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A human diplomat creates an interstellar incident when hekillsan dien diplomatina
most...unusud...way. To avoid war, Earth's government must find an equally unusual object: A type of
sheep ("The Android's Dream™), used in the dien race's coronation ceremony.

To find the sheep, the government turnsto Harry Creek, ex-cop, war hero and hacker extraordinare,
who with the help of Brian Javna, achildhood friend turned artificid intelligence, scoursthe earth looking
for therare creature. And they find it, in the unknowing form of Robin Baker, pet store owner, whose
genes contain traces of the sheep DNA.

But there are otherswith plansfor the sheep aswell: Mercenaries employed by the military. Adherents of
asecret religion based on the writings of a21st century science fiction author. And alien races, eager to
gart arevolution on their home world and awar on Earth.

To keep our planet from being endaved, Harry will haveto pull off the greatest diplomatic coup in
history, agrand gambit that will take him from the halls of power to the lava-strewn bettlefields of dien
worlds. There's only one chance to get it right, to save thelife of Robin Baker—and to protect the future
of humanity.
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chapter 1

Dirk Modler didn't know if he could fart hisway into amajor diplomatic incident. But he was reedy to
find out.

Moeler nodded absentmindedly at his assistant, who placed the schedule of today's negotiationsin front
of him, and shifted again in his chair. The tissue surrounding the gpparatus itched, but there's no getting
around the fact that aten-centimeter tube of metal and el ectronics positioned inside your colon, amere
inch or two inside your rectum, is going to cause some discomfort.

This much was made clear to Moeller when he was presented with the apparatus by Fixer. "The principle
issmple" Fixer said, handing the dightly curved thing to Modller. ™Y ou pass gaslike you normally do,
but instead of leaving your body, the gas entersinto that forward compartment. The compartment closes
off, passesthe gas into second department, where additiona chemical components are added, depending
on the message you're trying to send. Then it's shunted into the third compartment, where the whole mess
waitsfor your signd. Pop the cork, off it goes. Y ou interact with it through awirelessinterface.



Everything'sthere. All you haveto doisingdl it."
"Doesit hurt?' Modler asked. "Theingdlation, | mean."

Fixer rolled hiseyes. "Y ou're shoving aminiature chemistry lab up your ass, Mr. Modller," Fixer said. " Of
courseit'sgoing to hurt." Andit did.

Despite that fact, it was an impressive piece of technology. Fixer had created it by adapting it from
blueprints he found in the Nationa Archives, dating to when the Nidu and humans madefirst contact,
decades back. The origind inventor was a chemica engineer with ideas of bringing the two races
together in a concert that featured humans, with the original versons of the apparatus placed near their
tracheas, belching out scented messages of friendship.

The plan fell gpart because no reputable human chorus wanted to be associated with the concert;
something about the combination of sustained vocal outgassing and the throat surgery required to ingtall
the gpparatuses made it rather less than gppeding. Shortly theregfter the chemica engineer found himsalf
occupied with afederd investigation into the nonprofit he had created to organize the concert, and then
with aterm in minimum security prison for fraud and tax evasion. The apparatus got lost in the shuffleand
did into obscurity, awaiting someone with aclear purposefor itsuse.

"You okay, sir?' said Modler'saide, Alan. "Y ou look alittle preoccupied. Areyou feding better?* Alan
knew his boss had been out yesterday with astomach flu; he'd taken his briefings for the today's date of
negotiations by conference call.

"I'mfine, Alan,” Modler said. "A little somach pain, that's dl. Maybe something | had for breskfast."
"l can seeif anyone has got some Tums,” Alan said.

"That'sthelast thing | need right now," Modler said.

"Maybe some water, then,” Alan said.

"No water," Modler said. "'l wouldn't mind asmall glass of milk, though. | think that might settle my
gomech.”

"I'll seeif they have anything at the commissary,” Alan said. "Weve Hill got afew minutes before
everything begins.” Modller nodded to Alan, who set off. Nice kid, Moeller thought. Not especidly
bright, and new to the trade del egation, but those were two of the reasons he had him as hisaide for
these negotiations. An aide who was more observant and had been around Modller longer might have
remembered that he was lactose intolerant. Even asmall amount of milk would inevitably lead to agasiric
event.

