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MI1SSION YEAR 0.00:

Washen couldn't count al the captains spread out before her, and putting on her finest captainly smile,
shejoined them, trading the usua compliments, telling little stories about her travels, and with agenuine
unease, asking if anyone knew why the Ship's Master would want to bring them here.

"She'stesting us," one gray-eyed colleague ventured. " She's testing our obedience. Plus our security
mesasures, too."

"Perhaps," Washen alowed.

Coded orders had found Washen through secure channels. Without explanation, the Master told her
to abandon her pogt, discarding her uniform and taking on asuitable disguise. For the last seven days,
she had played therole of dutiful tourist, wandering the vast ship, enjoying itswondrous sights, then after
making triple-sure that she wasn't being monitored, boarding an anonymous tube-car that had brought
her to this odd place.

"My nameisDiu," said her companion, offering his hand and awide smile.

She clasped the hand with both of hers, saying, "We met a the captains banquet. Wasit twenty years
ago?’

"Twenty-five" Like most captains, Diu wastall for ahuman, with craggy features and an easy charm
meant to indtill trust in their human passengers. "It'skind of you to remember me. Thank you."

"Y ou're most welcome.”
The eyes brightened. "What do you think of the Master'stastes? Isn't this a bizarre place to meet?'
"Bizarre," Washen echoed. "That's agood word."

The leech once lived here. An obscure species, ascetic by nature, they had built their home inside the
remote confines of one of the ship's enormous fud tanks. Weaving together thick plastics, they had
dangled this place from the tank'sinsulated ceiling. Itsinterior, following aleech logic, was asingle room.
Vadt in two dimensions but with aglowing gray ceiling close enough to touch, the surroundings made
every human fed claugtrophobic. The only furnishings were hard gray pillows. The air waswarm and
gae, smelling of odd dusts and persistent pheromones. Colors were drictly forbidden. Even the gaudy
tourists clothes seemed to turn gray in the relentlesslight.

"I've been wondering," said Diu. "Whatever happened to the leech?”

"l don't know," Washen confessed. She had met the species when they came on board. But that was
more than athousand years before, and even a captain's memory was imperfect.



Theleech could have smply reached their destination, disembarking without incident. Or they could
have decided to build an even moreisolated home, if that was possible. Or perhaps some disaster had
struck, and they were dead. Shipboard extinctions were more common than any captain would admit.
Some of their passengers proved too frail to endure any long journey. Mass suicides and private wars
claimed others. Y et as Washen often reminded hersdlf, for every failed species, ahundred othersthrived,
or at least managed to etch out somelittle corner of this glorious ship where they could hold their own.

"Wherever the leech are, I'm surethey'rewell.”
"Of coursethey are," Diu replied, knowing what was polite. "Of course.”
In the face of ignorance, captains should make positive sounds.

Washen noticed how even when standing still, Diu was moving, hisflesh practicaly vibrating, asif the
water ingde him was ready to boil.

"S0, madam . . . I'm dying to know what you think! What's our mission? What's so important that the
Madter pullsusal the way down here?"

"Yes," said asecond voice. "What's your best bad guess, darling?'

Miocene had joined them. One of a handful of Submagtersin attendance, she was rumored to be the
Master's favorite. An imperious, narrow-faced woman, shewas afull head taller than the others, dressed
in rich robes, her brindle-colored hair brushing against the ceiling. Y et she stood erect, refusing to dip her
head for the smple sake of comfort.

"Not that you know more than any of us," the Submaster persisted. "But what do you think the
Master wants?'

The room seemed to grow quiet. Captains held their breath, secretly delighted that it was Washen
who had to endure Miocené's attentions.

"Well," Washen began, "'l can count several hundred clues.”
A razor smileformed. "And they are?'

"Us." They were standing near one of the room's few windows—awide dit of thick, distorting plastic.
There was nothing outside but blackness and vacuum:; an ocean of liquid hydrogen, vast and calm and
brutdly cold, lay somefifty kilometers below them. Nothing was visblein the window but their own
murky reflections. Washen saw everyone a a glance. She regarded her own handsome, agelessface,
black hair pulled back in a sensible bun and streaked with enough white to lend authority, her wide
chocol ate eyes betraying confidence with atwist of deserved pleasure. "The Master sdlected us, and
werethe clues.”

Miocene glanced a her own reflection. "And who are we?"

"The dite of the dite." Washen put names to the faces, listing bonuses and promotions earned over
thelast millennia. "Mankais anew second-grade. Aadeen wasin charge of the last engine upgrade,
which camein below budget and five months early. Saluki and Westfal have won the Master's award for
duty ten times each." She gestured at the captain beside her, saying, "And theres Diu, of course. Already
an eeventh-grade, which is astonishing. Y ou came on board the ship—warn meif I'm wrong—as just

another passenger.”

The energetic man said, "True, madam. Thank you for remembering.”



Washen grinned, then said, "And then there's you, Madam Miocene. Y ou are one of three
Submasters with first-chair status at the Magter'stable.”

Thetal woman nodded, enjoying the flattery. "But don't forget yoursdlf, darling.”

"l never do," Washen replied, earning agood laugh from everyone. And because nothing was more
unseemly in acaptain than false modesty, she admitted, "I've heard the rumors. I'm dated to become our
newest Submester."

Miocene grinned, but she made no comment about any rumors.

Instead she took an enormous breath, and in aloud voice asked, "Can you smell yourselves? Can
you? That's the smell of ambition. No other scent is so tenacious, or in my mind, ever sosweet .. . "

No name but the ship was necessary. Ancient and spectacular, there was nothing el se that could be
confused with it, and everyone on board, from the Ship's Master to the most disreputable stowaway,
wasjudtifiably proud of their magnificent home.

The ship began as ajupiter-classworld, but an unknown species had claimed it. Using its hydrogen
atmosphere, they accelerated the core to afraction of lightspeed. Then they built tunnelsand
compartments, plus chamberslarge enough to swalow smal worlds. Premium hyperfiberslent strength
and durability to the frame. And then, as with the leech’s plastic abode, the builders suddenly and
mysterioudy abandoned their crestion.

Billions of years|ater, humans sumbled across the ship. Most of its sysemswere in adiagnostic
mode. Human engineers woke them, making repairs where necessary. Then the best human captains
were hired, and every manner of passenger was ushered aboard, the ship's maiden voyage cdling for a
haf-million year jaunt around the Milky Way.

Its undisputed ruler arrived afew hours later.

Accompanied by ameody of horns and angel-voiced humans, the Master strode into the room.
Where other captains were disguised in civilian clothes, their leader wore amirrored cap and uniform that
suited her office, and for many reasons, her chosen body was broad and extraordinarily deep. It was
datus, in part. But aMaster dso needed bulk to give her augmented brain a suitable home, thousands of
ship functions constantly monitored and adjusted, in the same unconscious way that the woman moved
and bresthed.

Gravity was weaker this deep inside the ship. With one vast hand skating along the ceiling, the Master
deftly kept herself from bumping her head. A dozen of the low-grade captains offered greetings and hard
cushions. Diu was among the supplicants, on his knees and smiling, even after she had passed.

"Thank you for coming,” said that voice that aways took Washen by surprise. It wasaqui€t,
unhurried voice, perpetualy amused by whatever the radiant brown eyes were seeing. "'l know you're
puzzled," she said, "and | hope you're concerned. So let me begin with my compelling reasonsfor this
game, and what | intend for you."

A handful of guards stood in the distance; Washen saw their tiny armored silhouettes as the room's
lightsfdl to nothing.

"Theship, please”

A redl-time projection blossomed beside the Master, channeled through her own interna systems.



The spherica hull looked dick and gray. A thousand lasers were firing from the bow, aiming a comets
and other hazards. Mammoth engines rooted in the stern spat out hurricanes of plasma, incrementally
adjusting their course and speed. And atiny flare on the equator meant that another starship was arriving.
With new passengers, presumably.

"Now," said the amused voice, "start pedling the onion. Please.”

Inablink, the hyperfiber hull was removed. Washen could suddenly make out the largest high-deck
chambers; she knew each by name and purpose, just as she knew every important place too smdl to be
seen. Then another few hundred kilometers of rock and water, air and hyperfiber were erased, exposing
more landmarks.

"This perfect architecture.” The Master stepped closer to the shrinking projection, its glow illuminating
awide strong self-assured face—aface designed to inspire thousands of captains, and a crew numbering
inthe tens of millions. "In my mind, there's been no greater epic in history. I'm not talking about this
journey of ours. | mean about the astonishing task of exploring our ancient starship. Imagine the honor:

To bethefirg living organism to step into one of these chambers, the first sentient mind in billions of years
to experience thelr vastness, their mystery. It was amagnificent time. And I'm talking first-hand, since |
was one of the leaders of thefirst survey team.. . ."

It was an old, honorable boast, and her prerogative.

"We did asuperlative job," she assured. "I won't accept any other verdict. Despite technical problems
and the sheer enormity of it, we mapped more than ninety-nine percent of the ship'sinterior. Infact, |
wasthefirst oneto find my way through the plumbing above us, and the first to see the sublime beauty of
the hydrogen seabelow us. . ."

Washen hid agmile, thinking: A fud tank isafud tank isafue tank.

"Herewe are," the Master announced. The projection had shrunk by athird. The fud tank wasa
fist-sized cavern; the leech habitat wasfar too smal to be seen. Then in the next moment, they were
gone, another layer removed without sound or fuss. Liquid hydrogen turned into a blackish solid, and
deeper Hill, atrangparent meta. "' These seas have dway's been the degpest features,” she commented.
"Below them, there's nothing but iron and astew of other metals squashed under fantastic pressures.”

The ship had been reduced to a perfectly smooth black ball—the essentid ingredient in a multitude of
popular games.

"Until now, we knew nothing about the core." The Master paused for amoment, alowing hersdf a
quick grin. "Evidence shows that when the ship was built, its core was stripped of its radionuclides,
probably to help cool the metals and keep them relatively stiff. We don't know how the builders managed
thetrick. But there used to be narrow tunndsleading down, dl reinforced with hyperfibers and energy
buttresses, and al eventualy crushed by time and alack of repair.” A second pause, then she said, "Not
enough room left for asingle microchine to pass. Or so weve dways bdieved.”

Washen felt herself breething faster, enjoying the momen.

"There has never, ever been the feeblest hint of hidden chambers,” the Master proclaimed. "l won't
accept criticism on this matter. Every possible test was carried out. Seismic. Neutrino imaging. Even
palm-of-the-hand ca culations of mass and volume. Until fifty-three years ago, there was no reason to
fear that our maps weren't complete.”

A slence had engulfed the audience.



Quietly, smoothly, the Master said, "Thefull ship. Please.”
Theiron bal was again dressed in rock and hyperfiber.
"Now the impact. Please.”

Washen stepped forward, anticipating what she would see. Fifty-three years ago, they passed through
adense swvarm of comets. The captains had thrown gobs of antimatter into the largest hazards. Lasers
fired without pause, evaporating trillions of tons of ice. But debris till peppered the hull, athousand
pinpricks of light dancing on its Slver-gray projection, and then came ablistering white flash that dwarfed
the other explosions and | eft the captains blinking, remembering that moment, and the shared
embarrassment.

A chunk of nicke-iron had dipped through their defenses. The ship rattled with the impact, and for
months afterwards, nervous passengers talked about little else. Even when the captains showed them all
of the schematics and cal culations, proving that they could have absorbed an even larger impact before
anyonewasin red danger . . . even then there people and alienswho insgsted on being afraid.

With a papablerelish, the Master said, "Now the cross section, please.”

Half of the ship evaporated. Pressure waves spread down and out from the blast site, then pulled
together again at the stern, causing more damage before they bounced, and bounced back again, the
diluted vibrations till detectable now, murmuring their way through the ship aswell asthrough the
captains own bones.

"Al andysis. Please”
A map waslaid over the cross section, every feature familiar. Save one.

"Madam,” said asturdy voice. Miocene'svoice. "It's an anomay, granted. But doesn't the feature
seemrather . .. unlikely ... 7'

"Whichiswhy | thought it was nothing. And my trusted Al—part of my own neura net—agreed with
me. Thisregion isachange in compaosition. Nothing more." She paused for along moment, watching her
captains. Then with agracious overszed smile, she admitted, "The possibility of ahollow core hasto
seem ludicrous”

Submasters and captains nodded with aragged hopefulness.

