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Marius Vargovic, agent of Gilgamesh 19, savoured an ingant of free-fall
before the flitter's engineskicked in, damming it away from the
Deucdion. His pilot gunned the craft toward the moon below, quickly
outrunning the other shuttles which the Martian liner had disgorged.
Europa seemed to be enlarging perceptibly; aflattening arc the colour of
nicotine-stained wall paper.

"Boring, isntit."

Vargovic turned around in his seet, languidly. "Y oud rather they were
shooting a us?"

"Rather they were doing something.”

"Thenyou'reafooal," Vargovic said, making atent of hisfingers.
"There's enough armament buried in that ice to give Jupiter asecond red
gpot. What it would do to us doesn't bear thinking about it."

"Only trying to make conversgtion.”

"Don't bother - it'san overrated activity at the best of times."

"Alright, Marius- | get the message. In fact | intercepted it, parsediit,
filtered it, decrypted it with the appropriate one-time pad and wrote a
fucking two-hundred page report on it. Satisfied?”

"I'm never stisfied, Mishenka It just isn't in my nature.”



But Mishenkawas right: Europawas an encrypted document; complexity
masked by a surface of fractured and refrozen ice. Its surface grooves
were likethe capillariesin avitrified eyebal; fant asthe structure
inaraw survelllanceimage. But once within the airgpace boundary of the
Europan Demarchy, traffic-management co-opted theflitter, vectoring it
into atouchdown corridor. In three days Mishenkawould return, but then
he would disable the avionics, kissng the ice for less than ten minutes.
"Not too late to abort," Mishenkasaid, along time later.
"Areyou out of your tiny mind?'
The younger man dispensed afrosty Covert Ops smile. "We've dl heard what
the Demarchy do to spies, Marius."
"Isthisapersonal grudge or are you just psychotic?'
"I'll leave being psychotic to you, Marius - you're so much better at it."
Vargovic nodded. It wasthefirst sensible thing Mishenkahad said dl

day.
They landed an hour later. Vargovic adjusted his Martian businesswear,
tuning his holographicaly-inwoven frock coat to project red sandstorms,
lifting the collar in what he had observed from the liner's passengers was
arecent Martian fad. Then he grabbed his bag - nothing incriminating
there; no gadgets or weapons - and exited the flitter, stepping through
the gasket of locks. A ditherwalk propelled him forward, massaging the
soles of hisdippers. It wasasingle cultured ribbon of octopus skin,
dimulated to ripple by the timed firing of buried squid axons.
To get to Europa you ether had to be sickeningly rich or sickeningly
poor. Vargovic's cover was the former: alie excusing the single-passenger

flitter. Asthe ditherwalk advanced he wasjoined by other arrivals:



business people like himsdlf, and asugaring of the merdly wedthy. Most

of them had dispensed with holographics, instead projecting entoptics
beyond their personal space; machine-generated hallucinations decoded by
theimplant hugging Vargovic's optic nerve. Hummingbirds and sergphim were
in 9ckly vogue. Others were attended by autonomous perfumes which subtly
atered the moods of those around them. Slightly lower down the socia

scale, Vargovic observed aclique of noisy tourists - antlered brats from
Circum-Jove. Then there was a discontinuous jump: squalid-looking Maunder
refugees, who must have accepted indenture to the Demarchy. The refugees
were quickly segregated from the more affluent immigrants, who found
themsalves within a huge geodesic dome, resting abovetheice on
refrigerated stilts. The walls of the dome glittered with duty-free shops,
boutiques and bars. The floor was bowl-shaped, ditherwaks and spird
stairways descending to the nadir, where a quincunx of fluted marble
cylinderswaited. Vargovic observed that the newly-arrived were queueing
for devators which terminated in the cylinders. He joined aline and

waited.

"Firgt timein Cadmus-Asterius?' asked the bearded man ahead of him,
iridophoresin his plum-coloured jacket projecting Boolean propositions
from Sirikit's Machine Ethicsin the Transenlightenment.

"First time on Europa, actudly. Firgt time Circum-Jove, you want the full
dory."

"Down-system?’

"Mars"

The man nodded gravely. "Hear it'stough.”



"You're not kidding." And he wasn't. Since the sun had dimmed - the second
Maunder minimum, repesating the behaviour which the sun had exhibited in
the seventeenth century - the entire balance of power in the First System

had altered. The economies of theinner worlds had found it hard to

adjust; agriculture and power-generation handicapped, with concomitant
socid upheavad. But the outer planets had never had the luxury of solar
energy inthefirst place. Now Circum-Jove was the benchmark of First
System economic power, with Circum-Saturn trailing behind. Because of
this, the two primary Circum-Jove superpowers - the Demarchy, which
controlled Europaand 1o - and Gilgamesh Isis - which controlled Ganymede,
and parts of Cdlisto - were vying for dominance.

The man smiled keenly. "Here for anything specid ?!

"Surgery,” Vargovic said, hoping to curtail the conversation at the

earliest juncture. "Very extensve anatomical surgery.”

They hadn't told him much.

