turned
away, holding on to the chain, standing very ill.

At the door, Colond Foss said in alow and not unkind voice, "Have the surgeon take alook at that
wound, Cap-tain.”

"Thank you, Sr. | will."
As Foss opened the door, Eli stopped for amoment, gazing into the corridor.

There, Corporal Nazim stood, coming to attention at the sight of Eli. Next to her, Pig saluted, letting one
of his crutches|ean againgt the wall. On the other side of the corridor, Sergeant Juric stood ramrod
graight, hisdeeve pinned up where hisarm used to be. With hisgood arm, he snapped asmart salute.

Eli returned the salutes, hearing the door close softly behind him. He nodded at the three of them,
deciding not to trust hisvoice.

The way they looked at his bandaged head, they must have wondered how rough the proceedings were.
Rough, Eli thought. But we've seen wor se.
They followed him back to quarters.

The surgeon peered closely at Eli. He had removed the temporary dressing and was prepping him for
microknits. Turning his head toward Sergeant Juric's bunk in the med lab, he grumbled, "Next time you
leave that bed without my permission, I'll have your stripes, Sergeant.”

"Okay, Doc," Juric mumbled from his cot, where he was again connected to tubes and monitors. His
tone con-veyed massive impudence or drug-fogged incoherence. Eli figured he knew which.

Nearby, Pig, confined to bed rest, was kept company by Nazim, a chessboard between them on the
bunk.

She snorted. "Y ou can't jJump pieces. Y ou occupy the square where it was, that's all.”
"Not like checkers?' Pig responded.

Nazim's muttered response, inaudible at Eli's surgery table, was harsh enough to turn Pig's ears bright
pink.

Colond Barada had finished cleaning the wound and was bending in now to begin subcutaneous regen.
He smiled reassuringly at Eli. "By the time I'm through with you, Captain, you'll be good asnew.” He
reached for the plasmawand offered by his assstant. "The remarkable thing is, the wound traveled from
your hairline down the bridge of your nose and into mid-cheek, and missed both eyes. I'm surprised it
didn't take your face off. But not to worry, Captain. Good as new."

From Juric's bunk came the suddenly lucid growl, "Leaveit likeitis"

The surgeon bent in to histask. But Eli gripped hisarm. Y ou heard him, Doc. Just sew it up. Nothing



fancy."

Barada coughed daintily. "Captain. That would leave quite abad scar.” He exchanged glances with his
assistant.

"I know," Eli said. With the gridy wound denting the center of hisface, his smile took on adecidedly
menacing cad.

While Badri Nazim stared at thisinterchange, Pig took the opportunity to jump two of her pawnswith his
rook.

The mirror wasn't areflective surface, but rather an imag-ing screen that functioned like amirror. Zehops
paused at Saschas side, holding avery sharp knife.

"It would not be required, Sascha-as," she said again. Sascha smiled, trying to reassure her. "1t's OK,
redly. Go ahead and dice."

"And it would not tend to hurt, you are quite certain?"
"No. Cutting hair doesn't hurt. Go for it."

The sight of Sascha's hair, especidly as much of it as she had, was distressing to the dwellers here.
Though

Zehops was reluctant to insult her, Sascha had managed to learn that with her long and rather tangled
hair, she looked repulsive to the ahtra. If she was going to be DownWorld for awhile, Sascha had
decided that hair was not an asset.

And from what she was viewing of herself on the screen, agood haircut would be an improvement.

Zehops cut astrand of hair, her expression conveying her reluctance to touch it. Thelock fell to the floor,
ad

Zehops sucked it up into avacuum hose. She plucked at another strand. At thisrate, it would take hours.
"Zehops-as, you speak Standard CW very well. It's hard to believe you just learned it."

The ahtralooked with hesitation at Saschal's tresses, as though overwhelmed where to cut next. "One
absorbsin-formation eadly. But meaning is harder.”

"My mother dwaysinssted | learn languages of placeswe stayed. | have French, Latin, Ddarri, and
Parth, be-sides Standard. | hope | can learn your tongue.”

Zehops diced another hank of hair, backing out of theway asit fell. "Though | am an imperfect teacher, |
will help you, Sascha-as. Y our solemind isstrong. You will learnfast."

"Will the hab est my hair?"
"Certainly. It consumesdl our organic wastes.”
"Doesit excrete?'