Knowing they weren't ordered here because of an anomaly, Washen stepped closer. How large was
it? Estimates were easy to make, but the smple math created some staggering numbers.

"Ludicrous,”" the Master repeated. "But then | thought back to when we were babies, barely afew
thousand years old. Who would have guessed that ajupiter-class world could become astarship like
ours?'

Just the same, thought Washen: Certain proposaswill dways beinsane.

"But madam,” said Miocene. "A chamber of those proportions would make usless massve.
Assuming we know the dengities of the intervening iron, of course. . ."

"And you're assuming, of course, that the coreisempty.” The Master grinned at her favorite officer,
then at dl of them. For severd minutes, her expression was serene, wringing pleasure out of their
confusion and ignorance.



Then she reminded everyone, "This began as someone el sg's vessd. We shouldn't forget: We don't
understand why our home was built. For al we know, it wasacargo ship. A cargo ship, and hereisits
hold."

The captains shuddered &t the idea.

"Imagine that something isingde this chamber. Like any cargo, it would haveto berestrained. A
series of strong buttressing fields might keep it from rattling around every time we adjusted our course.
And naturdly, if the buttressing fields were rigid enough, then they would mask whatever isdown
there—"

"Madam," shouted someone, "please, what'sdown there.. . . 7"
Shouted Diu.

"A spherica object. It'sthe sze of Mars, but consderably more massive.” The Master grinned for a
moment, then told the projection, "Please. Show them what | found.”

Theimage changed again. Nestled insde the great ship wasaworld, black asiron and dightly smaler
than the chamber surrounding it. The smple possibility of such an enormous, unexpected discovery didn't
strike Washen as one reveation, but as many, coming in waves, making her gasp and shake her head as
shelooked at her colleagues faces, barely seeing any of them.

"Thisworld has an amaosphere,” said the laughing voice, "with enough oxygen to be breethed, enough
water for lakesand rivers, and dl of the symptoms usualy associated with avigorous biosphere—"

"How do we know that?' Washen caled out. Then, in amild panic, "No disrepect intended,
medam!™

"l haven't gone there mysdlf, if that'swhat you're asking." She giggled likeachild, telling them, "But
after fifty years of secret work, using self-replicating dronesto rebuild one of the old tunnels. . . after dll
that, I'm able to stand here and assure you that not only does thisworld exist, but that each of you are
goingto seeit for yoursdlves. . ."

Washen glanced at Diu, wondering if her face wore that same wide amile.

"l have named the world, by theway. Well cal it Marrow." The Master winked and said, "For where
blood isborn, of course. And it'sreserved for you . . . my most talented, trustworthy friends. . . !"

Wonders had been accomplished in afew decades. Mole-like drones had gnawed their way through
beds of nickel and iron, repairing one of the ancient tunnels; fleets of tube-cars had plunged to where the
tunnel opened into the mysterious chamber, assembling a huge stockpile of suppliesdirectly above
Marrow; then abrigade of construction drones threw together the captains base camp—aderilelittle
city of dormitories, machine shops, and first-rate laboratories tucked within atransparent, airtight blister.

Washen was among the last to arrive. At the Master'singstence, she led acleaning detail that stayed
behind, erasing every trace of the captains presence from the leech habitat. It was a security precaution,
and it required exacting work. And some of her people considered it an insult. "We arentt janitors,” they
grumbled. To which Washen replied, 'Y oure right. Professionals would have finished last week."

Diu belonged to her detail, and unlike some, the novice captain worked hard to endear himsdlf. He
was probably calculating that she would emerge from this mission as a Submaster and his benefactor. But
there was nothing wrong in caculations, Washen believed—as|ong as the work was done, successes



piled high and honorsfor everyone.

Only tiny, two passenger tube-cars could make the long fall to the base camp. Washen decided that
Diu would provide comfortable company. He rewarded her with hislife story, including how he came
into the captains ranks. "After afew thousand years of being awealthy passenger, | redized that | was
bored." He said it with atone of confession, and amusement. "But you captains never ook bored.
Pissed, yes. And harried, usualy. But that's what attracted me to you. If only because people expect it,
captains can't help seem reentlesdy, importantly busy.”

Washen had to admit, it was aunique journey into the ship'sdlite.

At journey's end, their car pulled into the first empty berth. On foot, Diu and Washen conquered the
last kilometer, stepping abruptly out onto the viewing platform, and not quite standing together, peering
over theedge.

A tinted airtight blister lay between them and severd hundred kilometers of airless, animated space.
Force fields swirled through that vacuum, creating an array of stubborn, stable buttresses. The buttresses
werevisbleasabirilliant blue-white light that flowed from everywhere, filling the chamber. Thelight never
seemed to weaken. Even with the blister's protection, the glare was intense. Relentless. Eyes had to
adapt—a physiological change that would take severd ship-days—and even till, no one grew
accustomed to the endless day.

Even insde her bedroom, windows blackened and the covers thrown over her head, a captain could
fed the radiance piercing her flesh just so it could tickle her bones.

The chamber wall was blanketed with a thick mass of gray-white hyperfiber, and thewall wasthelr
calling, faling away on dl sdesuntil it vanished behind Marrow.

"Marrow," Washen whispered, spellbound.

Onjust the diver of the world beneath them, the captain saw a dozen active volcanoes, plusawide
lake of bubbling iron. In cooler basins, hot-water streams ran into colorful, minera-stained lakes. Above
them, water clouds were gathering into enormous thunderheads. When the land wasn't exploding, it was
arugged shadowless black, and the blackness wasn't just because of the iron-choked soils. Vigorous,
soot-colored vegetation basked in the endless day. And they were ablessing. From what the captains
could see, the forests were acting as powerful filters, scrubbing the atmosphere until it was clean, at least
to where humans, if conditioned properly, should be able to breathe, perhaps even comfortably.

"| want to get down there," Washen confessed.
"It'sgoing to take time," Diu warned, pointing over her shoulder.

Above the blister, dormitories and machine shops were dangling from the hyperfiber, their roofs
serving asfoundations. Past them, at the blister's edge, the captains were assembling a slvery-white
cylinder. It would eventudly form a bridge to Marrow. There was no other way down. The buttress
fieldskilled transports, and for many reasons, unprotected minds eroded in an instant, and died. To beat
the challenge, their best engineer, Aadeen, had designed a shaft dressed in hyperfibers, itsinterior
shielded with ceramics and superfluids. Theories claimed that the danger ended with Marrow's
atmosphere, but just to be safe, several hundred immortal pigs and baboons were in cages, waiting to put
those guessesto the test.

Washen was thinking about the baboons, and timetables.



A familiar voice broke her reverie.
"What are your impressions, darlings?’

Miocene stood behind them. In uniform, she was even more imposing, and more cold. Y et Washen
summoned her best smile, greeting the mission leader, then adding, "1'm surprised. | didn't know it would
be this beautiful

"Isit?" The knife-edged face offered aamile. "Isthere any beauty here, Diu?!

"A gpartan kind of beauty,” Diu replied.

"l wouldn't know. | don't have any fed for aesthetics.” The Submaster smiled off into the distance.
"Tdl me. If thisworld proves harmless and beautiful, what do you think our passengerswill pay for the
chance to come here?'

"If it'salittle dangerous,” Washen ventured, "they would pay more."

Miocene's smile came closer, growing harder. "And if it's deadly, maybe well have to collapse the
tunndl again. With us safely above, of course.”

"Of course," the captains echoed.
Diuwas grinning, with hisface, and if possible, with his entire body.

Mirrors and antennae clung to hyperfiber, gazing at Marrow. He gestured at them, asking, "Have we
seen any signs of intdligence, madam? Or artifacts of any sort?

"No," said Miocene, "and no."

It would be a strange place for sentience to evolve, thought Washen. And if the builders had |ft ruins
behind, they would have been destroyed long ago. The crust beneath them wasn't even athousand years
old. Marrow was an enormous forge, constantly reworking its face aswell as the bones beneath.

"l can't helpit," Diu confessed. "I keep dreaming that the builders are down there, waiting for us."
"A ddiriousdream," Miocenewarned him.

But Washen felt the same way. She could almost see the builders dathering the hyperfiber, then
building Marrow. Thiswas ahuge place, and they couldn't see more than adiver of it from their tiny
vantage point. Who knew what they would eventualy find?

Diu couldn't stop talking. "Thisisfantastic,” he said. "And an honor. I'm just pleased that the Master
would indudeme”

The Submaster nodded, conspicuoudy saying nothing.
"Now that I'm here," Diu blubbered, "I can dmost see the purpose of this place.”
With alevd glance, Washen tried to tell her companion, Shut up.

But Miocene had dready tilted her head, eyeing their eventh-grade colleague. "I'd love to hear your
theories, darling.”

Diulifted hiseyebrows.



Aningant later, with bleak amusement, he remarked, "1 think not.” Then he looked at his own hands,
saying, "Once spoken, madam, athought hidesinside at least one other."

MISSION YEAR 1.03:

Panetfadl was exactly asthe captains had planned—aroutine day from thefind five kilometers of bridge
building to Miocene'sfirst steps on the surface. And with success came cheers and singing, followed by
amplelate suppers served with bottomless glasses of well-chilled champagne, and congratul ations from
the distant Master.

Except for Washen, the day was just alittle disappointing.

Watching from base camp, studying data harvests and live images, she saw exactly what she expected
to see. Captains were adminigtrators, not explorers; the historic moments were relentlessy organized.
The landscape had been mapped until every bush and bug had aname. Not even tiny surprises could
ambush thefirst teams. It was thorough and gtifling, but naturaly Washen didn't mention her
disappointment, or even put aname to her emotions. Habit is habit, and she had been an exemplary
captain for thousands of years. Besides, what sort of person would she be if she was offended that there
were no injuries, or mistakes, or troubles of any kind?

And yet.

Two ship-days later, when her six-member team was ready to embark, Washen had to make hersdlf
sound like a captain. With aforced sincerity, shetold the others, "Well take our walk on theiron, and
welll exceed every objective. On scheduleg, if not before.”

It was aswift, strange trip to Marrow.

Diu asked to ride with Washen, just as he'd requested to be part of her team. Their shielded tube-car
retreated back up the accesstunnel, then flung itself at Marrow, streaking through the buttressfields to
minimize the exposure, atrillion eectric fingers ddicatdy playing with their sanity.

Then their car reached the upper atmosphere and braked, the terrific gees bruising flesh and shattering
minor bones.

Artificid genes began weaving protein analogs, knitting their injuries.

The bridge was rooted into a hillsde of cold iron and black jungle. The rest of the team and their
supplies followed. Despite an overcast sky, the air was brilliant and furnace-hot, every breath tasting of
metal and nervous sweet. As team leader, Washen gave orders that everyone knew by heart. Cars were
linked, then reconfigured. The new vehicle was loaded, and tested, and the captains were tested by their
autodocs. Newly implanted genes were helping their bodies adapt to the heat and metal-rich
environment. Then Miocene, Sitting in anearby encampment, contacted them and gave her blessing, and
Washen lifted off, steering towards the purely arbitrary north-northwest.

The countryside was broken and twisted, split by fault lines and raw mountains and volcanic vents.
The vents had been quiet for acentury or adecade, or in some cases, days. Y et the surrounding land
was dive, adorned with jungle, pseudotrees reminiscent of mushrooms, al enormous, adl pressed against
one ancther, their lacquered black faces feeding on the dazzling blue-white light.



Marrow seemed as durable asthe captains flying aboveit.

Growth rates were phenomenal, and for more reasons than photosynthesis. Early findings showed that
thejungle dso fed through its roots, chisel-like tips reaching down to where thermophilic bacteriathrived,
Marrow's own heat supplying easy caories.

Were the aguatic ecosystems as productive?

It was Washen's question, and shed selected asmall, metal-choked lake for study. They arrived on
schedule, and after circling the lake twice, as prescribed, she landed on adab of bareiron. Then for the
rest of the day they set up their lab and quarters, and specimen traps, and as a precaution, installed a
defense perimeter—three paranoid Alswho did nothing but think the worst of every bug and spore that

happened past.

Night was mandatory. Miocene insisted that each captain deep at least four hours, and invest another
hour in food and toiletries.

Washen's team went to bed on time, then lay awake until it wastimeto rise.

At bregkfast, they sat in acircle and gazed at the sky. The chamber'swall was smooth and ageless,
and infinitely bland. Base camp was adark blemish visible only because the air was exceptionally clear.
The bridge had vanished with the distance. If Washen was very careful, she could amost believe that
they were the only people on thisworld. If shewaslucky, she forgot for aminute or two that telescopes
werewatching her Stting on her aerogel chair, eating her scheduled rations.