"Her nameis Cholok," Control had said, after Vargovic had skimmed the
dossiers back in the caverns which housed the Covert Operations section of
Gilgamesh Iss security, deep in Ganymede. "We recruited her ten years
ago, when she was on Phobos."

"And now she's Demarchy?

Control had nodded. " She was swept up in the brain-drain, once Maunder |1
began to bite. The smartest got out while they could. The Demarchy - and
us, of course - snapped up the brightest.”

"And aso one of our degpers.” Vargovic glanced down at the portrait of

the woman, striped by video lines. Shelooked mousey to him, with a



permanent bone-deep severity of expression.

"Cheer up," Control said. "I'm asking you to contact her, not deep with
her."

"Y eah, yeah. Just tell me her background.”

"Biotech." Control nodded at the dossier. "On Phobos she led one of the
teams working in aguatic transform work - modifying the human form for
submarine operations.”

Vargovic nodded diligently. "Go on."

"Phobos wanted to sdll their know-how to the Martians, before their oceans
froze. Of course, the Demarchy also appreciated her talents. Cholok took
her team to Cadmus-Agterius, one of their hanging cities.”

"Mm." Vargovic was getting the thread now. "By which timewed aready
recruited her."

"Right," Control said, "except we had no obvious use for her."

"Thenwhy this conversation?"

Control smiled. Control dways smiled when Vargovic pushed the envelope of
subservience. "We're having it because our degper won't lie down." Then
Control reached over and touched the image of Cholok, making her speak.
What Vargovic was seeing was an intercept; something Gilgamesh had
captured, riddled with edits and jump-cuts.

She appeared to be sending averba messageto an old friend in I9s. She
wastaking rapidly from awhite room; inert medical servitors behind her.
Shelves displayed flasks of colour-coded medichines. A cruciform bed
resembled an autopsy dab with ceramic drainage duices.

"Cholok contacted us amonth ago," Control said. "The room's part of her



dinic."

"She's using phrase-embedded three,” Vargovic sad, listening to her
gpeech patterns, sphoning content from otherwise norma Canasian.
"Last code we taught her."

"Alright. Whet's her angle?"

Control chose hiswords - skating around the information excised from
Cholok's message. " She wants to give us something,” he said. " Something
vauable. She'sacquired it accidentally. Someone good hasto smuggleit

"Hattery will get you everywhere, Control.”

The muzak roseto acarefully timed crescendo as the eevator plunged
through thefind layer of ice. The view around and below wasliterdly
dizzying, and Vargovic registered exactly as much awe as befitted his
Martian guise. He knew the Demarchy's history, of course - how the hanging
cities had begun as points of entry into the ocean; air-filled observation
cupolas linked to the surface by narrow access shafts sunk through the
kilometre-thick crustal ice. Scientists had studied the unusua smoothness
of the crust, noting that its fracture patterns echoed those on Earth's
ice-shelves, implying the presence of awater ocean. Europawas further
from the sun than Earth, but something other than solar energy maintained
the ocean's liquidity. Instead, the moon's orbit around Jupiter crested
stresses which flexed the moon's silicate core, tectonic heet bleeding

into the ocean via hydrotherma vents.

Descending into the city was alittle like entering an amphithestre -

except that there was no stage; merely an endless succession of steeply



tiered lower baconies. They converged toward alight-filled infinity,

seven or eight kilometres below, where the city's conic shape constricted
to apoint. The opposite Ssde was haf akilometre away; levelsrisng

like geologic strata. A wide glass tower threaded the atrium from top to
bottom, aglow with smoky-green ocean and amass of kelplikeflora,
cultured by gilly svimmers. Artificid sunlamps burned inthekelp like
chrismastree lights. Above, the tower branched; peristatic feeds
reaching out to the ocean proper. Offices, shops, restaurants and
residential units were stacked atop each other, or teetered into the abyss
on eegant bal conies, pun from lustrous sheets of bulk-chitin polymer,

the Demarchy's mgjor construction material. Gossamer bridges arced across
the atrium space, dodging banners, projections and vast trand ucent
sculptures, moulded from aslky variant of the same chitin polymer. Every
visible surface was overlaid by neon, holographics and entoptics. People
were everywhere, and in every face Vargovic detected adight absence; as
if their minds were not entirely focused on the here and now. No wonder:
al citizens had an implant which congtantly interrogated them, dliciting
their opinions on every aspect of Demarchy life, both within
Cadmus-Agterius and beyon. Eventudly, it was said, theimplant's nagging
presence faded from consciousness, until the act of democratic
participation became near-involuntary.

It revolted Vargovic asmuch asit intrigued him.

"Obvioudy," Control said, with judicial ddliberation. "What Cholok hasto

offer isn't merdly anugget - or shéd have givenit viaPES."



Vargovic leant forward. " She hasn't told you™?”"

"Only that it could endanger the hanging cities”

"Youtrust her?'

Vargovic fdt one of Control's momentary indiscretions coming on. " She may
have been deeping, but she hasn't been completely valueless. There were
defections she asssted in... like the Maunciple job - remember that?'

"If you're calling that a success perhapsit'stime| defected.”

"Actudly, it was Cholok's information which persuaded usto get Maunciple
out viathe ocean rather the front door. If Demarchy security had reached
Maunciple divethey'd have learnt ten years of tradecraft."