"Lactoseintolerant? Swell," Fixer had said, after the ingtdlation. "Have aglass of milk, wait for an hour or
s0. You'l be good to go. Y ou can dso try the usua gas-producing foods. beans, broccali, cauliflower,
cabbage, raw onions, potatoes. Apples and apricots a so do the trick. Prunestoo, but that's probably
more firepower than you'l realy want. Have a good vegetable mediey for breskfast and then stand
back."

"Any meats?' Moeller had asked. He was till alittle bregthless from the pain of having the gpparatus
sent up histailpipe and grafted to hisintestine wall.

"Sure, anything fatty will work," Fixer said. "Bacon, some well-marbled red meat. Corned beef and
cabbage will giveyou alittle bit of everything. What, you don't like vegetables?'



"My dad was abutcher,” Modler said. "l atealot of meat asakid. Still likeit."

Morethan liked it, redly. Dirk Moeler came from along line of carnivores and proudly ate animal flesh
a every meal. Most people didn't do that anymore. And when they did eat mest, they picked out atube
of vatted meat product, made from cultivated tissue that never required the butchering of an animd, or
even the participation of any sort of animal outside of the purely mythica. The best-sdlling vatted meet
product on the market was something called Kingston's Bison Boar ™, some godforsaken agglomeration
of bovine and pig genes stretched across a cartilaginous scaffolding and immersed in anutrient broth until
it grew into something that was meatlike without being meaty, paer than ved, lean asalizard, and so
animal friendly that even strict vegetarians didn't mind tucking in aBison Boar Burger™ or two when the
mood struck them. Kingston's corporate mascot was a pig with abison shag and horns, frying up burgers
on ahibachi, winking at the customer in third-quarter profile, licking itslipsin anticipation of devouring its
own fictiond flesh. Thetiling was damned creepy.

Modler would have rather roasted his own tongue on a skewer than egt vatted meat. Good butchers
were hard to come by these days, but Modller found one outside of Washington, in the suburb of
Leesburg. Ted was a boutique entrepreneur, like all butchers these days. His day job was as a mechanic.
But he knew hisway around a carving chart, which is more than most peoplein hisline of work could
say. Once ayear in October, Ted damn near filled up awak-in freezer in Mod ler's basement with besf,
pork, venison, and four kinds of bird: chicken, turkey, ostrich, and goose.

Because Modler was his best customer, occasiondly Ted would throw in something more exotic, usualy
areptile of somekind—hegot alot of aligator now that Forida had declared a year-round hunting
Season on that fast-breeding hybrid species that the EPA introduced to repopul ate the Everglades—but
aso an occasionad mammal or two whose provenance was often left prudently unattributed. There was
that one year when Ted provided ten pounds of steaks and a hote scrawled on the butcher paper "Don't
ask." Modller served those at a barbecue with former associates from the American Ingtitute for
Colonization. Everyone loved them. Several months later, another butcher—not Ted—had been arrested
for trafficking in meet taken from Zhang-Zhang, a panda on loan to the Nationa Zoo. The panda had
disappeared roughly the time Ted made his yearly meat drop. The next year, Ted was back to dligator.
It was probably better that way for everyone, except possibly the alligator.

"It dl gartswith meset," Modler'sfather told him often, and as Alan returned with a coffee mug filled with
2%, Modller reflected on the truth of that smple statement. His current course of action, the one that had
him accumulating gasin hisintestind tract, indeed began with meet. Specificaly, the meet in Modler's
Meats, the third-generation butcher shop Dirk's father owned. It wasinto this shop, nearly 40 years ago
now, that Fgj-win-Getag, the Nidu ambassador, came bursting through the door, trailing an entourage of
Nidu and human diplomats behind him. " Something smellsredly good,” the Nidu ambassador said.