Diu sat nearby, and when she glanced at him, he smiled wistfully, asif he could read her thoughts.
"I know what we need," Washen announced.
Diu said, "What do we need?"

"A ceremony. Someritua before we can start." She rose and walked to one of the specimen traps,
returning with one of their first catches. On Marrow, pseudoinsectsfilled amost every anima niche.
Six-winged dragonflies were blue as gemstones and longer than aforearm. With the other captains
watching, Washen stripped the dragonfly of itswings and tall, then eased the rest into their autokitchen.
The broiling took afew seconds. With adull thud, the carcass exploded insde the oven. Then she
grabbed alump of the blackish mest, and with a grimace, made hersdlf bite and chew.

"Wearen't supposed to," Diu warned, laughing gently.

Washen forced hersdlf to swallow, then she told everyone, "And you won't want to do it again.
Bdieveme"

There were no native virusesto catch, or toxinsthat their reinforced genetics couldn't handle.
Miocene was smply being a cautious mother when she told them, "Except in emergencies, eat only the
saferations”

Washen passed out the ceremonia meat.

Last to take his share was Diu, and hisfirst bite wastiny. But he didn't grimace, and with an odd little
laugh, hetold Washen, "It's not bad. If my tongue quit burning, | could amost think about enjoying it."



MISSION YEAR 1.22:

After weeks of relentlesswork, certain possibilities began to look like fact.

Marrow had been carved straight from the jupiter's heart. Its composition and their own common
sense told the captains as much. The builders had first wrenched the uraniums and thoriums from the
overhead iron, injecting them deep into the core. Then with the buttressing fields, the molten sphere was
compressed, and the exposed chamber walls were dathered in hyperfiber. And billions of years|ater,
without help from the vanished builders, the machinery was till purring dong quite nicely.

But why bother creating such amarve?

Marrow could be adumping ground for radionuclides. Or it could have worked as an enormous
fission reactor, some captains suggested. Except there were easier waysto create power, others pointed
out, thelr voices not so gently dismissive.

But what if the world was designed to store power?

It was Aad een's suggestion: By tweaking the buttresses, the builders could have forced Marrow to
rotate. With patience—a resource they must have had in abundance—they could have givenit a
tremendous ve ocity. Spinning insde avacuum, held intact by the buttresses, the iron bal would have
stored phenomena amounts of energy—enough to maintain the on board systemsfor billions of years,

perhaps.
Washen firgt heard the flywhed hypothesis at the weekly briefing.

Each of the team leaderswas Sitting at the illuson of a conferencetable, in aerogd chairs, swesting
riversin Marrow's heat. The surrounding room was sculpted from light, and Sitting at the head of the table
was the Master's projection, alert but unusually quiet. She expected crisp reports and upbest attitudes.
Grand theorieswere asurprise. Finally, after acontemplative pause, she smiled, telling the captain,
"That's an intriguing possibility. Thank you, Aadeen.” Then to the others, "Congderations? Any?*

Her smile brought awave of complimentary noise.

In private, Washen doubted they were insde someone's dead battery. But this wasn't the polite
moment to list the troubles with flywhedls. And besides, the bio-teams were reporting next, and she was
eager to compare notes.

A tremor suddenly shook the captains, one after another, spreading out from its distant epicenter.
Even for Marrow, that wasabigjolt.

Compliments dissolved into an dert slence.
Then the Magter lifted her wide hand, announcing abruptly, "We need to discuss your timetable.”
What about the bio-teams?

"Y ou're being missed, I'm afraid. Our cover story isn't clever enough, and the crew are suspicious.”
The Master lowered her hand, then said, "Before people are too worried, | want to bring you home.”

Smiles broke out.

Some weretired of Marrow; other captains were tickled with the prospects of honors and



promotions.
"Everyone, madam?' Washen dared.
"At least temporarily.”

According to the ship's duty roster, the missing captains were visiting anearby solar system, serving
astravel agentsto hillions of potential passengers. And the truth told, there'd been boring moments when
Washen found herself wishing that the fiction wasredl. But not today. Not when she wasin the middle of
something fascindting . . . !

Asmisson leader, it was Miocene's place to ask:
"Do you want usto cut our work short, madam?”

The Master squinted at the nearest window, gazing out at one of the ship's port facilities. For her, the
room and its view were genuine, and her cgptainswereillusons.

"Mission plans can be rewritten,” shetold them. "1 want you to finish surveying the far hemisphere,
and | want the critica studieswrapped up. Ten ship-days should be adequate. Then you'll come home,
and well take our time deciding on our next actions.”

Smileswavered, but none crumbled.
Miocene whispered, "Ten days," with a tentative respect.
"Isthat aproblem?"

"Madam," the Submaster began, "I would fed much more comfortable if we were certain that
Marrow isn't athreat.”

There was apause, and not just because the Master was thousands of kilometers removed from
them. It was alengthy, unnerving silence. Then captains captain looked off into the distance, saying,
"Condderaions? Any?'

It would be adisruption. The other Submasters agreed with Miocene. To accomplish their work in
ten days, with confidence, would require every captain, including those stationed with the support teams.
Their base camp would have to be abandoned temporarily. That was an acceptable risk, perhaps. But
mild words were obscured by clenched fists and distant, worried gazes.

Unsatisfied, the Master turned to her future Submaster. "Do you have any considerations to add?”
Washen hesitated as long as she dared.
"Marrow could have been aflywhed," shefindly dlowed. "Madam.”

Brown eyes closed, opened. "I'm sorry,” the Master responded, the voice devoid of amusement.
"Aren't we discussing your timetable?’

"But if these buttresses ever weakened," Washen continued, "even for an ingtant, the planet would
have expanded instantly. Catastrophicaly. The surrounding hyperfiber would have vaporized, and a
shock wave would have passed through the entire ship, in moments.” She offered smple caculations,
then added, "Maybe this was an dlaborate flywhed . But it aso would have made an effective
self-destruct mechanism. We don't know, madam. We don't know if the builders had enemies, real or
imagined. But if we're going to find answers, | can't think of abetter place to look."



The Magter's face was unreadable, impenetrable.

Finaly she shook her head, smiling in apained manner. " Since my first moment on board this glorious
vess, | have nourished one guiding principle: The builders, whomever they were, would never endanger
thismarvelous cregtion.”

Washen wished for the same confidence.

Then that gpparition of light and sound leaned forward, saying, "Y ou need achange of duty, Washen.
| want you and your team in the lead. Help us explore the far hemisphere. And once the surveys are
finished, everyone comes home. Agreed?’

"Asyou wish, madam,” said Washen.
Said everyone.

Then Washen caught Miocene's surreptitious glance, something in the eyes saying, "Nicetry, darling.”
And with that ook, the faintest hint of respect.

Pterosaur drones had aready drawn three maps of the region. Y et as Washen passed overhead, she
realized that even the most recent map, drawn eight days ago, was too old to be useful.

Battered by quakes, the landscape had been heaved skyward, then torn open. Molten iron flowed
into an oxbow lake, boiling water and mud, and columns of dirty steam rose skyward, then twisted to the
east. Asan experiment, Washen flew into the sseam clouds. Samples were ingested through filtersand
sensors and smple lensing chambers. Riding with the steam were spores and eggs, encased in tough
bioceramics and indifferent to the heat. Insde thetip of the needle flask, too smal to see with the naked
eye, were enough pond weeds and finned beetles to conquer ten new lakes.

Catastrophe was the driving force on Marrow.

That ingght struck Washen every day, sometimes hourly, and it dways arrived with alarger principle
intow:

In some flavor or another, disaster ruled every world.

But Marrow was the ultimate example. And asif to proveitsef, the steam clouds dispersed suddenly,
giving way to the sky'slight, the chamber wall overhead, and far below, for asfar as Washen could see,
the stark black bones of ajungle.

Fumes and fire had incinerated every tree, every scrambling bug.

The carnage must have been horrific. Y et the blaze had passed days ago, and new growth was
aready pushing up from the gnarled trunks and fresh crevices, thousands of glossy black umbrdlalike
leaves shining in the superheated air.

Washen decided to blank the useless maps, flying on ingtinct.

“Twenty minutes, and were as far from the bridge as possible,”" Diu promised, his smilewide and
infectious

No other team would travel asfar.

Washen started to turn, intending to order chilled champagne for the occasion, her mouth opened and



adigorted, dmost inaudible voice interrupting her.
"Report . .. dl teams...!"
It was Miocene's voice strained through a piercing e ectronic whistle.
"Whatdo...see...?" asked the Submaster. "Teams. . . report. . . !"
Washen tried establishing more than an audio link, and failed.

A dozen other captains were chattering in aragged chorus. Zde said, "Were on schedule.” Kyzkee
observed, "There's some com-interference. . . otherwise, systems appear nomina.” Then with more
curiosity than worry, Aadeen inquired, "Why, madam? |s something wrong?”

Therewas along, jangled hum.
Diu was hunched over sensor displays, and with atight little voice, he said, " Shit.”
"What—?" Washen cried out.

Then ashrill cry swept away every voice, every thought. And the day brightened and brightened, fat
bolts of lightning flowing across the sky, then turning, moving with purpose, aming for them.

From thefar sde of the world came atwisted voice:
"Thebridge. ..whereisit...doyouseeit...where...?'

The car bucked asif panicking, losing thrust and dtitude, then its Als. Washen deployed the manud
controls, and centuries of drills made her concentrate, nothing existing but their tumbling vehicle, her
syrupy reflexes, and an expanse of burnt forest.

The next barrage of lightning was purple-white, and brighter, nothing visible but its seething glare.
Washen flew blind, flew by memory.

Their car was designed to endure heroic abuse, the same as its passengers. But it was dead and its
hull had been degraded, and when it struck the iron ground, the hull shattered. Restraining fields grabbed
bodies, then failed. Nothing but mechanica belts and gas bags held the captainsin their seats. Flesh was
jerked and twisted, and shredded. Bones were shattered and wrenched from their sockets. Then the
seats were torn free of the floor, and like useless wreckage, scattered across several hectares of iron and
burnt sumps.

Washen never |ost consciousness.

With numbed curiosity, she watched her own legs and arms break, and a thousand bruises spread
into asingle purple tapestry, every rib crushed to dust and her reinforced spine splintering until she was
left without pain or ashred of mohility. Washen couldn't move her head, and her words were dow and
watery, the doppy mouth filled with cracked teeth and dying blood.

"Abandon,”" she muttered.
Then, "Ship," and she was laughing feebly. Desperately.
A gray sensation rippled through her body.



Emergency geneswere dready awake, finding their homein ashambles. They immediately protected
the brain, flooding it with oxygen and anti-inflammeatories, plus ablanket of comforting narcotics. Then
they began to repair the vital organs and spine, cannibalizing mest for raw materias and energy, the
captain's body wracked with fever, swesting salt water and blood, and after alittle while, the body grew
noticesbly smdler.

An hour after the crash, awrenching pain swept through Washen. It was afavorable sgn. She
squirmed and wailed, and with weak hands, freed hersdlf from her ruined chair. Then with her doppy
rebuilt legs, she forced hersdlf to stand.

Washen was suddenly twenty centimeters shorter, and frail. But shewas ableto limp over to Diu's
body, finding him shriveled and in agony, but defiant—a fierce grin and awink, then hetold her, "You
look gorgeous, madam. Asaways."

The otherswere dive, too. But not one machine in the wreckage would operate, not even well
enough to say, "I'm broken.”

The six captains healed within aday, and waited at the crash Site, eating their rationsto reclaim their
size and vigor. No rescue team arrived. Whatever crippled their car must have done the same
everywhere, they decided. Miocene was as powerless as them. And that left them with one viable option:

If Washen and the others wanted help, they were going to have to walk hafway around Marrow to
findit.

MISSION YEAR 4.43:

The bridge resembled arigid thread, slvery and insubstantial. Sheered off in the high stratosphere, it was
far too short to serve as an escape route. But it made auseful landmark. Washen's team steered for the
bridge during those last days, picking their way across the knife-like ridges and narrow valleys between.
Wondering what they would find, whenever they rested—for amoment, now and again—they let
themselves talk in hopeful tones, imagining the other captains surprise when the six of them suddenly
marched out of the jungle.