"Whereas instead Maunciple got aharpoon in his back."

"So the operation had itsflaws." Control shrugged. "But if youre

thinking al this pointsto Cholok having been compromised... Naturaly,

the thought entered our heads. But if Maunciple had acted otherwise it
would have been worse." Control folded hisarms. "And of course, he might
have made it, in which case even you'd have to admit Cholok's safe.”

"Until proven otherwise.”

Control brightened. "So you'l doit?'

"Likel have achoice."

"Thereésawaysachoice, Vargovic."

Y es, Vargovic thought. There was dways a choice... between doing what
ever Gilgamesh Isis asked of him... and being deprogrammed, cyborgized and
sent to work in the sulphur projects around the dopes of Ra Patera. It

just wasn't aparticularly good one.

"One other thing..."

"Y@l



"When I've got whatever Cholok has..."
Control haf-smiled, the two of them sharing a private joke which did not

need illumination. "I'm sure the usud will suffice”

The devator dowed into immigration.

Demarchy guards hefted big guns, but no onetook any interest in him. His
story about coming from Mars was accepted; he was submitted to only the
usual spectrum of invasive procedures: neura and genetic patterns scanned
for pathologies, body bathed in eight forms of exatic radiation. Thefina
formality consisted of drinking athimble of chocolate. The beverage
conssted of hillions of medichineswhich infiltrated his body, searching

for concedled drugs, weapons and illega biomodifications. He knew that
they would find nothing, but was relieved when they reached his bladder
and requested to be urinated back into the Demarchy.

The entire procedure lasted six minutes. Outsde, Vargovic followed a
ditherwalk to the city zoo, and then barged through crowds of

school children until he had arrived at the aguarium where Cholok was meant
to meet him. The exhibits were devoted to Europan biota, most of which
depended on the ecological niches of the hydrothermal vents, carefully
reproduced here. There was nothing very exciting to look at, snce most
Europan predators looked margindly less fierce than hatstands or
lampshades. The commonest were caled ventlings; large and structurdly
smple animaswhose metabolisms hinged on symbioss. They were pulpy,
funnelled bags planted on atripod of orange tilts, moving with such

torpor that VVargovic almost nodded off before Cholo arrived a hisside.



She wore an olive-green coat and tight emerald trousers, projecting a haze
of medicinal entoptics. Her clenched jaw accentuated the dourness he had
gleaned from the intercept.

They kissed.

"Good to see you Marius. It'sbeen - what?"

"Nineyears, thereabouts.”

"How's Phobos these days?’

"Still orbiting Mars." He deployed agmile. "Still adive.”

"Y ou haven't changed.”

"Nor you."

At alossfor words, Vargovic found his gaze returning to the
informationa readout accompanying the ventling exhibit. Only half
attentively, he read that the ventlings, motilein their juvenile phase,
gradudly became sessilein adulthood, stilts thickening with deposited
sulphur until they were rooted to the ground like stalagmites. When they
died, their soft bodies dispersed into the ocean, but the tripods

remained; eexily regular clusters of orange spines concentrated around
activevents.

"Nervous, Marius?'

"Inyour hands? Not likely."

"That'sthe spirit."

They bought two mugs of mochafrom anearby servitor, then returned to the
ventling display, making what seemed like smdl-tak. During
indoctrination Cholok had been taught phrase-embedded three. The code
alowed theinsertion of secondary information into a primary

conversation, by careful deployment of word-order, hesitation and sentence



structure.

"What have you got?' Vargovic asked.

"A sample," Cholok answered, one of the easy, pre-set words which did not
need to be laborioudy conveyed. But what followed took nearly five
minutesto put over, freighted viaa series of rambling reminiscences of

the Phobos years. "A smdl shard of hyperdiamond.”

Vargovic nodded. He knew what hyperdiamond was: atopologicaly complex
interweave of tubular fullerene; structurdly smilar to cellulose or bulk

chitin but thousands of times stronger; itsrigidity artificidly

maintained by some piezo-electric trick which Gilgamesh lacked.
"Interesting,” Vargovic sad. "But unfortunately not interesting enough.”

She ordered another mochaand downed it replying. "Use your imagination.
Only the Demarchy knows how to synthesseit."

"It'salso usdless as awegpon.”

"Depends. There's an gpplication you should know about.”

What?"

"Keeping this city afloat - and I'm not talking about economic solvency.

Do you know about Buckminster Fuller? He lived about four hundred years
ago; believed absolute democracy could be achieved through technological
means”

"Thefool."

"Maybe. But Fuller also invented the geodesic lattice which determines the
structure of the buckyball; the closed dlotrope of tubular fullerene. The

city owes him on two counts."

"Save the lecture. How does the hyperdiamond comeinto it?"