The ambassador's pronouncement was notable in itsaf. The Nidu, among their many physicd qudities,
were possessed of a sense of smell several orders of magnitude more fine than the poor human nose. For
this reason, and for reasons relating to the Nidu caste structure, which isrigid enough to make
16th-century Japan appear the very model of let-it-all-hang-out egdlitarianism, the higher diplomatic and
political Nidu castes had developed a"language’ of scentsnot at al unlike the way the European nobles
of Earth developed a"language” of flowers.

Like the noble language of flowers, the Nidu diplomatic scent language was not true speech, in that one
couldn't actudly carry on aconversation through smells. Also, humans couldn't take much advantage of
thislanguage; the human sense of smell was so crude that Nidu trying to send a scent signa would get the
same reaction from their intended recipient asthey would get by singing an ariato aturtle. But among the
Nidu themselves, one could make a compelling opening statement, sent in asubtle way (inasmuch as



amellsare subtle) and presenting an underpinning for al discourseto follow.

When aNidu ambassador bursts through one's shop door proclaiming something smells good, that'sa
statement that works on severd different levels. One, something probably just smells good. But two,
something in the shop hasasmdll that carrieswith it certain positive scent identifications for the Nidu.
James Modller, proprietor of Modller's Meats, Dirk's father, was not an especialy worldly man, but he
knew enough to know that getting on the Nidu ambassador's good side could mean the difference
between his shop's success and itsfailure. It was hard enough running a dedicated butcher shopina
largely vegetarian world. But now that more of the reatively few meat enthusiasts remaining ate the newly
arrived vatted meat—which James vehemently refused to stock, to the point of chasing aKingston's
Vatted Meat wholesder from his store with a cleaver—things were getting precarious. The Nidu, James
Modler knew, were committed carnivores. They had to get their vittles from somewhere, and James
Moeller was aman of business. Everybody's money was equd in hiseyes.

"I smelled it down the street,” Faj-win-Getag continued, approaching the counter display. "It smelled
fresh. It smdled different”

"The ambassador has agood nose," James Modler said. "In the back of the shop I've got venison,
arrived just today from Michigan. It's deer meat.”

"l know deer," Fg-win-Getag said. "Large animas. They fling themselves at vehicleswith grest
frequency.”

"That'sthem,” JamesModller said.
"They don't smell likewhat | smell when they're on the side of the road,” Fgj-win-Getag said.

"They suredon't!” James Modller said. "Would you like a better smell of the venison?' Fgj-win-Getag
nodded his assent; James told his son Dirk to bring out some. James presented it to the Nidu
ambassador.

"That smellswonderful," Fg-win-Getag said. "'It's very much like a scent that in our custom equateswith
sexud potency. Thismeat would be very popular with our young men.”

James Mo€ller cracked a grin wide as the Potomac. "It would honor me to present the ambassador with
some venison, with my compliments,” he said, shooing Dirk into the back to bring out more of the mest.
"And I'll be happy to serve any of your people who would want some of their own. We have quite abit
in stock."

"I'll be sureto let my staff know," Fg-win-Getag said. ™Y ou say you get your stock from Michigan?”

"Suredo," Jamessaid. "Therésalarge preservein centrd Michigan run by the Nugentians. They harvest
deer and other animal s through ritual bow hunting. Legend hasit the cult's founder bow-hunted one of
every species of North American mammal before he died. They have his body on display at the preserve.
He'sinaloincloth. It'sardigiousthing. Not me sort of people you want to spend alot of timewith ona
personal basis, but their mest isthe best in the country. It costs alittle more, but it'sworth it. And they
have meright attitude about meat—it's me cornerstone of any truly hedthy diet.”

"Most humans we meet don't eat much meet,” Fg-win-Getag said. "What | read in your newspapers and
magazines suggests most peoplefind it unhedthy.”

"Dont believeit," JamesModller said. "l eat meet a every medl. | have more energy physicaly and
mentally than most men haf my age. I've got nothing againgt vegetarians; if they want to eat beansal the



time, that'sfine with me. But long after they're adeep in their bed, I'm still going strong. That's meet for
you. It dl startswith meat—mat'swhat | tell my customers. That'swhat I'll tell you." Dirk returned from
me back with severd large packages of meat; James put them in a heavy-duty bag and placed it on me
low counter onthe side. "All yours, Sr. Y ou enjoy that.”