Except when they arrived at the bridge, there was no oneto catch off guard. The main encampment
had been abandoned. The hilltop where the bridge was rooted had been split open by quakes, and the
entire structure tilted precarioudy toward the east. A smpleiron post kept the main doors propped
open, and there was amakeshift ladder in the shaft, but judging by the rust, nobody had used it for
months. Or perhaps years.

A sketchy path led west. They followed, and after along while, they cameto afertile river bottom
and wider paths. With Washen at the lead, they were jogging, and it was Miocene who suddenly stepped
into view, surprising them.

The Submaster was unchanged.

In uniform, shelooked regal and well-chilled. "It took you long enough,” she deadpanned. Then she
smiled, adding, "It's good to see you. Honestly, we'd nearly given up hope.”

Washen swallowed her anger.



The other captains bombarded Miocene with questions. Who e se had survived? How were they
making do? Did any machines work? Had the Master been in contact with them? Then Diu asked, "What
kind of relief missoniscoming?'

"It'sacautiousrelief misson,” Miocenereplied. "So cautious that it seems amost nonexistent.”

Her captains had built tel escopes from scraich, and at |east one captain was aways watching the base
camp overhead. The transparent blister was intact. Every building was intact. But the drones and
beacons were dead, which meant that the reactor was offline. A three kilometer stub of the bridge would
make the perfect foundation for anew structure. But there wasn't any sign that captains or anyone was
trying to mount any kind of rescue.

"The Magter thinks we're dead,” Diu offered, trying to be charitable.

"We aren't dead," Miocene countered. "And even if wewere, she should be alittle moreinterested in
our bones, and answers.”

Washen didn't talk. After three years of jogging, eating lousy food and forcing hope, she suddenly felt
sckened and achingly tired.

The Submaster led them adong awidetrail, working back through their questions.

"Every machine was ruined by the Event. That's our name for what happened. The Event |eft our cars
and drones and sensors as fancy trash, and we can't fix them. And we can't decide why, either.” Then
she offered adistracted smile, adding, "But were surviving. Wooden homes, with roofs. Iron tools.
Pendulum clocks. Steam power when we go to the trouble, and enough homemade equipment, like the
tel escopes, that we can do some simple, smple science.”

The jungle's understory had been cut down and beaten back, and the new encampment stretched out
ondl sdes. Like anything built by determined captains, the place was orderly, perhapsto afault. The
houses were clean and in good repair. Paths were marked with logs, and someone had given each path
itsown name. Everyone wasin uniform, and everyone was smiling, trying to hide the wearinessin the
eyesand their voices.

A hundred captains shouted, "Hello! Welcome!”
Washen stared at their faces, and counted, and finally forced hersdf to ask, "Who isn't here?!
Miocene recited a dozen names.

Eleven of them were friends or acquaintances of Washen's. The last name was Hazz—a Submaster
and avoyage-long friend of Miocene's. "Two months ago," she explained, "he was exploring anearby
valey. A fissure opened up suddenly, without warning, and he was trapped by the flowing iron.” Her
eyeswere distant, unreadable. "Hazz was perched on alittle idand that was melting. Wetried to build a
bridge, and tried to divert the current. Everything haf-possible, wetried.”

Washen stared at the narrow face, at the way the eyes had grown empty, and it was suddenly
obviousthat Miocene had been more than friends with the dead man.

"Theidand shrank," shetold them, her voicetoo flat and dow. "It was aknob, if that. Hazz's boots
dissolved, and his feet were boiling, and his flesh caught fire. But he managed to stand there. He endured
it. He endured it and even managed to turn and take a step toward on us, on his bailing legs, and hefell
forward, and that's when hefindly died."



Washen had been mistaken. This wasn't the same Miocene.

"l have one goal," the Submaster confessed. "I want to find away to get back to the Master, and I'll
ask her why she sent us here. Wasit to explore? Or wasiit just the best awful way to get rid of us. . . 7"

MISSION YEAR 6.55:

Theiron crust rippled and tore gpart under abarrage of quakes, and with its foundation shattered, the
bridge pitched sideways with a creaking roar, then shattered, the debrisfield scattered over fifty
kilometers of newborn mountains.

Itsfal wasinevitable, and unrecorded. Geysers of white-hot metdl had dready obliterated the
captains encampment, forcing them to flee with aminimum of tools and provisions. Lungs were seared.
Tongues and eyes were blistered. But the captains eventudly ssumbled into adistant valley, into agrove
of stately trees, where they collapsed, gasping and cursing. Then asif to bless them, the trees began
releasing tiny balloons made from gold, and the shady, hafway cool air wasfilled with the baloons glint
and the dry music made by their brushing againgt one another.

Diu coined the name virtue tree.

Miocene set her captainsto planning new streets and houses, severd of the virtue trees aready
downed when the ground ripped open with an anguished roar.

Wearily, the captains fled again, and when they settled, findly, they built strong smple housesthat
could be rebuilt anywherein aship'sday.

Nomadic blood took hold in them. When they weren't stockpiling food for the next migration, they
were building lighter tools, and when they weren't doing either, they studied their world, trying to guessits
fickle moods.

Washen assembled ateam of twenty observant captains.

"Breeding cyclesare key," she reported. Sitting in the meeting hal, looking up and down theiron
table, she reported that virtue trees spun their golden balloons only when the crust turned ungtable. " If we
see another show like the last one," she promised, "we're screwed. Weve got aday, or less, to get out of
here

Staff meetings were patterned after conferences with the Magter, except they came on an irregular
schedule, and Miocene presided, and despite her best intentions, the captains kept the atmosphere
informal, even jocular, and because of the absence of soap, more than alittle sour.

"How are our virtue trees acting?' asked Aadeen.

"Asif they'll liveforever,” Washen replied. "They're fill happy, till early intheir growth cycle. Asfar
aswecantdl.”

Miocene acted distant that day. Squinting at nothing, she repeated the word:

"Wd 6"
Everyoneturned in their heavy chairs, and waited.



"Thank you, Washen." The Submaster rose and looked at each of them, then admitted, "This may be
premature. | could be wrong for many reasons. But | think I've been able to find another cycle. . . one
that's unexpected, at least for me. . ."

Therewas the distant droning of a hammerwing, and then, sllence.

"Volcanic activity isescaating. | think that's obvious." The tall woman nodded for amoment, then
asked, "But why? My proposal isthat the buttresses have begun to relax their hold on Marrow. Not by
much. Certainly nothing we can measure directly. But if it did happen, the metas under usare going to
expand, and that's why, according to my careful computations, our homeis growing larger.”

Washen'sfirst impulse wasto laugh; it was ajoke.

"Severd kilometerslarger,” Miocenetold the stunned faces. "I've gathered severd lines of evidence.
The buttresses light has diminished by two or three percent. The horizon isalittle more distant. And
what's most impressive, | think: I've triangulated the distance to our base camp, and it's definitely closer
thanit waslast year."

A dozen explanations occurred to Washen, but she redlized that Miocene must have seen them, then
discarded them.

"If Marrow isn't teesing us," said the Submaster, "and if the buttresses don't reverse the cycle, then
you can see where we're going—"

Washen cried out, "How long will it take, madam?"
A dozen captains shouted the same question.

"The caculations aren't promising,” Miocene replied. But she had to laugh in asoft, bitter way. "At the
present rate, well be able to touch that three kilometer stub of the bridge in about five thousand years. .

MISSION YEAR 88.55:

It wastime for the children to deep.

Washen had come to check on them. But for some reason she stopped short of the nursery,
eavesdropping on them, uncertain why it was important to remain hidden.

The oldest boy wastdlling astory.
"We call them the Builders," he said, "because they created the ship.”
"The ship," whispered the other children, in one voice.

"Theship istoo large to measure, and it is very beautiful. But when it was new, there was no oneto
shareit with the Builders, and no oneto tell them that it was beautiful. That'swhy they caled out into the
darkness, inviting othersto comefill its vastness.”

Washen leaned againgt the fragrant umbrawood, waiting.
"Who came from the darkness?" asked the boy.



"The Blegk," young voices answered, ingantly.
"Wasthere anyone d 27"
"No one."

"Because the universe was 0 young," the boy explained. "Only the Bleak and the Builders had
dready evolved."

"TheBlesk," ayoung girl repested, with feding.

"They wereacrud, sdfish species” the boy maintained, "but they always wore smilesand said the
smartest words."

"They wanted the ship," the others prompted.

"And they stoleit. In oneterrible night, asthe Builders dept, the Blesk attacked, daughtering most of
theminther beds"

Every child whispered, "Saughtered.”

Washen eased her way closer to the nursery door. The boy was sitting up on his cot, hisface catching
the one diver of light that managed to dip through the ceiling. Till was his name. He looked very much
like hismother for amoment, then he moved his head dightly, and he resembled no one else.

"Where did the survivorsretrest?' he asked.
“ToMarrow."

"And from here, what did they do?"

"They purified the ship.”

"They purified the ship," he repeated, with emphasis. "They swept its tunnels and chambersfree of the
scourge. The Builders had no choice.™

Therewas along, reflective pause.

"What happened to the last of the Builders?' he asked.

"They were trapped here," said the others, on cue. "And one after another, they died here.”
"Whet died?'

"Their flesh."

"But what elseisthere?'

"The spirit."

"What isn't flesh cannot die," said the young prophet.

Washen waited, wondering when she had last taken a bregth.

Theninwhisper, Till asked, "Where do their spiritslive?"



With apalpable ddight, the children replied, "They liveinsde us.”

"We are the Builders now," the voice assured. "After along londy wait, weve finaly beenreborn. . .
!II

MISSION YEAR 88.90:

Life on Marrow had become hafway comfortable and amost predictable. The captains weren't often
caught by surprise eruptions, and they'd learned where the crust was likely to remain thick and stable for
years a atime. With so much success, children had seemed inevitable; Miocene decided that every
fema e captain should produce @t least one. And like children anywhere, theirsfilled many niches: They
were fresh faces, and they were cherished distractions, and they were entertainment, and more than
anyone anticipated, they were chalengesto the captains authority. But what Miocene wanted, first and
aways, werewilling helpers. Till and his playmates were born so that someday, once trained, they could
help their parents escape from Marrow.

The hope was that they could rebuild the bridge. Materia s would be a problem, and Marrow would
fight them. But Washen was optimigtic. In these last eight decades, sheld tried every state of mind, and
optimism far and away was the most pleasant.

And shetried to be positive everywhere: Good, sane reasons had kept them from being rescued.
There was no one else the Master could trust like her favorite captains. Perhaps. Or she was thinking of
the ship'swdll-being, monitoring Marrow from adistance. Or mogt likely, the accesstunnd had totaly
collapsed during the Event, and digging them out was grueling, achingly dow work.

Other captains were optimistic in public, but in private, in their lovers beds, they confessed to darker
moods.

"What if the Master has written us off?" Diu posed the question, then offered an even worse scenario.
"Or maybe something's happened to her. Thiswas a secret mission. If she died unexpectedly, and if the
Firgt-chairs don't even know were here.. . "

"Do you believe that?' Washen asked.

Diu shrugged his shoulders.

"Therés another possihility,” she said, playing the game. "What if everyone else on the ship has died?!
For amoment, Diu didn't react.

"The ship wasaderdlict,” she reminded him. "No one knows what happened to its owners, or to
anyoneesewho'susad it ance.”

"What are you saying?' Diu sat up in bed, dropping hislegs over the edge. "Y ou mean the crew and
the passengers. . . al of them have beenkilled . . . 7'

"Maybe the ship cleansitsdlf out every hundred thousand years.”
A tiny grin emerged. "So how did we survive?'
"Lifeon Marrow is spared,” she argued. " Otherwise, dl of thiswould be barren iron and nothing



d"
Diu pulled one of his hands across hisface.

"Thisisn't my story,” she admitted, placing her hand on his sweaty back. Their infant son, Locke, was
deeping inthe nearby crib, blissfully unaware of their grim discussion. In three years, he would livein the
nursery. With Till, she was thinking. Washen had overheard the story about the Builders and the Blesk
severd months ago, but she never told anyone. Not even Diu. "Have you ever listened to the children?”

Glancing over hisshoulder, he asked, "Why?'
Sheexplained, in brief.

A diver of light caught hisgray eye and cheek. "Y ou know Till," Diu countered. ™Y ou know how odd
he can seem.”

"That'swhy | never mentionit.”

"Have you heard him tell that story again?"

"No," she admitted.