"Thereare smdl tillings|eft in thetrailing edge of Ankhorat. These would be wastes, but of small
propor-tion. Living aswedo, al must be used efficiently.”



"I have many questions, Zehops-as.”

Her beautician had become more bold with her knife, now cutting steedily away & greet fals of hair.
"Relativeto the hab?'

"Reldiveto everything. Of fluxor and static. | must learn everything about fluxor and static. And about the
hab and the mycdlium..." She wanted to add the Singers, but she knew Zehops would avoid discussing
them. She put her hand on her belly. Asa scientist, being here was a great opportunity to learn about
Cross-species breeding. As ayoung woman, she was not quite so eager to find out. Once she was rested
she might have timeto be afraid, to wonder what she would bear.

Zehops had cut a short bob around Sascha's head and now stood staring at her.

"How do | look?" Sascha asked.

Zehops blinked. "It... would be hard to say."

Saschasmiled. "Not so hot, huh?' At Zehops confirm-ing expression, she said, "Cut it dl off, then."

Zehops|ooked pleased at the assgnment. She bent to her task, saying, "1 would not be suitable to
answer al your questions, Sascharas. But you will have a conducive Data Guide, Nemon Es Marn, who
sudied with Tirinn Vir Horat. Vod Extreme Primewill spare no expensefor you."

Looking at the screen, Sascha saw ayoung woman. A woman rather like her mother, but with darker
hair, and blue eyesingtead of brown. The short hair was the very emblem of womanhood. But as Zehops
continued her shearing, the image began to change. Now, with her head bare, she looked morelike
Zehops than Sascha Olander, which was to say she didn't any longer know exactly who she was—or
who shewould become.

When Zehops had finished, she vacuumed al wisps of hair from Saschas clothes and from the floor.
"Now, oneisvery deeply conducive,” Zehops said, looking at Saschas smooth skull on-screen.

"Y ou redlize that we have to do thisevery few days?' Saschasaid mischievoudy.

Zehops facefél. "It growsthus, so rapidly?’

"No. Not so fast. But therewill betiny hairsal over in afew days."

Zehopsflashed her knife. "1 will tend to beready.” She smiled a Sascha. "One has aquestion for you, in
exchange for your many questions.” She sat down opposite Sascha. "Eli. Tell me how happenstances are
disposed toward Eli, UpWorld."

"Hewill bewdl. He saved my life. That will count in hisfavor.”

"He saved my life aswell, Sascha-as.”

Saschaturned to face her. "While he was a prisoner among you?'

"es"

"WEell. | told them hewas ahero." She had only been a child then. But she had known the truth of it.

Saschalooked at her image. It wavered in front of her. She saw dun-colored sand, gray spiny trees with
minor green ridges bulging between cracked bark. .. the world before it changed, before everything



changed.

She turned back to Zehops, conscious of the missing hair, but not regretting it. "I'm ready," she said.
And Zehopsled her from the den into the ways.

46

Seems peaceful enough,” Generd Ridenhour said. Standing on the shuttle ramp, taking some air, the
genera looked acrossthe grassy field and beyond, to the distant hills, where clouds were massing for an
afternoon squall.

"Looksthat way," Eli responded. But he noted the pla-toon had set up small artillery at the base of the
shuttle and were keen on the watch.

Colond Barada had joined them, bored waiting, no doubt.

The genera nodded in the direction of Marzano's Fury. "That ship was|oaded with firepower. Still is.
Even alaser cannon, they tel me."

"It was seven milesaway," Eli said evenly.

The genera shook hishead at theirony of the Fwry's armament lying falow while good soldiers died. Eli
didn't venture to disabuse him of the notion that firepower would have saved them.

He thought of Maret's prediction that only the merci-lesswould survive. Sheld been right about alot of
things, but maybe not that one. What did the survivors have in common? They were by turns smart and
smple, young and older, dark and light, man and woman, officer, non-com, and enlisted. Each brought a
different brand of en-duranceto thekilling valley that he gazed out on. But from what he knew of mercy,
he thought he saw it in Sascha, Nazim, Pig, and even Juric, if mercy waswhat you for-gave aswell as
who you spared. Sometimes what you forgave was yoursdlf.