"You aretoo generous,” Faj-win-Getag said, as aflunky took the bag. "We are dways warmed by such
hospitdity from your race, who isaways so giving. It makes us happy that well soon bein the
neighborhood.”

"How do you mean?' James Modller said.

"The Nidu have entered into anumber of new treaties and trade agreements with your government, which
requires usto greatly expand our presence here," the ambassador said. "Well be building our new
mission groundsin this neighborhood.”

"That's great,” James Modller said. "Will the embassy be close by?!

"Oh, very close," Fg-win-Getag said, and hodded his goodbyes, taking his venison and his entourage
withhim.

James Mod ler didn't waste time. Over the next week hetripled his order of venison from the Nugentians
and sent Dirk to thelibrary to find out anything he could about Nidu and their culinary preferences. This

led to James ordering rabbit, K obe beef, imported haggis from Scotland, and, for the very first timein the
three-generation history shop, stocking Spam. "It's not vatted mest," he said to Dirk. "Just mest in acan.”

Within aweek, James Modller had transformed his butcher shop into a Nidu-friendly meeat store. Indeed,
the enlarged shipment of Nugentian venison arrived the very same day that James Modller received his
notice via certified mail that the building that housed M odller Mests was being seized by the government
under eminent domain, along with every other building on the block, to make way for the new and
enlarged Nidu embassy. James Modller'sreceipt of this|etter was a so neatly coincident to amassve
heart attack that killed him so fast that he was dead before he hit the floor, letter still in his hand, venison
gtill un-butchered in the cold room in the back.

Dr. Atkinson tried to assure Dirk that the shock of the letter in itsalf would not have been enough to kill
hisfather. Jamess aorta, he explained, was like a cannoli solidly packed with lard, the end result of 53
years of uninterrupted meat consumption. Dr. Atkinson had warned Jamesfor yearsto eat amore
balanced diet or at least to dlow him to snake out his arteries with an injection of plague 'bots, but James
awaysrefused; hefdt fine, he liked his mest, and he wasn't going to sign off on any medica procedure
that would give hisinsurance company the ammunition it needed to raise hisrates. James had been a
heart attack waiting to happen. If it wasn't now, it would have been soon. Very soon.

Dirk heard none of this. He knew who was responsible. He had found his father's body, had read the
note, and had learned later that the day after the Nidu visited Modller's Mesats, a Nidu representative flew
to the Nugentian preservein Michigan to sedl adirect venison distribution dedl with the cult, using the
information James Modller innocently supplied in conversation. The Nidu ambassador knew when it
came through the shop door that Moeller's Meats would be out of businessin ameatter of days, and he let
Dirksfather give him free meat and information without so much of ahint of what was coming down the
road.

It wasjust aswell his dad had the heart attack when he did, Dirk thought to himself. Seeing his
grandfather's shop torn down would have killed him otherwise.

History and literature are filled with heroes called upon to revenge the deaths of their fathers. Dirk took



to this same task with agrim methodical drive, over aspan of time that would have made Hamlet, the
very archetype of obsessve-compulsive ddliberation, utterly insane with impeatience. With the
compensation provided by the government for the Modller's Megts property, Dirk enrolled at Johns
Hopkins, down theroad in Batimore, mgoring in interplanetary relations. Hopkins's program was one of
the top three in the nation, dong with Chicago and Georgetown.

Modler did his graduate work at the latter, gaining accessto the intensely competitive program by
agreeing to specidize in the Garda, a seasonally-intelligent race of tube worms whose recent misson to
Earth was housed on the former grounds of the Naval Observatory. However, shortly after Modller
begun his study, the Garda began their Incompetence, a period of engorgement, mating, and lessened
brain activity coinciding with the onset of Uu-uchi, an autumna season on Gard which would last for
three years and seven months on Earth. Because Modler was able to work with the Gardafor only a
limited period of time, he was alowed to pursue a secondary track of research aswell. He chose the
Nidu.