"Hotation bubbles," she said. "Around the outside of the city. Each one
isahundred-metre wide sphere of hyperdiamond, holding vacuum. A
hundred-metre wide molecule, in fact, Snce each sphere is composed of one
endless strand of tubular fullerene. Think of that, Marius. amolecule you
could park ashipinsde”

While he absorbed that, another part of his mind continued to read the
ventling caption; how their biochemistry had many smilaritieswith the
gutless tube worms which lived around Earth's ocean vents. The ventlings
drank hydrogen sulphide through their funndls, circulating viaamodified
form of haemoglobin, passing through abacteria-saturated organ in the
lower part of their bags. The bacteria split and oxidised the hydrogen
sulphide, manufacturing amolecule smilar to glucose. The

glucose-and ogue nourished the ventling, enabling it to keep living and
occasionaly make dow perambulations to other parts of the vent, or even
to swim between vents, until the adult phase rooted it to the ground.
Vargovic read this, and then read it again, because he had just remembered
something; apuzzling intercept passed to him from cryptandysis severd
months earlier; something about Demarchy plansto incorporate ventling
biochemigtry into alarger anima. For amoment he was tempted to ask
Cholok about it directly, but he decided to force the subject from his
mind until amore suitabletime.

"Any other propagandato share with me?"

"There are two hundred of these spheres. They inflate and deflate like
bladders, maintaining C-As equilibrium. I'm not sure how the deflation
happens, except that its something to do with changing the piezo-dlectric

current in the tubes.”



"| ill don't seewhy Gilgamesh needsit.”

"Think. If you can get asample of thisto Ganymede, they might be able to
find away of attackingit. All you'd need would be amolecular agent
capable of opening the gaps between the fullerene strands so that a
molecule of water could squeeze through, or something which impedesthe
piezo-eectric force.”

Absently Vargovic watched a squidlike predator nibble achunk from the bag
of aventling. The squid blood ran thick with two forms of haemoglobin;
one oxygen-bearing, one tuned for hydrogen sulphide. They used
glycoproteins to keep their blood flowing and switched metabolisms asthey
swam from oxygen-dominated to sul phide-dominated water.

He snapped his attention back to Cholok. "I can't believe| cameadl this
way for... what? Carbon?' He shook his head, dotting the gesture into the
primary narraive of their conversation. "How did you obtain this?*

"An accident, with agilly.”

"Goon."

"An explosion near one of the bubbles. | was the surgeon assigned to the
gilly; had to remove alot of hyperdiamond from him. It wasn't hard to
save afew splinters.”

"Forward thinking of you."

"Hard part was persuading Gilgamesh to send you. Especidly after
Maunciple..."

"Don't lose any degp over him," Vargovic said, consulting his coffee. "He

was afat bastard who couldn't swim fast enough.”



The surgery took place the next day. Vargovic woke with his mouth
furnace-dry.

Hefdt - odd. They had warned him of this. He had even interviewed
subjects who had undergone similar proceduresin Gilgamesh's experimentd
labs. They told him hewould fed fragile, asif his head was no longer
adequately coupled to hisbody. The periodic flushes of cold around his
neck only served to increase that fedling.

"Y ou can speak," Cholok said, looming over him in surgeon'swhites. "But
the cardiovascular modifications - and the amount of reworking we've done
to your laryngedl area - will make your voice sound alittle strange. Some
of thegilled areredly only comfortable taking to their own kind."

He held ahand before his eyes, examining the trand ucent webbing which
now spanned hisfingers. There was adark patch in the paletissue of his
palm: Cholok's embedded sample. The other hand held another.

"It worked, didn'tit." His voice sounded squeaky. "I can breathe water."
"And air,"” Cholok said. "Though what you'll now find isthet redly
strenuous exercise only feds natural when you're submerged.”

"Can | move?'

"Of course," shesaid. "Try standing up. Y ou're stronger than you fed."

He did as she suggested, using the moment to assess his surroundings. A
neura monitor clamped his crown. Hewas naked, in abrightly-lit reviva
room; one glass-walled sde facing the exterior ocean. It was from here
that Cholok had first contacted Gilgamesh.

"Thisplaceissecure, isntit."

"Secure?’ shesaid, asif it was obscene. "Yes, | suppose s0.”

"Then tdl me about the Denizens."



What?"
"Demarchy code word. Cryptanaysisintercepted it recently - supposedly
something about an experiment in radical biomodification. | was reminded

of itin theaguarium." Vargovic fingered the gillsin his neck.

"'Something that would make this look like cosmetic surgery. We heard the
Demarchy had tail ored the sul phur-based metabolism of the ventlingsfor
humenuse

Shewhistled. "That would be quite atrick."

"Useful, though - especidly if you wanted aworkforce who could tolerate

the anoxic environments around the vents, where the Demarchy happensto
have certain minerologicd interests.”

"Maybe." Cholok paused. "But the changes required would be beyond surgery.
Y ou'd haveto script themin at the developmentd level. And even then...

I'm not sure what you'd end up with would necessarily be human anymore.”

It was asif she shivered, though Vargovic was the one who felt cold,

gill standing naked besidetherevivd table. "All | cansay is, if it

happened, no onetold me."

"| thought I'd ask, that's al."

"Good." She brandished awhite medica scanner. "Now can | run afew more
tests? We have to follow procedure.”

Cholok wasright: quite gpart from the fact that VVargovic's operation was
completely red - and therefore susceptible to complications which had to

be looked for and monitored - any deviation from norma practise was
undesrable.