He touched the swath of bandage, stretching down from brow to cheek, fegling the pull of tissue binding
onething to the next, re-creating hisface as best it could re-member. An gpproximation would do.
Beyond that, al he wanted for himsalf was the army. Maybe even a decent command. But, in any case, if
they made him a hero, they'd have adamn hard time drumming him ouit.

"Do you believe the claims, Captain?' Ridenhour gazed out over the clearing, gone to extreme green from
the monsoons.

"Clams, sr?'
"Theahtra. Origind DNA, dl that."

He'd been thinking about it, talking about it with the ship's surgeon. But the genera had asked him. So he
an-swered. "Why esehasdl other life we've found been based on the same DNA?"

Ridenhour stepped back into the last piece of remaining shade on the ship'sramp. "Damn hot," he
commented.

Baradathrew out, "We ill had to climb up the ladder of evolution. They didn't help uswith that." He
looked at Eli asthough he was il resentful that Eli had ruined anice surgery.

Continuing hisline of thought, the generd said, " Some would say that God made it dl from one mold.”



Eli knew he was treading on thin ice, but said, "Mira-cles aside, Generd, it'sone hdll of acoincidence.”

The doctor spat into the grass. "It's an impossible coincidence. It's either adivine miracle—and | haveto
say I'm not abdiever—or it's panspermia, rather like the ah-tra claim. Someone broadcast the precursor
molecules”

"I'd sooner thank God than the ahtra,”" the general muttered.
Eli heard the message. 1'd rather not be beholden. And don't care to be related, thank you.

It was no surprise. Thirty years of war, and the CW worlds were content with their enemy as he was.
Some— perhaps like Ridenhour—would never accept anew view-point. For others, a
billions-of-years-old debt of creation was too remote to matter. Even the ahtra had forgotten their act,
their origina impulse to share the universe with other sentient beings. Then, when they met their progeny
at long lagt, they took up arms. And when humanity met its parents, it raised a collective hand to strike
them down. It had been amutualy agreed on war. Sadly, it wasfar easier than amutually desired peace.

Helooked a Ridenhour calmly surveying the territory around the shuttle, and saw a man comfortable
with hisenemy. It would take more than a creation story to mold the peace. Whatever it took would
begin with Saschaand Maret. Saschawith the ahtra, Maret with Congress Worlds.

She had said that she would come. So they waited.

Eli hoped she would bring the ahtra starship tech-nology, as a peace offering. But even more, he hoped
she would come hersdlf, to live among them. So they might know their ancient kin, their recent foe, ina
new way.

Hewould be glad to see her, whatever she brought.

Just a dusk, asoldier cameto fetch Eli, bringing him to the ship'sramp. The last fragments of soil were
dtill cas-cading from the hexadron as its engines shuddered to a standstill forty yards away.

Eli noted the gunstrained on the hexadron.

"Sir," he said to Ridenhour, "Maret Din Kharon is an ambassador, not asoldier.”
"Stand down,” the genera told his commander.

"I'll escort her, gr. It might be best if she saw mefirg.”

Ridenhour nodded, and Eli set out acrossthefield. It hadn't rained in forty-eight hours, and the mud
beneath hisfeet had cracked into tiles. The primary sun, setting now, was haf-buried in the horizon, like
an ancient hexa-dron. The red sun lingered above, smal and fierce, follow-ing the yellow star down the

y.

He waited as the hatchway swung open. Maret emerged gracefully, climbing down to stand next to the
carrier. She was dressed as he had seen her thefirst time, in cropped shirt and smple trousers of ared
and brown pattern of squares within squares. Everything had changed since thet first time. Shewas
pregnant, for onething. Amid dl their obstacles, he thought a child might be an advantage for their
mission. Depending on what kind of child it was...

There was no way to figure all the possible happen-stances.

She looked around her warily. Not at the ship and the soldiers, but at Up World: its grasses, soil, and



uns.
"One goes againg tradition, Eli," shesaid in abravevoice.

"I supposewewill," he replied. There would be aseason of going against the tide, for everyone. In rough
waters, heéd want an dly, afriend. Like Maret. Asthey waked toward the shuttle and itswaiting officers,
Maret looked with concern at the wound his face bore.

"Y ou would bewdl, Eli?"
"Yes" hesad, and for al heknew, it would betrue.
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