Her lover nodded, looking at the crib. At Locke.

"Children are imagination machines" hewarned. "Y ou never know what they're going to think about
anything."

He didn't say another word.

Washen was remembering her only other child—along-ago foster child, only glancingly human—and
with abittersweset grin, shereplied, "But that'sthefunin having them . . . or o I'veawaysheard . . ."

MISSION YEAR 89.09:

The boy was walking adone, crossing the public round with his eyeswatching his own bare feet, watching
them shuffle across the hegt-baked iron.

"Helo, Till."

Pausing, helifted his gaze dowly, asmile waiting to shine at the captain. "Hello, Madam Washen.
Yourewdl, | trus."

Under the blue glare of the sky, he was a polite, scrupuloudy ordinary boy. He had athin face joined
to ashorter, amost blockish body, and like most children, he wore aslittle as the adults let him wear. No
one knew which of savera captainswas his genetic father. Miocene never told. She wanted to be his
only parent, grooming him to stand beside her someday, and whenever Washen looked &t Till, shefelt a
nagging resentment, petty as can be, and since it was directed at aten year old, smply foolish.

With her own smile, Washen said, "'l have aconfession to make. A little while ago, | overheard you
and the other children talking. Y ou weretelling each other astory.”

The eyes were wide and brown, and they didn't so much asblink.



"It was an interesting tory," Washen conceded.

Till looked like any ten year old who didn't know what to make of abothersome adult. Sighing
wedrily, he shifted hisweight from one brown foot to the other. Then he sighed again, the picture of
boredom.

"How did you think up that story?" she asked.
A shrug of the shoulders. "I don't know."

"Wetak about the ship. Probably too much.” Her explanation felt sengble and practica. Her only
fear was that she would come across as patronizing. "' Everyone likes to speculate. About the ship's past,
and itsbuilders, and dl therest. It hasto be confusing. Since we're going to rebuild our bridge, with your
help . . . it doesmake you into akind of builder . . ."

Till shrugged again, his eyeslooking past her.

Onthefar sde of theround, in front of the encampment's shop, ateam of captains had fired up their
latest turbine—a primitive wonder built from memory and tria-and-error. Homebrewed a cohols
combined with oxygen, creating adelicious roar. When it was working, the engine was powerful enough
to do any job they could offer it, at least today. But it was dirty and noisy, and the sound of it amost
obscured the boy's voice.

“I'm not speculating,” he said softly.
" won't tdll you that. That I'm making it up.”
Washen had to amile, asking, "Aren't you?"

"No." Till shook his head, then looked back down at histoes. "Madam Washen," he said with aboy's
fragile patience. "Y ou can't make up something that'strue.”

MISSION YEAR 114.41:

L ocke was waiting in the shadows—a grown man with aboy's guilty face and the wide, restless eyes
of someone expecting trouble to come from every direction.

Hisfirst wordswere, "I shouldn't be doing this."
But amoment later, responding to an anticipated voice, he said, "I know, Mother. | promised.”
Washen never made a sound.

It was Diu who offered second thoughts. "If thisisgoing to get you introuble.. . . maybe we should go
home. . ."

"Maybe you should," their son dlowed. Then he turned and walked away, never inviting them to
follow, knowing they wouldn't be able to help themsdves.

Washen hurried, feding Diu in her footsteps.



A young jungle of umbratrees and lambda bush dissolved into rugged bare iron: Black pillarsand
arches created an indiscriminate, infuriating maze. Every step was achalenge. Razored edges diced at
exposed flesh. Bottomless crevices threatened to swallow the graceless. And Washen's body was
accustomed to deep at this hour, which was why the old grove took her by surprise. Suddenly Locke
was standing on therugty lip of acliff, waiting for them, gazing down a anarrow valey filled with
black-as-night virtue trees.

It was lucky ground. When the world's guts began to pour out on al sides, that dab of crust had fallen
into afissure. The jungle had been burned but never killed. It could be ahundred years old, or older.
Therewas arich, eternd fed to the place, and perhaps that's why the children had chosenit.

The children. Washen knew better, but despite her best intentions, she couldn't think of them any
other way.

"Keep quiet,” Locke whispered, not looking back at them. "Please.”

In theliving shadows, the air turned dightly cooler and uncomfortably damp. Blankets of rotting
canopy left the ground watery-soft. A giant daggerwing roared past, intent on some vita business, and
Washen watched it vanish into the gloom, then regppear, tiny with the distance, its bluish cargpace shining
inapatch of sudden skylight.

Locke turned abruptly, silently.

A snglefinger lay againg hislips. But what Washen noticed was his expression, the pain and worry
so intense that she had to try and reassure him with atouch.

It was Diu who had wormed the secret out him.

The children were meeting in the jungle, and they'd been meseting for more than twenty years. At
irregular intervas, Till would call them to some secluded location, and it was Till who wasin charge of
everything said and done. "What's said?" Washen had asked. "And what do you do?' But Locke refused
to explainit, shaking his head and adding that he was bresking his oldest promise by telling any of it.

"Thenwhy doit?' Washen pressed.

"Because," her son replied. Y ou have every right to hear what he's saying. So you can decide for
yourslves"

Washen stood out of sight, staring at the largest virtue tree she had ever seen. Age had killed it, and
rot had brought it down, splitting the canopy open asit crumbled. Adult children and their little brothers
and ssters had assembled in that pool of skylight, standing in clumps and pairs, talking quietly. Till paced
back and forth on the wide black trunk. He looked fully adult, agel ess and decidedly unexceptiona,
wearing asmple breechcloth and nimble boots, his plain face showing atimid, self-conscious expression
that gave Washen a strange little moment of hope.

Maybe Till's meetings were ajust an old game that grew up into asocia gethering.
Maybe.

Without aword or backward glance, L ocke walked into the clearing, joining the oldest children up in
the front.

His parents obeyed their promise, knedling inthe jungle.



A few more children filtered into view. Then with someinvisble sgnd, theworshippersfdl slent.
With aquiet voice, Till asked, "What do we want?'

"What's best for the ship,” the children answered. "Always."

"How long isdways?'

"Longer than we can count.”

"And how far isadways?'

"Totheendlessends.”

"Yet welive—"

"For amoment!" they cried. "If that long!"

The words were absurd, and chilling. What should have sounded silly to Washen wasn't, the prayer
acquiring amuscular credibility when hundreds were speaking in one voice, with a practiced surety.

"What is best for the ship,” Till repested.

Except hewas asking aquestion. His plain face wasfilled with curiosity, agenuine longing.
Quietly, he asked hisaudience, "Do you know the answer?'

In amuddled shout, the children said, "No."

"| don't either,” their [eader promised. "But when I'm awake, I'm searching. And when I'm deeping,
my dreams do the same.”

Therewas abrief pause, then an urgent voice cried out, "We have newcomers™
"Bring them up."

They were seven year olds—atwin brother and sister—and they climbed the trunk asif terrified. But
Till offered his hands, and with a crisp surety, he told each to breathe deeply, then asked them, "What do
you know about the ship?'

Thelittle girl glanced at the sky, saying, "It'swhere we came from."
Laughter broke out in the audience, then evaporated.

Her brother corrected her. "The captains came from there. Not us." Then he added, "But we're going
to help them get back there. Soon."

There was acold, prolonged pause.

Till dlowed himsdlf apatient smile, patting both of their heads. Then helooked out at hisfollowers,
asking, "Isheright?'

"No," they roared.
The gblingswinced and tried to vanish.



Till knelt between them, and with a steady voice said, "The captains are just the captains. But you and
| and dl of ushere. .. wearethe Builders."

Washen hadn't heard that nonsense in aquarter of a century, and hearing it now, she couldn't decide
whether to laugh or explodein rage.

"We'rethe Buildersreborn,” Till repeated. Then he gave them the seeds of rebellion, adding, "And
whatever our purposg, it isnot to help these silly captains.”

Miocene refused to believe any of it. "First of al,” shetold Washen, and hersdlf, "I know my own child.
What you're describing is ridiculous. Second of dl, thisrally of theirswould involve nearly haf of our
children—"

Diu interrupted. "Most of them are adults with their own homes." Then he added, "Madam.”
"l checked," said Washen. "Severd dozen of the younger children did dip out of the nurseries—"

"I'm not claiming that they didn't go somewhere.” Then with ahaughty expression, she asked, "Will the
two of you listen to me? For amoment, please?”’

"Go on, madam," said Diu.

"l know what's reasonable. | know how my son was raised and | know his character, and unlessyou
can offer me some motivation for this. . . this shit then | think welll just pretend that nothing's been said
here..."

"Moativation," Washen repeated. "Tel mewhat'smine.”
With achill delight, Miocene said, "Greed."
IIWI,.V?I

"Believeme, | understand.” The dark eyes narrowed, siver glintsin their corners. "If my sonisinsane,
then yours sandsto gain. Status, at least. Then eventualy, power."

Washen glanced at Diul.

They hadn't mentioned Lockesrole as the informant, and they would keep it secret aslong as
possible—for atangle of reasons, most of them selfish.

"Ask Till about the Builders" sheindsted.
"l won't."
"Why not?'

The woman took amoment, vainly picking spore cases from her new handmade uniform. Thenwitha
cutting logic, shesad, "If it'salie, helll say it'salie. If it'strue and helies, thenit'll sound like the truth.”

"But if headmitsit—?"

"Then Till wants me to know. And you're Smply amessenger.” She gave them aknowing stare, then
looked off into the distance. "That's not areveation | want delivered at his convenience.”



Three ship-days |ater, while the encampment dept, agreet fist lifted the world several meters, then grew
bored and flung it down again.

Captains and children stumbled into the open. The sky was aready choked with golden balloons and
billions of flying insects. In twelve hours, perhaps less, the entire region would blister and explode, and
die. Like adrunken woman, Washen ran through the aftershocks, reaching atidy home and shouting,
"Locke," into its empty rooms. Where was her son? She moved dong the round, finding dl of the
children's houses empty. A tal figure stepped out of Till'stiny house and asked, "Have you see mine?"

Washen shook her head. "Have you seen mine?’

Miocene said, "No," and sighed. Then she strode past Washen, shouting, Do you know where | can
findhim?'

Diu was standing in the center of the round. Waiting.
"If you help me," the Submaster promised, "you'll help your own son.”
With alittle nod, Diu agreed.

Miocene and a dozen captains ran into the jungle. Left behind, Washen forced herself to concentrate,
packing her household's essentials and hel ping the other worried parents. When they were finished, hours
had passed. The quakes had shattered the crust beneath them, and the golden balloons had vanished,
replaced with clouds of iron dust and the stink of burning jungle. The captains and remaining children
stood in the main round, ready to flee. But the ranking Submaster wouldn't give the order. " Another
minute," he kept tdling everyone, including himsalf. Then hewould carefully hide histimepiecein his
uniform's pocket, fighting the urge to watch the turning of its hands.

When Till suddenly stepped into the open, grinning at them, Washen felt agiddy, incoherent relief.
Relief collgpsed into shock, then terror.

Theyoung man's chest cavity had been opened up with aknife, the first wound partialy hesled but the
second wound deeper, lying perpendicular to the first. Ripped, desi ccated flesh tried desperately to knit
itsdlf back together. Till wasn'tin morta danger, but he wore his agony wel. With an artful moan, he
sumbled, then righted himsdlf for adippery ingtant. Then hefell Sdeways, damming againgt the bareiron
in the same ingtant that Miocene dowly, dowly stepped into view.

She was unhurt, and she was thoroughly, hopelesdy trapped.

Spellbound, Washen watched the Submaster knedl beside her boy, gripping his straight brown hair
with one hand while she stared into his eyes.

Wheat did Till say to her in the jungle? How did he steer his mother into this murderous rage? Because
that's what he must have done. As events played out, Washen redlized that everything was part of an
elaborate plan. That'swhy Locke took them to the meeting, and why he had felt guilty. When he said, "l
know. | promised,” he meant the promise he madeto Till.

Miocene kept staring into her son's eyes.

Perhaps she was hunting for forgiveness, or better, for some hint of doubt. Or perhaps she was smply
giving him amoment to contemplate her own gaze, relentless and cold. Then with both hands, she picked
up agood-sized wedge of nickel-iron—the quakes had |eft the round littered with them—and with a
cam fury, sherolled him over and shattered the vertebrae in his neck, then continued beeting him, blood



and shredded flesh flying, his head nearly cut free of his paralyzed body.
Washen and five other captains pulled Miocene off her son.