After thefirgt hour or so, the red strangeness of histransformation hit



home. He had been blithely unaffected by it until then, but when he saw
himself in afull-body mirror, in the corner of Cholok'sreviva room, he
knew that there was no going back.

Not eadly, anyway. The Gilgamesh surgeons had promised him they could
undo the work - but he didn't believe them. After dl, the Demarchy was
ahead of Ganymedein the biosciences, and even Cholok had told him
reversalsweretricky. He'd accepted the mission in any case: the pay
tantaising; the prospect of the sulphur projects rather less.

Cholok spent most of the day with him, only breaking off to talk to other
clientsor confer with her team. Breathing exercises occupied most of that
time: prolonged periods spent underwater, nulling the brain's drowning
response. Unpleasant, but Vargovic had done worse thingsin training. They
practised fully-submerged swimming, using hislungsto regulate buoyancy,
followed by ingtruction about keeping his gill-openings - what Cholok
cdled his opercula- clean, which meant ensuring the hedlth of the
colonies of commensda bacteriawhich thrived in the openings and crawled
over thefine secondary flaps of hislamellae. Hed read the brochure:

what she'd done was to surgicaly sculpt his anatomy toward a state
somewhere between human and air-breething fish: incorporating biochemica
lessons from lungfish and walking-catfish. Fish breathed water through
their mouths and returned it to the seaviatheir gills, but it wasthe

gillsin Vargovic's neck which served the function of amouth. Histrue
gillswere beow histhoracic cavity; crescent-shaped gashes below his
ribs.

"Compared to your body size," she said, "these gill-openings are never

going to give you the respiratory efficiency you'd haveif you went in for



more dramatic changes..."

"LikeaDenizen?'

"l told you, | don't know anything.”

"It doesn't matter." He flattened the gill-flaps down, weatching - only
dightly nauseated - asthey puckered with each exndation. "Arewe
finished?"

"Just somefinal bloodwork," she said. "To make sure everything's till
working. Then you can go and swim with the fishes"

While she was busy at one of her consoles, surrounded by fal se-colour
entoptics of hisgullet - he asked her: "Do you have the wespon?*
Cholok nodded absently and opened a drawer, fishing out ahand-held
medical laser. "Not much,” shesaid. "I disabled the yield-suppresser, but
you'd haveto am it at someone's eyesto do much damage.”

Vargovic hefted the laser, scrutinising the controlsin its contoured

haft. Then he grabbed Cholok's head and twisted her around, dousing her
face with the laser's actinic-blue beam. There were two consecutive
popping sounds as her eyeballs evaporated.

"Whdt, likethat?'

Conventiona scapelsdid therest.

Herinsed the blood, dressed and |eft the medical centre done, travelling
kilometres down-city, to where Cadmus-Asterius narrowed to a point. Even
though there were many gilliesmoving fregly through the city - they were
volunteers, by and large, with full Demarchy rights- hedid not linger in

public for long. Within afew minutes he was safe within awarren of



collagen-walled service tunnels, frequented only by technicians, servitors
or other gill-workers. The late Cholok had been right; breathing air was
harder now; it felt too thin.
"Demarchy security advisory," said ableak machine voice emanating from
thewall. "A murder has occurred in the medical sector. The suspect may be
an armed gill worker. Approach with extreme caution.”
They'd found Cholok. Risky, killing her. But Gilgamesh preferred to burn
its bridges, removing the possibility of any deeper turning traitor after
they had fulfilled their usefulness. In the future, Vargovic mulled, they
might be better using atoxin, rather than theimmediate kill. He made a
mental note to insert thisin hisreport.
He entered the find tunnel, not far from the waterlock which had been his
destination. At the tunnd'sfar end atechnician sat on acrate,
listening with a stethoscope to something going on behind an access pand.
For amoment Vargovic consdered passing the man, hoping he was engrossed
in hiswork. He began to approach him, padding on bare webbed feet, which
made |ess noise than the shoes he had just removed. Then the man nodded to
himsdlf, uncoupled from the listening post and dammed the hatch. Grabbing
his crate, he stood and made eye contact with Vargovic.
"Y ou're not meant to be here," he said. Then offered, dmogt plaintively:
"Can| hepyou?Youvejust had surgery, haven't you? | always know the
oneslikeyou: dwaysalittlered around the gills."
Vargovic drew his collar higher, then relented because that made it harder
to breathe. "Stay where you are," he said. "Put down the crate and

freeze"

"Chrig, it was you, wasnt it - that advisory?' the man said.



Vargovic raised the laser. Blinded, the man blundered into the wall,
dropping the crate. He made a pitiful moan. Vargovic crept closer, the man
sumbling into the scalpel. Not the cleanest of killings, but that hardly
mattered.

Vargovic was sure the Demarchy would shortly sedl off accessto the ocean
- especidly when hislast murder cameto light. For now, however, the
locks were accessble. He moved into the air-filled chamber, hislungs now
aflamefor water. High-pressure jetsfilled the room, and he quickly
trangtioned to water-breathing, feding histhoughts clarify. The

secondary door clammed open, revealing ocean. He was kilometres below the
ice, and thewater here was both chillingly cold and under crushing

pressure - but it felt normal; pressure and cold registering only as

abdtract qudities of the environment. His blood was inoculated with
glycoproteins now; molecules which would lower its freezing point below
that of water.