"Let go of me," she demanded. Then she dropped her weapon and raised her arms, telling everyone
in earshot, "If you want to help him, help him. But if you do, you don't belong to our community. That's
my decree. According to the powers of my rank, my office, and my mood. . . !"

L ocke had stepped out of the jungle.

Hewasthefirst to cometo Till's ide, but only barely. More than two-thirds of the children gathered
around the limp figure. A stretcher was found, and their leader was made comfortable. Then with afew
possessions and virtualy no food, the wayward children began to file away, moving north when the
captains were planning to travel south.

Diu stood beside Washen; since when?

"We can't just let them get away," he whispered. " Someone needs to stay with them. To talk to them,
and hdpthem..."

She glanced & her lover, then opened her mouth.
"Il go," she meant to say.

But Diu said, "Y ou shouldn't, no. Y ou'll help them more by staying closeto Miocene." He had
obvioudy thought it through, arguing, "Y ou have rank. Y ou have authority here. And besides, Miocene
ligensto you."

When it suited her, yes.
"Il keep in contact,” Diu promised. "Somehow."

Washen nodded, thinking that al of thiswould passin afew years. Perhapsin afew decades, a
mod.

Diu kissed her, and they hugged, and she found herself looking over his shoulder. Lockewasa
familiar dlhouette tanding in the jungle. At that distance, through those shadows, she couldntt tell if her
son was facing her or if shewaslooking at his back. Either way, she smiled and mouthed the words, "Be
good.” Then shetook a deep breath and told Diu, "Be careful.” And she turned away, refusing to watch
ether of her men vanish into the shadows and gathering smoke.

Miocene stood aone, speaking with athin dry weepy voice.
"Weé're getting closer,” she declared, lifting her arms overhead.
Closer?

Then she rose up on her toes, reaching higher, and with alow, pained laugh, she said, "Not close
enough. Not yet."

MISSION YEARS 511.01-1603.73:



A dozen of theloya grandchildren discovered thefirgt artifact. Against every rule, they were playing
beside ariver of liquid iron, and suddenly amysterious hyperfiber sphere drifted past. With their
youngster's courage, they fished it out and cooled it down and brought it back to the encampment. Then
for the next hundred years, the spherelay in storage, under lock and key. But once the captains had
reinvented the means, they split the hyperfiber, and ingde it was an information vault nearly asold asthe
earth.

The device was declared authentic, and usdless, its memories erased to gray by the smple crush of
time

There were atempts at secrecy, but the Waywards dways had their spies. One night, without
warning, Locke and hisfather strolled into the main round. Dressed in breechcloth and little e se, they
found Washen's door, knocked until she screamed, "Enter,” then stepped inside, Diu offering awry grin
as L ocke made the unexpected proposal: Tons of dried and sweetened mest in exchange for that empty
vaullt.

Washen didn't have the authority. Four Submasters were pulled out of three beds, and at Miocene's
ingstence, they grudgingly agreed to the Waywards terms.

But the negotiations weren't finished. Diu suddenly handed his ex-commanders wafers of pure sulfur,
very rare and essential to the captains fledgling industries. Then with awink, he asked, "What would you
give usin return for tons more?

Everything, thought Washen.

Diu settled for alaser. As he made sure it had enough punch to penetrate hyperfiber, nervous voices
asked how the Waywardswould useit. "It'sobvious," Diu replied, with easy scorn. "If your little group
finds one artifact, by accident, how many more do you think that the Waywards could be sitting on?"

Afterwards, once or twice every century, the captains discovered new vaults. Most were dead and
sold quickly to the Waywards for meet and sulfur. But it was ninth vault that still functioned, its ancient
machinery full of images and data, and answers.

The degant device wasriding in Miocenes lap. Shetouched it lightly, lovingly, then confessed, "'l fed
nervous. Nervous, but exceptionaly confident.”

The Submaster never usudly discussed her moods.
"With alittle luck,” she continued, "thistreasure will hedl these old rifts between them and us.”
"With luck," Washen echoed, thinking it would take more than alittle.

They arrived at the clearing at three in the morning, shiptime. Moments later, severa thousand
Waywards stepped from the jungle at the same moment, dressed in tool belts and little el se, the men
often carrying toddlers and their women pregnant, every face fera and sdf-assured, amost every
expression utterly joyous.

Washen climbed out of thewaker, and Miocene handed down the vault.

Totheeye, it wasn't an impressive machine—arounded lump of gray ceramicsinfused with smooth
blue-white diamonds. Y et most of the Waywards stared at the prize. Till was the lone exception. Coming
down the open dope, waking dowly, he watched Miocene, wariness mixed with other, lesslegible
emotions.



L ocke was following the Waywards |eader at arespectful distance. "How are you, Mother?' he
cdled out. Always polite; never warm.

"Wl enough,” Washen dlowed. "And you?"'
His answer was an odd, tentative smile.

Where was Diu? Washen gazed at the crowd, assuming that he was somewhere close, hidden by the
crush of bodies.

"May | examinethe device?' asked Till.

Miocene took the vault from Washen so that she could hand it to her son. And Till covered the largest
diamonds with hisfingertips, blocking out the light, causing the machine to dowly, dowly awaken.

The clearing was anaturd amphithester, black iron risng on al sides. Washen couldn't count al the
Waywards streaming out of the jungle above. Thousands had become tens of thousands. Some of them
were her grandchildren and greet-grandchildren. Diu would know which ones, perhaps. How many of
her descendants lived with the Waywards? In the past, during their very occasiona meetings, Diu had
confided that the Waywards probably numbered in the millions—adigtinct possibility sincethey'd
inherited their parents immortal genes, and since Till seemed to rdish fecundity. In principle, thisentire
audience could be related to Washen. Not bad, she thought. Particularly for an old woman who for many
fine reasons had only that one child of her own.

The vault began to hum softly, and Lockelifted an arm, shouting, "Now."

Suddenly the audience was slent, everyone motionless, a pa pable anticipation hanging in the hot dry
ar.

The sky grew dark, and the clearing vanished.

Marrow swelled, nearly filling the chamber. Barren and smooth, it was covered in aworldwide ocean
of bubbling, irradiated iron that lay just benesth the hyperfiber celling, and the audience stood on that
ocean, unwarmed, watching an ancient dramaplay itsdf out.

Without sound or any warning, the Blesk appeared, squirming their way through the chamber'swall,
through the countless access tunnel s—insect-like cyborgs, enormous and cold and swift.

Like aswarm of wasps, they flowed toward Marrow, launching gobs of antimatter that dammed into
the molten surface, scorching white-hot explosionsrising up and up. Theliquid iron swirled and lifted,
then collgpsed again. In the harsh light, Washen glanced at her son, trying to measure hisface, his mood.
He looked spdllbound, eyes wide and his mouth gar, hisbody shivering with an gpocalyptic fever. Every
face seemed to be seeing thisfor the first time. Washen remembered the last time she spoke to Diu,
amost adecade ago. She asked about the vaults and the Waywards beliefs, explaining that Miocene
was pressing for details. In response, Diu growled, reminding her, "I'm their only non-believer, and they
don't tell me much. I'm tolerated for my technical expertise, and just asimportant, because | long ago
stopped kowtowing to Miocene and all the rest of you."

A hyperfiber dome suddenly burst from theiron, lasersfiring, adozen of the Bleak killed before the
dome pulled itsdf under again.

The Bleak brought reinforcements, then struck again.

Hyperfiber missles carried the antimatter deep into the iron. Marrow shook and twisted, then belched



gas and fire. Perhaps the Bleak managed to kill the last of the Builders. Perhaps. Either way, the Builders
revenge wasin place. Was waiting. In the middle of the attack, with the Bleak's forces pressing hard, the
buttressing fields came on, bringing their blue-white glow. Suddenly the Blesk appeared tiny and frail.
Then, before they could flee, the lightning storm swept across the sky, dissolving every wisp of matter
into aplasma, creating asuperheated mist that would persist for millions of years, cooling as Marrow
cooled, gradudly collecting on the warm, newborn crust.

Gradually, the Bleak's own carbon and hydrogen and oxygen became Marrow's atmosphere and its
rivers, and those same precious e ements dowly gathered themsalvesinto butter bugs and virtue trees,
then into the wide-eyed children standing in that clearing, weeping asthey stared at the radiant sky.

The present reemerged gradudly, amost reluctantly.

"Theres much more," Miocene promised, her voice urgent. Motherly. "Other records show how the
ship was attacked. How the Builders retreated to Marrow. Thisiswhere they made their last stand,
whoever they were." She waited for along moment, watching her son's unreadable face. Then with a
genuine disappointment, she warned, "The Builders never show themsalves. We understand alot more
now, but were gill not sure how they looked.”

Till wasn't awestruck by what he had just witnessed. If anything, he was mildly pleased, grinning asif
amused, but definitely not excited or surprised, or even particularly interested with what Miocene had to

sy.

"Ligentome," she snapped, unable to contain herself any longer. " Do you understand what this
means? The Event that trapped us here is some kind of ancient weapon designed to kill the Blesk. And
everything else on board the ship . . . perhaps. . ."

"Who'strapped?" Till replied with asmooth, unnerving cam. "I'm not. No believer is. Thisis exactly
wherewe belong.”

Only Miocen€'s eyes betrayed her anger.

Till continued with his explanation, saying, "Y ou're here because the Builders called to you. They lured
you here because they needed someoneto give birth to us."

"That'sinsane," the Submaster snarled.

Washen was squinting, searching for Diu. She recognized hisface and his nervous energy, but only in
the children. Where was he? Suddenly it occurred to her that he hadn't been invited, or even worse—

"1 know why you believe thisnonsense.” Miocene said the words, then took along step toward Till,
empty handslifting into the air. "I1t's obvious. When you were aboy, you found one of these vaults. Didn't
you? It showed you the war and the Bleak, and that's when you began dl of this. . . this nonsense about
being the Buildersreborn .. . 1"

Her son regarded her with an amused contempt.

"Y ou made amistake," said Miocene, her voice shrill. Accusing. ™Y ou were achild, and you didn't
understand what you were seeing, and ever since we've had to pay for your ignorance. Don't you see. . .
?l

Her son was smiling, incapable of doubt.

Looking at the Waywards, Miocene screamed, "Who understands me?'



Silence

"l didn't find any vault,” Till claimed. "1 was aonein the jungle, and a Builder's spirit appeared to me.
He told me about the Ship and the Bleak. He showed me dl of this. Then he made me apromise: Asthis
day ends, in the coming twilight, I'll learnmy destiny . . ."

Hisvoicetrailed away into slence.

Locke knedled and picked up the vault. Then he looked at Washen, saying matter-of-factly, "The
usud payment. That'swhat were offering.”

Miocene roared.
"What do you mean? Thisisthe best artifact yet!"
No one responded, gazing at her asif shewasinsane.

"It functions. It remembers.” The Submaster wasflinging her amsinto the air, telling them, "The other
vaults were empty, or nearly so—"

"Exadtly,” sdd Till.

Then, asif it was beneath their leader to explain the obvious, Locke gave the two of them alook of
pity, telling them, "Those vaults are empty because what they were holding is € sewhere now. Elsawhere”

Till and Locke touched their scalps.

Every follower did the same, fifty thousand armslifting, a greet ripple reaching the top of the
amphithester as everyone pointed at their minds. At their reborn souls.

Lockewas staring at his mother.
A premonition made her mouth dry. "Why isn't Diu here?"

"Because he'sdead,” her son replied, an old sadness passing through hisface. "I'm sorry. It happened
eight years ago, during a powerful eruption.”

Washen couldn't speak, or move.
"Areyou dl right, Mother?"
Shetook abregth, thenlied. "Yes. I'm fine."

Then she saw the most astonishing sight yet in thislong and astonishing day: Miocene had dropped to
her knees, and with apleading voice, she was begging for Till'sforgiveness. "I never should have struck
you," shesaid. Shesad, "Darling,” with genuine anguish. Then asalast resort, shetold him, "And | do
love the ship. As much asyou do, you ungrateful shit ... !"

MISSION YEAR 4895.33:

From the very top of the new bridge, where the atmosphere was barely a doppy vacuum, Marrow finaly
began to resemble afar away place.



The captains appreciated the view.

Whenever Washen was on duty, she gazed down at the city-like encampments and sprawling farms,
the dormant vol canoes and surviving patches of jungle, feding addicious sense of detachment fromit al.
A soft gray twilight held sway. The buttresses had continued to shrivel and weaken over thelast millennia,
and if Miocene's modd proved true, in another two centuries the buttresses would vanish entirely. For a
few moments, or perhaps afew years, there would be no barrier between them and the ship. Marrow
world would beimmersed in a perfect blackness. Then the buttresses would reignite suddenly, perhaps
accompanied by another Event. But by then the captains and their families, moving with aswift, drilled
precision, would have escaped, climbing up thiswondroudy makeshift bridge, reaching the old base
camp, then hopefully, returning to the ship, at last.

What they would find there, no one knew.
Or in apolite company, discussed.

In the last five thousand years, every remote possibility had been suggested, debated in depth, and
findly, mercifully, buried in an unmarked grave.

Whatever was, was.
That was the mandatory attitude, and it had been for centuries now.

All that mattered was the bridge. The surviving captains—amost two-thirds of the origind
complement—ived for its completion. Hundreds of thousands of their descendants worked in distant
mines or trucked the ore to the factories. Another half million were manufacturing superstrong dloysand
crude flavors of hyperfiber, some of each added to the bridge's foundation, while the rest were spun
together into hollow tubes. Washen's duty wasto oversee the dow, rigorous hoisting of each new tube,
thenitsfina attachment. Compared to the original bridge, their contraption was indlegant and
preposteroudy fat. Y et shefelt agenuine pride dl the same, knowing the sacrifices that went into its
congruction, and the enormous amounts of time, and when they didn't have any other choice, alot of
desperate, ad hoc inventiveness.

"Madam Washen?' said afamiliar voice. "Excuse me, madam."
The captain blinked, then turned.

Her newest assistant stood in the doorway. An intense, self-assured man of no particular age, he was
obvioudy puzzled—arare express on—and with amixture of curiosity and confusion, he announced,
"Our shiftisover."

"Infifty minutes," Washen replied, knowing the exact time for hersdlf.

"No, madam." Nervous hands pressed at the crisp fabric of histechnician's uniform. "l just heard.
Wereto leaveimmediately, usng every tube but the Primary.”

She looked at the displays on her control boards. "1 don't see any orders.”
"I know—"

"Isthisanother drill?" If the reinforced crust under them ever began to subside, they might have only
minutes to evacuate. "Becauseif it is, we need a better system than having you walking about, tapping
people's shoulders.™



"No, madam. It'snot adrill."
"Then what—?"

"Miocene," he blurted. " She contacted me directly. Following her ingtructions, I've dready dismissed
the others, and now | am to tell you to wait here. Sheison her way." As proof, he gave the order'sfile
code. Then with abarely restrained frustration, he added, "Thisis very mysterious. Everyone agrees. But
the Submaster is such a secretive person, so | am assuming—"

"Who'swith her?' Washen interrupted.
"l don't think anyone.”

But the primary tube wasthe largest. Twenty captains could ride insde one of its cars, never brushing
elbows with one another.

"Her car seemsto have an extrathick hull,” the assistant explained, " plus some embd lishmentsthat |
can't quite decipher.”

"What sorts of embd lishments?'

He glanced at the time, pretending he was anxiousto leave. But he was aso proud of his cleverness,
just as Washen guessed he would be. Cameras inside the tube let them observe the car. Its mass could
be determined by the energy required to lift it. He pointed to the pipelike devices wrapped around its
hull, making the car ook like someone's bal of rope, and with a sudden dose of humility, he admitted, "I
don't seem to quite understand that apparatus.”

In other words, "Please explain it to me, madam.”

But Washen didn't explain anything. Looking at her assstant—one of the most talented and loya of
the captains offspring; aman who had proved himsdlf on every occasion—she shrugged her shoulders,
then lied.

Shesad, "l don't understand it, either.”

Then before she took another breath, she suggested, "Y ou should probably do what she wants.
Leave. If Miocenefindsyou waiting here, shell kick you down the shaft hersdlf.”

The Submaster had exactly the same face and figure that she had carried for millennia, but in the eyesand
in the corners of her voice, she was changed. Transformed, amost. On those rare occas ons when they
met face to face, Washen marveled at dl the wayslife on Marrow had changed Miocene. And then she
would wonder if it was the same for her—if old friends looked at Washen and thought to themsalves,
"She lookstired, and sad, and maybe alittle profound.”

They saw each other infrequently, but despite rank and Miocenes attitudes, it was difficult to remain
forma. Washen whispered, "Madam," and then added, "Are you crazy? Do you redly think it'll work?!

Theface amiled, not ahint of joy init. "According to my modds, probably. With aniinitid velocity of
five hundred meters per—"

"Accuracy isn't your problem,” Washen told her. "And if you can dip insgde your target—that three
kilometer remnant of the old bridge, right?>—you'll have enough time to brake your momentum.”



"But my mind will have died. Isthat what you intend to say?"

"Even asthin and weak asthe buttressesare now . . . | would hope you're dead. Otherwise you'll
have suffered an incredible amount of brain damage." Washen shook her head. "Unlessyou've
accomplished amiracle, and that car will protect you for every millisecond of theway.”

Miocene nodded. "It's taken some twenty-one hundred years, and some considerable secrecy on my
part . . . but the results have been well worth it."

In the remote past—Washen couldn't remember when exactly—the captains toyed with exactly this
kind of apparatus. But it was the Submaster who ordered them not to pursueit. "Too risky," was her
verdict. Her lie. "Too many technica hurdles.”

For lack of better, Washen smiled grimly and told her, "Good luck then."

Miocene shook her head, her eyes gaining an ominous light. "Good luck to both of us, you mean. The
cabin'slarge enough for two."

“But why me?"

"Because | respect you," she reported. "And if | order you to accompany me, you will. And frankly, |
need you. Y ou're more gifted than me when it comesto talking to people. The captains and our halfway
loyal descendants. . . well, let's just say they share my respect for you, and that could be an enormous
advantage.”

Washen guessed the reason, but she till asked, "Why?"

"l intend to explore the ship. And if the worst has happened—if it's empty and dead—then you're the
best person, | believe, to bring homethat terrible news. . ."

Just like that, they escaped from Marrow.

Miocene's car was cramped and primitive, and the swift journey brought little hallucinationsand a
wrenching nausea. But they survived with their sanity. Diving into the remains of thefirst bridge, the
Submagter brought them to a bruising hat indgde the assembly station, dipping into the first empty berth,
then she took a moment to smooth her crude, homespun uniform with atrembling long hand.

Base camp had been without power for nearly five millennia. The Event had crippled every resctor,
every drone. Without food or water, the abandoned lab animals had dropped into comas, and astheir
immortd flesh lost moisture, they mummified itself. Washen picked up one of the mandrill baboons—an
enormous male weighing little more than a breath—and she felt itsleethery heart beet, just once, just to
tell her, "I waited for you."

She st it down, and |eft quietly.

Miocene was standing on the viewing platform, gazing expectantly at the horizon. Even at thisdtitude,
they could only seethe captains realm. The nearest of the Wayward cities—spartan placeswith cold and
sampleiron buildings fitted together like blocks—were hundreds of kilometers removed from them.
Which might aswell have been hundreds of light years, as much as the two cultures interacted anymore.

"Youlook asif you're expecting someone," Washen observed.

The Submaster said nothing.



"The Waywards are going to find out that we're here, madam. If Till doesn't already know, it'sonly
because he's got too many spies, and al of them are talking a once."

Miocene nodded absently, taking a deep breath.

Then she turned, and never mentioning the Waywards, she said, "Weve wasted enough time. Let'sgo
seewhat'supdtairs.”

Thelong accesstunnd to the ship wasintact.

Tube-carsremained in their berths, untouched by humans and apparently shielded from the Event by
the surrounding hyperfiber. Their engines were charged, every system locked in adiagnostic mode. The
com-links refused to work, perhaps because there was no one to maintain the dead ship's net. But by
dredging the proper commands from memory, Washen got them under way, and every so often she
would glance a Miocene, measuring the woman's stern profile, wondering which of them was more
scared of what they would find.

Thetunnd turned into an abandoned fuel linethat spilled out into the leech habitat.

Everything was exactly as Washen'steam had left it. Empty and dusty and relentlesdy gray, the
habitat wel comed them with a perfect sllence,

Miocene gripped her belly, asif in pain.

Washen tried to link up with the ship's net, but every connection to the popul ated areas had been
severed.

"Were going on," Miocene announced. "Now."

They pressed on, climbing out of the mammoth fuel tank and into the first of the inhabited quarters.
Suddenly they were insde awide, flattened tunnel, enormous and empty, and looking out at the
emptiness, Miocene said, "Perhaps the passengers and crew . . . perhapsthey were able to evacuate the
ship . . . do you suppose. . . 7'

Washen began to say, "Maybe."

From behind, with ajarring suddenness, an enormous car appeared, bearing down on them until a
collison wasimminent, then skipping sdewayswith acrigp, Al precision. Then asthe car was passing
them, its sol e passenger—an enormous wha e-like entity cushioned within asat water bath—winked at
them with three of its black eyes, winking just as people did at each other, meaning nothing but the
friendliest of grestings.

It wasa Y awkleen. Five millenniaremoved from her pogt, yet Washen immediately remembered the
Species name.

With aflat, disbelieving voice, Miocene said, "No."

But it wastrue. In the distance, they could just make out adozen cars, thetraffic light, but otherwise
perfectly normd. Perfectly bandl.

Pausing at the first waystation, they asked itsresident Al about the Magter's hedlth.
With asmooth cheeriness, it reported, " Sheisin robust good hedlth. Thank you for inquiring.”

"Since when?' the Submaster pressed.



"For the last sixty thousand years, blessher.”
Miocene was mute, a scalding rage growing by the instant.

One of the waystation's walls was sprinkled with com-booths. Washen stepped into the nearest
booth, saying, "Emergency status. The captains channel. Please, we need to speak to the Master.”

Miocene followed, sealing the door behind them.

A modest office surrounded them, spun out of light and sound. Three captains and countless Als
served asthe Madter's staff and as buffers. It was the night staff, Washen redlized; the clocks on Marrow
were wrong by eleven hours. Not too bad after fifty centuries of little mistakes—

The human faces stared at the apparitions, while the Alssmply asked, "What is your business,
please?’

"1 want to see her!" Miocene thundered.
The captainstried to portray an appropriate composure.

"I'm Miocene! Submagter, First Chair!” Thetal woman bent over the nearest captain, saying, "You've
got to recognize me. Look at me. Something's very wrong—"

The Alsremembered them, and acted.
Theimage swirled and stabilized again.

The Magter was standing alone in a conference room, watching the arrival of asmall starship. She
looked exactly as Washen remembered, except that her hair was longer and tied in an intricate bun.
Preoccupied in ways that only a Ship's Master can be, she didn't bother to ook at her guests. She wasn't
paying attention to her Al'swarnings. But when she happened to glance at the two captains—both
dressed in crude, even laughable imitations of standard ship uniforms—alook of wonder and
astonishment swept over that broad face, replaced an instant later with apiercing fury.

"Where have the two of you been?' the Master cried out.
"Where you sent ugl" Miocene snapped. "Marrow!"
"Where. .. 2" the woman spat.

"Marrow," the Submaster repeated. Then, in exasperation, "What sort of game are you playing with
L@I

"l didn't send you anywhere. . . !"
Inadim, haf-born way, Washen began to understand.

Miocene shook her head, asking, "Why keep our mission secret?' Then in the next breath, "Unless al
you intended to do was imprison the best of your captains—"

Washen grabbed Miocene by the arm, saying, "Wait. No."

"My best captains? Y ou?' The Master gave awild, cackling laugh. "My best officerswouldn't vanish
without atrace. They wouldn't take el@borate precautions to accomplish god-knows-what, keeping out
of sght for how long? And without so much asawhisper from any one of them.. .. I"



Miocene glanced a Washen with an empty face. "She didn't send us—"

"Someone did,” Washen replied.

"Security!" the Magter shouted. "Two ghosts are using thislink! Track them! Hurry! Please, please!™
Miocenekilled thelink, giving them time.

The stunned ghosts found themsel ves standing ing de the empty booth, trying to make sense out of
pure insanity.

"Who could havefooled us. . . 7" asked Washen. Then in her next breath, sheredized how easy it
would have been: Someone with access and ingenuity sent ordersin the Master's name, bringing the
captains together in an isolated | ocation. Then the same ingenious soul deceived them with areplicaof the
Master, sending them rushing down to the ship'score.. . .