Thelate Cholok had done well.

Vargovic was about to leave the city when asecond gill-worker appeared in
the doorway, returning to the city after completing ashift. Hekilled her
efficiently, and she bequesthed him athermally-inwoven wetsuit, for
working in the coldest parts of the ocean. The wetsuit had octopus
ancestry, and when it dithered onto him it left aperturesfor his
gill-openings. She had been wearing goggles which had infrared and sonar
capability, and carried a hand-held tug. The thing resembled the
gtill-beating heart of avivisected animd, its trand ucent components

nobbed with dark veins and ganglia. But it was easy to use: Vargovic st



its pump to maximum thrust and powered away from the lower levels of C-A.
Evenin the rdlatively uncontaminated water of the Europan ocean,

vishility waslow; he would not have been able to see anything were the

city not abundantly illuminated on al itslevels. Even so, he could see

no more than half akilometre upwards; the higher partsof C-A lost in
golden haze and then degpening darkness. Although its symmetry was upset
by protrusions and accretions, the city's basic conic form was evident,
tapering at the narrowest point to an inlet mouth which ingested ocean.

The cone was surrounded by a haze of flotation bubbles, black as caviar.

He remembered the chips of hyperdiamond in his hands. If Cholok wasright,
Vargovic's people might find away to make it water-permeable; opening the
fullerene weave sufficiently so that the spheres buoyant propertieswould

be destroyed. The necessary agent could be introduced into the ocean by
ice-penetrating missiles. Sometime later - Vargovic was uninterested in

the details - the Demarchy citieswould begin to groan under their own
weight. If the wegpon worked sufficiently quickly, there might not even be
timeto act againg it. The citieswould fal from theice, snking down

through the black kilometres of ocean below them.

He swam on.

Near C-A, therocky interior of Europa climbed upwards to meet him. He had
travelled three or four kilometres north, and was comparing the visible
topography - lit by service lightsingtalled by Demarchy gill-workers-

with his own menta maps of the area. Eventualy he found an outcropping

of slicate rock. Beneath the overhang was anarrow ledge, on which a
dozen or so small boulders had falen. One was redder than the others.

Vargovic anchored himself to the ledge and hefted the red rock, the warmth



of hisfingertips activating itslatent biocircuitry. A screen gppearedin

the rock, filling with the face of Mishenka.

"I'montime” Vargovic said, his own voice sounding even less
recognisable through the distorting medium of the water. "'l presumeyou're
ready?"

"Problem,” Mishenkasaid. "Big fucking problem.”

What?"

"Extraction Ste's compromised.” Mishenka- or rather the smulation of
Mishenkawhich was running in the rock - anticipated Vargovic's next
question: "A few hours ago the Demarchy sent a surface team out onto the
ice, ostengibly to repair atransponder. But the spot they're coveringis
right where we planned to pull you out." He paused. "Y ou did - uh - kill
Cholok, didn't you? | mean you didn't just grievoudy injure her?"
"Youretdking to aprofessond.”

Therock did acreditable impression of Mishenkalooking pained. "Then the
Demarchy got to her."

Vargovic wave his hand in front of therock. "I got what | camefor,

didn't 17"

"Y ou got something.”

"If it isn't what Cholok said it was, then she's accomplished nothing

except get hersdlf dead.”

"Even s0..." Mishenka appeared to entertain athought briefly, before
discarding it. "Listen, we aways had a backup extraction point, Vargovic.
Y ou'd better get your assthere.”" He grinned. "Hope you can swim faster

than Maunciple.”



It was thirty kilometres south.

He passed afew gill-workers on the way, but they ignored him and once he
was more than five kilometresfrom C-A therewasincreasingly less
evidence of human presence. There was a head-up display in the goggles.
Vargovic experimented with the readout modes before calling up amap of
the whole area. It showed hislocation, and aso three dots which were
following him from C-A.

Hewas being tailed by Demarchy security.

They were a least three kilometres behind him now, but they were
perceptibly narrowing the distance. With acold fedling gripping hisgut,

it occurred to Vargovic that there was no way he could makeit to the
extraction point before the Demarchy caught him.

Ahead, he noticed atherma hot-spot; heat bubbling up from the rdatively
shallow level of the rock floor. The security operatives were probably
tracking him viathe gill-worker's appropriated equipment. But once he was
near the vent he could ditch it: the water was warmer there; hewouldn't
need the suit, and the heat, light and associated turbulence would confuse
any other tracking system. He could lie low behind a convenient rock,
gtk them while they were preoccupied with the homing signdl.

It struck Vargovic asagood plan. He made the distance to the vent
quickly, feding the water warm around him, noticing how the taste of it
changed; turning brackish. The vent was afiery red fountain surrounded by
bacteria-crusted rocks and the colourless Europan equivaent of coral.
Ventlings were everywhere; their pulpy bags shifting asthe currents

dtered. The amdlest were motile, ambling on ther dtilts like animated



bagpipes, navigating around the triadic sumps of their dead relatives.
Vargovic ensconced himself in acave, after placing the gill-worker
equipment near another cave on the far side of the vent, hoping that the
Security operatives would look therefirst. While they did so, he would be
abletokill at least one of them; maybe two. Once he had their weapons,
taking care of the third would be aformality.