"1 could have manipulated dl of you," Miocene offered, thinking dong the same seductive, extremely
paranoid lines. "But | didn't know about Marrow's existence. None of us knew."

But someone had known. Obvioudly.
"And even if | possessed the knowledge,” Miocene continued, "what could | hopeto gain?'

An ancient memory surfaced of its own accord. Suddenly Washen saw herself standing before the
window in the leech habitat, looking &t the captains reflections while talking amiably about ambition and
itsSwest, intoxicating stink.

"We've got to warn the Master," she told Miocene.
"Of whet?"

She didn't answer, shouting instructions to the booth, then waiting for amoment before asking, "Are
you doing what | said?"

The booth gave no reply.

Washen eyed Miocene, fedling asudden chill. Then she unsealed the booth's door and gave it ahard
shove, sepping warily out into the waystation.

A largewoman in robeswas camly and efficiently medting the Al with a powerful laser.

Wearing a proper uniform, saying the expected words, she would be indistinguishable from the
Magter.

But what surprised the captains even more was the ghost standing nearby. He was wearing civilian
clothes and an eaborate disguise, and Washen hadn't seen him for ages. But from the way hisflesh
quivered on his bones, and the way hisgray eyes smiled straight at her, there was no doubt about his
name,

"Diu," Washen whispered.
Her ex-lover lifted akinetic stunner.

Too late and much too dowly, Washen attempted to tackle him.



Then she was somewhere el se, and her neck had been broken, and Diu's face was hovering over her,
laughing asit spoke, every word incomprehensible.

Washen closed her eyes. Another voice spoke, asking, "How did you find Marrow?" Miocene's voice?

"It'srather like your misson briefing. There was an impact. Some curious data were gathered. But
where the Ship's Master dismissed the idea of ahollow core, | investigated. My money paid for the
dronesthat eventudly dug to this place, and | followed them here." There was soft laugh, areflective
pause. Then, "This happened tens of thousands of years ago. Of course. | wasn't a captain in those days.
| had plenty of time and the wedth to explore thisworld, to pick gpart its mysteries, and eventually
formulate my wonderful plan .. ."

Washen opened her eyes again, fighting to focus.

"I've lived on Marrow more than twice aslong as you, madam.”

Diu was gtanding in the middle of the viewing platform, hisface framed by the remnants of the bridge.
"l know itscycles," hesaid. "And dl its many hazards, too."

Miocene was standing next to Washen, her face taut and tired but the eyes opened wide, missing
nothing.

"How do you fed?" sheinquired, glancing down at her colleague.
"Awful." Washen sat up, winced briefly, then asked, "How long have we been here?"

"A few minutes," Diu answered. "My associate, the false Magter, was carrying both of you. But now
it's gone ahead to check on my ship—"

"Whet ship?"

"That'swhat | was about to explain.”" The smile brightened, then he said, "Over the millennia, I've
learned how to stockpile equipment in hyperfiber vaults. The vaults drift in the molten iron. In times of
need, | can even liveingde them. If | wanted to pretend my own degth, for instance.”

"For the Waywards," Miocene remarked.
"Naturdly."

The Submaster pretended to stare at their captor. But she waslooking past him, the dark eyesintense
and unreadable, but in asubtle way, dmost hopeful.

"What do you want?' asked Miocene.
"Guess" hetold them.

Washen took along breath and tried to stand. Miocene grabbed her by the arms, and they stood
together like clumsy dancers, righting for their balance.

"Theship," Washen managed.
Diu said nothing.



"The ultimate starship, and you want it for yoursdlf.” Washen took afew more bresths, testing her
neck before she pulled free of Miocene's hands. "This scheme of yoursisan elaborate mutiny. That'sal it
IS isntit?’

"The Waywardsarean army," said Miocene. "An army of religious fanatics being readied for ajihad.
My son isthe nomina leader. But who feeds him hisvisons? It's dways been you, hasn't it?!

No response.

Washen found the strength to move closer to the railing, looking down, nothing to see but thick clouds
of airborneiron kicked up by some fresh eruption.

Miocene took a sudden breath, then exhaled.

Strolling towards them, huge even at a distance, was the false Master. Knowing it was amachine
madeit look like one. It had a patient stride, even with itsthick arms raised overhead, waving wildly.

"What about the Builders?' Miocene blurted.
Diu nearly glanced over his shoulder, then hesitated. "What are you asking?'
"Did they redly fight the Blegk?"

Diu enjoyed the suspense, grinning at both of them before he admitted, "How the fuck should |
know?'

"The artifacts—?" Miocene began.

"Six thousand years old,” he boasted. "Built by an dien passenger who thought | wasin the
entertainment indudtry.”

"Why pretend to die?" Miocene asked.

"For the freedom it gave me." Therewasaboy in hisgrin. "Being dead, | can see more. Being dead, |
can disguise mysdlf. | walk where | want. | make babies with a thousand different women, including some
inthe captains redm.”

Therewasdlence.

Then for amoment, they could just begin to hear the machine's voice—a deegp sound rattling between
the dormitories, fading until it was a sensdess murmur.

"We gpoke to the Master,” Washen blurted.

Miocene took the cue, adding, "She knows. Wetold her everything—"
"No, you told her dmost nothing,” Diu snapped.

"Areyou certan?’

"Absolutely."

"But shelll be hunting for us" Washen said.

" She's been on that same hunt for five thousand years," he reminded them. "And even if she sniffsout
the accesstunnd thistime, | won't care. Because on the way back down, | mined the tunnel. Patient one



kilo charges of antimatter are ready to close things up tight. Excavating anew tunnel isgoing to take
millennia, and probably much longer. Giving mysdf and my friends plenty of time to prepare.”

"What if no onedigsusout?' Washen asked.

Diu shrugged, grinning at her. "How doesthe old story play? It's better to rule in one redm than serve
in another—?"

Then he hesitated, hearing a distant voice.
The Master's voice,

A laser appeared in hisright hand, and he turned, squinting at his machine, puzzled by the frantic
am-waving.

"Another car," said the voice, diluted to awhisper. "It'sin the berth next toyours. . . I"
"What car?' Diu muttered to himsdlf.

"l believe | know," Miocenereplied, eyesdarting Sdeto side. "'l built two vessdls, identica in every
way. Including the fact that you never knew they existed.”

Diu didn't seem to hear her.

Miocene took a step toward him, adding, "It's obvious, isn't it? Someone elseishere. Or if they
squeezed in together, two someones.”

"S0?" Diureplied. "A couple more captains lurking nearby—"
"Except,” Mioceneinterrupted, "1 didn't send my invitation to my captains.”
Diu didn't ask to whom it was sent.

Washen remembered Miocene had stood on this platform, watching Marrow. Watching for Till, she
redlized. How long would it have taken him to move the car to the bridge? That was the only question.
She had no doubts that once motivated, the Waywards could do whatever they wanted insde the
captains ream.

"1 was hopeful," Miocene confessed. "1 was hopeful that my son would be curious, that hewould
follow me back to the ship and seeit for himsdf.”

Therewas a sound, sharp and familiar.

The fse Master stopped in mid-dtride, then began to collgpse in onitsdf. Then athin column of light
appeared in the smoke, betraying the laser's source.

Diu started to run.
Miocene followed, and Washen chased both of them.

Besde the platform, in easy earshot, stood adrone. A lone figure was knedling beneath its ceramic
body, wearing breechcloth and holding a crude laser drill againgt his shoulder, intent on reducing the
machine to ash and gas.

Diu saw him, stopped and aimed.



At Locke.

Maybe he was hesitating, redizing it was his son. Or more likely, he smply was asking himself:
Wheres Till? Either way, he didn't fire. Instead, Diu tarted to turn, looking at his surroundings asif for
thefirg time—

There was a clean hard crack.
A fat chunk of lead knocked Diu off hisfeet, opening his chest beforeit tore through his backside.

With the smooth grace of an athlete, Till climbed out from the meshwork benegth the platform. He
seemed unhurried, empty of emotion. Strolling past Washen, he didn't give her thetiniest glance. It was
like watching a soulless machine, right up until the moment when Miocene tried to block hisway, saying,
"Son," with awesk, sorrowful voice.

He shoved her aside, then ran toward Diu. Screaming. At thetop of hislungs, screaming, "It'sall been
alie—!"

Diu lifted his hand, reaching into a bloody pocket.

Moments later, the base camp began to shake violently. Dozens of mines were exploding
smultaneoudy. But the enormous mass of the ship absorbed the blows, then counterattacked, pushing
the access tunndl shut for its entire length, and as an afterthought, knocking everyone off their feet.

Diu grabbed hislaser.
He managed to sit up.

Washen fought her way to her fet, but too late. She could only watch as Miocene managed to leap,
grabbing Till by the head and hafway covering him asthekilling blast struck her temple, and in haf an
instant, boiled away her brain.

Till rolled, using the body asashidld, discharging hisweapon until it was empty. Then aburst of light
struck him in the shoulder, removing hisright arm and part of his chest even asit cauterized the enormous
wound.

Using hisdrill, Locke quickly diced hisfather into divers, then burned him to dust.

Miocene lay dead at Washen'sfeet, and Till was beside her, obliviousto everything. Therewasa
wasted qudlity to the face, amark that went beyond any physicd injury. "lt'sbeen alie" he kept saying,
without sound. "Everything. A mondtrouslie.

Locke cameto him, not to Washen, asking, "What ismonstrous, Y our Excellence?’

Till gazed up a him. With acareful voice, he said, "Nothing." Then after along pause, he added, "We
have to return home. Now."

"Of course. Yes, Your Excellence.”
"But firgt," he said, "the ship must be protected from itsfoes!”
L ocke knew exactly what was being asked of him. "I don't see why—7?"

"The shipisin danger!" the prophet cried out. "1 say it, which makesit so. Now prove your devotion,
Wayward!"



Locke turned, looking at his mother with aweary, trapped expression.
Washen struck him on the jaw, hard and sudden.

She had covered dmost ahundred meters before the laser drill bit into her calf, making her sumble,
But sheforced hersdf to keegp running, dipping behind the drone with only two more burns cut deep into
her back.

It was asif Lockewastrying to miss.

Hourslater, watching from the dormitory, Washen saw her son carrying four of the comatose
baboons out into the courtyard, where he piled them up and turned the lasers on them. Then he showed
the ashesto Till, satisfying him, and without a backward glance, the two waked dowly in the direction of
the bridge.

Washen hid for severa days, eating and drinking from the old stores.

When shefinaly crept into the bridge, she found Diu's sophisticated car cut into pieces, and
Miocenesfused to its berth. But what startled her—what made her sick and sad—was Marrow itself.
The captains new bridge had been toppled. Wild fires and explosions were sweeping acrossthe visible
globe. A vast, incoherent rage was at work, erasing every trace of the despised captains, and attacking
anyone that might pose any thresat to alost prophet.

In that crystalline moment of horror, Washen understood what she had to do. And without awasted
moment, she turned and began to make ready.

MI1SSION DATE—INCONSEQUENTIAL

At the ship's center, a seamless night has been born.

Thefigure moves by memory through the darkness, picking her way across atangle of conduits and
scrap parts. In afew moments, energy milked from hundreds of tube-carswill flow into an enormous
projector, and for afleeting instant or two, the darknesswill be repelled. If her ink-and-paper
caculations are correct, and if more than acentury of singleminded preparation succeeds, a message of
forgiveness and rebirth will skate aong the chamber'swall, encircling and embracing the world.

But that isjust the beginning.

Wearing a pressure suit and two bulky packs, she climbs over therailing and legps, bracing for the
impact.
Boom.

The blister isthick, but she began the hole decades ago. Toolswait in aneat pile. With aminimum of
cuts, the hole opens, and a sudden wind blows past her, trying to coax her into joining it, nothing outside
but Marrow's high cold stratosphere.

The buttresses have vanished, at least for the moment.

There's no time to waste. She obeysthewind, letting it carry her through the hole and downward in a
wild tumbling spirdl.



The sky behind her eruptsin light.

Inthe colorsof fireand hot iron, it criesout, "A BUILDER IS COMING. SHE COMESTO LEAD
YOU OUT OF YOUR MISERY!"

The Builder grabsthe cord of her parachute, then beginsto scream.
Not out of fear. Not at all.

It'sthe full-throated, wonderstruck scream of agirl who has forgotten just how very much funitisto
fdl.