Something nudged him from behind.

What Vargovic saw when he turned around was something too repulsive even
for anightmare. It was so wrong that for afatering moment he could not
quite assmilate what it was he waslooking at, asif thething wasa
three-dimensiona perception test; a shape which refused to Sabilisein

his head. The reason he could not hold it still was because part of him
refused to believe that thisthing had any connection with humanity. But

the residual traces of human ancestry were too obviousto ignore.
Vargovic knew - beyond any reasonable doubt - that what he was seeing was
aDenizen. Othersloomed from the cave depths. They were five more of
them; dl roughly smilar; dl aglow with faint bioluminescence, dl

regarding him with darkly intelligent eyes. Vargovic had seen pictures of
mermaids in books when he was a child; what he waslooking at now were
macabre corruptions of those innocent illustrations. These things were the
same fusions of human and fish asin those pictures - but every detail had
been twisted toward ugliness, and the true horror of it wasthat the

fuson wastotd; it was not smply that a human torso had been grafted to
afish'stail, but that the splice had been made - it was obvious - a the

genetic leve, so that in every aspect of the creature there was something



smultaneoudy and grotesquely piscine. The face was the worst; bisected

by alipless down-curved dit of amouth, almost sharklike. Therewas no

nose, not even apair of nogtrils; just an acreage of flat, sdlow

fish-flesh. The eyeswere forward facing; dl expression compacted into

their dark depth. The creature had touched him with one of itsarms, which

terminated in an obscenely human hand. And then - to compound the horror -

it spoke, its voice perfectly clear and calm, despite the water.

"Weve been expecting you, Vargovic."

The others behind murmured, echoing the sentiment.

What?"

"So glad you were able to complete your mission.”

Vargovic began to get agrip, shakily. He reached up and did odged the

Denizen's hand from his shoulder. "Y ou aren't why I'm here," he said,

forcing authority into hisvoice, drawing on every last drop of Gilgamesh

training to suppress his nerves. "l wanted to know about about you... that

wasdl..."

"No," thelead Denizen said, opening its mouth to expose an darming array

of teeth. "Y ou misunderstand. Coming here was aways your misson. You

have brought us something we want very much. That was dways your
purpose.”

"Brought you something?' Hismind was reding now.

"Concedled within you." The Denizen nodded; ahuman gesture which only

served to magnify the horror of what it was. " The means by which we will

grike at the Demarchy; the means by which we will take the ocean.”

He thought of the chipsin hishands. "I think | understand,” he said

dowly. "It was dwaysintended for you, istha what you mean?'



"Always"

Then held been lied to by his superiors - or they had at least dragtically
amplified the matter. Hefilled in the ggps himsdlf, making the necessary
mental legps. evidently Gilgamesh was dreedy in contact with the Denizens
- bizarre asit seemed - and the chips of hyperdiamond were meant for the
Denizens, not his own people. Presumably - athough he couldn't begin to
guess a how this might be possible - the Denizens had the meansto
examine the shards and fabricate the agent which would unravel the
hyperdiamond weave. They'd be acting for Gilgamesh, saving it the bother
of actudly dirtying its handsin the attack. He could see why thismight
appedl to Control. But if that was the case... why had Gilgamesh ever
faked ignorance about the Denizens? It made no sense. But on the other
hand, he could not concoct a better theory to replaceit.

"I have what you want," he said, after due consideration. "Cholok said
removing it would besmple.”

"Cholok can dways be rdied upon,” the Denizen said.

"Y ou knew - know - her, then?"

"She made us what we are today."

"Y ou hate her, then?'

"No; welove her." The Denizen flashed its sharklike smile again, and it
seemed to Vargovic that asits emotiona state changed, so did the
coloration of its bioluminescence. It was scarlet now; no longer the
blue-green hueit had displayed upon it first gppearance. " She took the
abomination that we were and made us something better. Wewerein pain,

once. Always pain. But Cholok took it away, made us strong. For that they



punished her, and us."

"If you hate the Demarchy," Vargovic said, "why have you waited until now

before attacking it?"

"Because we can't leave," one of the other Denizens said; thetone of its

voice betraying femininity. "The Demarchy hated what Cholok had doneto

us. She brought our humanity to the fore; made it impossible to treet us

asanimas. We thought they would kill us, rather than risk our existence

becoming known to the rest of Circum-Jove. Instead, they banished us
here"

"They thought we might comein handy,” said another of the lurking

creatures.

Just then, another Denizen entered the cave, having swum in from the sea.

"Demarchy agents have followed him," it said, its coloration blood red,

tinged with orange, pulsing lividly. "They'll be hereinaminute.”

"You'll haveto protect me," Vargovic sad.

"Of course” the lead Denizen said. "Y ou're our saviour.”

Vargovic nodded vigoroudly, no longer convinced that he could handle the

three operatives on his own. Ever since he had arrived in the cave he had

ft hisenergy dwindling, asif he was succumbing to dow poisoning. A

thought tugged at the back of his mind, and for amoment he dmost paid

attention to it; dmost considered serioudy the possibility that he was

being poisoned. But what was going on beyond the cave was too distracting.

He watched the three Demarchy agents gpproach, driven forward by the tugs

which they held in front of them. Each agent carried adender harpoon

gun, tipped with avicious barb.

They didn't stand a chance.



The Denizens moved too quickly, lancing out from the shadows, cutting
through the water. The creatures moved faster than the Demarchy agents,
even though they only had their own muscles and anatomy to propel them.
But it was more than enough. They had no weapons, ether - not even
harpoons. But sharpened rocks more than sufficed - that and their teeth.
Vargovic wasimpressed by their teeth.

Afterwards, the Denizens returned to the caveto join their cousins. They
moved more duggishly now; asif the fury of the fight had drained them.
For afew momentsthey were sllent, and their bioluminescence curioudy
subdued.

Sowly, though, Vargovic watched their colour return.

"It was better that they not kill you," the leader said.

"Damnright,” Vargovic sad. "They wouldn't just have killed me, you
know." He opened hisfids, exposing his pdms. "They'd have made sure you
never got this"

The Denizens - al of them - looked momentarily toward his open hands, as
if there ought to have been something there. "'I'm not sure you

understand,” the leader said, eventudly.

"Understand what?'

"Thenature of your misson.”

Fighting hisfatigue - it was ablack dick lgpping at his consciousness -
Vargovic sad: "1 understand perfectly well. | have the samples of
hyperdiamond, in my hands..."

"That isn't what we want."

Hedidnt likethis, not at dl. It was the way the Denizenswere dowly



creegping closer to him; sidling round him to obstruct his exit from the

cave.

"What then?'

"Y ou asked why we haven't attacked them before," the leader said, with
frightening charm. "The answer'ssimple. We can't leave the vent.”

"You can't?'

"Our haemoglobin. It'snot like yours™ Again that awful sharklike amile-
and now he waswell aware of what those teeth could do, given theright
circumstances. "It wastailored to alow usto work here."

"Copied from the ventlings?'

"Adapted, yes. Later it became the means of imprisoning us. The DNA in our
bone marrow was manipulated to limit the production of norma haemoglobin;
asmple matter of suppressing afew beta-globin geneswhile retaining the
variants which code for ventling haemoglobin. Hydrogen sulphideis
poisonous to you, Vargovic. Y ou probably aready fed weak. But we can't
survive without it. Oxygen killsus™

"You leavethevent..."

"Wedie, within afew hours. There's more, aswell. The water's hot here;
s0 hot that we don't need the glycoproteins. We have the genetic
ingtructions to synthezise them, but they've dso been turned off. But
without the glycoproteins we can't swim into colder water. Our blood
freezes"

Now he was surrounded by them; looming aquatic devils, flushed aflorid
shade of crimson. And they were coming closer.

"But what do you expect meto do about it?"

"Y ou don't have to do anything, Vargovic." The leader opened its chasmic



jaw wide, asif tasting the water. It was amiracle an organ like that was

capable of speechinthefirgt place...

"l don't?

"No." And with that the |eader reached out and seized him, while a the

same time he was pinned from behind by another of the creatures. "It was

Cholok'sdoing," the leader continued. "Her fina gift to us. Maunciple

was her firgt attempt at getting it to us - but Maunciple never madeit.”

"Hewastoo fat."

"All the defectorsfailed - they just didn't have the saminato make it

thisfar from the city. That waswhy Cholok recruited you - an outsider.”

"Cholok recruited me?"

"She knew you'd kill her - you have, of course - but that didn't stop her.

Her life mattered less than what she was about to give us. It was Cholok

who tipped off the Demarchy about your primary extraction site, forcing

you to cometo us."

He struggled, but it was pointless. All he could manage was afeeble: "l

don't understand...”

"No," the Denizen said. "Perhaps we never expected you to. If you had

understood, you might have been lessthan willing to follow Cholok's
plan.”

"Cholok was never working for us?'

"Once, maybe. But her last clientswere us.”

"And now?'

"Wetake your blood, Vargovic." Their grip on him tightened. He used his

last draining reserves of strength to try and work loose, but it was



futile

"My blood?'

"Cholok put something init. A retrovirus - avery hardy one, capable of
surviving in'your body. It reactivates the genes which were suppressed by
the Demarchy. Suddenly, well be able to make oxygen-carrying haemoglobin.
Our blood will fill up with glycoproteins. It'sno greet trick: dl the

cdlular machinery for making those moleculesisdready present; it just
needs to be unshackled.”

"Then you need... what? A sample of my blood?"

"No," the Denizen said, with genuine regret. "Rather more than asample,
I'm afraid. Rether alot more.”

And then - with magigterid downess - the creature bit into hisarm, and
as hisblood spilled out, the Denizen drank. For amoment the others
waited - but then they too came forward, and bit, and joined in the
feeding frenzy.

All around Vargovic, the water was turning red.
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