It was after Mod ler'sfirst major paper on the Nidu, analyzing their role in helping the United Nations of
Earth gain arepresentative seat in the Common Confederation, that Moeller came in contact with Anton
Schroeder, the UNE's observer and later first full-fledged representative to the CC. Hed left that behind
to become the current chairman of the American Ingtitute for Colonization, athink tank based out of
Arlington committed to the expansion of the Earth's colonization of planets, with or without the consent of
the Common Confederation.

"I read your paper, Mr. Modler," Schroeder said, without introduction, when Moeller picked up his
office communicator; Schroeder assumed (correctly) that Modller would recognize the voice made
famous by thousands of speeches, news reports, and Sunday morning talk shows. "It isremarkably full of
shit, but it isremarkably full of shit inanumber of interesting ways, some of which—and entirely
coincidentaly, I'm sure—get close to the truth of our Situation with the Nidu and the Common
Confederation. Would you like to know which those are?*

"Yes, dr," Modler sad.
"I'm sending a car over now," Schroeder said. "It'll be therein half an hour to bring you here. Wear atie”

An hour later Modller was drinking from the informational and ideological fire hose that was Anton
Schroeder, the one man who knew the Nidu better than any other human being. In the course of his
decades of dedling with the Nidu, Schroeder had come to the following conclusion: The Nidu are fucking
with us. It'stime we start fucking back. Moeller didn't need to be asked twicetojoinin.

"Here comethe Nidu," said Alan, rising from his seet. Modller gulped the last of hismilk and rose, justin
timeto have abubble of gastwigt hisintestine like a sailor knotting a Sheepshank. Modller bit his cheek
and did hisbest to ignore the cramp. It wouldn't do to have the Nidu delegation aware of hisgastric
distress.

The Nidu filed into the conference room asthey aways did, lowest in the pecking order firgt, heading to
their assgned seats and nodding to their opposite human number on the other sde of the table. Nobody
moved to shake hands; the Nidu, intensely socidly dratified asthey were, weren't the sort of race to
enjoy wanton familiar person contact. The chairswerefilled, from the outsde in, until only two people
remained standing; at the middle seats on opposite Sdes, were Modler and the senior-most Nidu trade
delegate in the room, Lars-win-Getag.

Who was, asit happened, son of Fgj-win-Getag, the Nidu ambassador who walked through the door of
Modler's Mesats four decades earlier. Thiswas not entirely coincidence; dl Nidu diplomats of any rank



on Earth hailed from the win-Getag clan, aminor, distant relation to the current roya clan of auf-Getag.
Fa-win-Getag was famoudy fecund, even for aNidu, so his children Uttered the diplomatic corps on
Earth.

But it was both satisfying and convenient for Moeller regardless—fitting, he thought, that the son of
James Modler would return the favor of failure to the son of Fg-win-Getag. Modller didn't believein
karma, but he bdieved initsidiot cousin, theideathat "what goes around, comes around.” The Modlers
were coming around at |ast.

Ironic in another way, Moedller thought, as he waited for Lars-win-Getag to speak in greeting. Thisround
of trade negotiations between the Nidu and Earth was supposed to have broken down long before this
level. Modler and his compatriots had quietly planned and maneuvered for yearsto get Nidu-human
relations to a breaking point; this was supposed to be the year trade relationshipsimplode, alliances
dissolve, anti-Nidu demongtrations swell, and the human planets start their path to true independence
outs de the Common Confederation.

A new president and his Nidu-friendly administration had screwed it up; the new Secretary of Trade had
replaced too many delegates and the new delegates had been too willing to give up diplometic red estate
in the quest to renormalize Nidu relations. Now negotiations were too far down the road to manufacture
adiplomatic objection; dl those had been hammered out two or three levels down. Something else was
needed to bring negotiationsto standstill. Preferably something that made the Nidu look bad.

"Dirk," Larswin-Getag said, and bowed, briefly. "A good morning to you. Are we ready to begin
today's thumb twisting?' He smiled, which on aNidu is sort of aghastly thing, amused at hisown insde
joke. Larsswin-Getag fancied himsdf abit of awit, and his specialty was creating mal gpropisms based
on English dang. He had seen an dien do it once in a pre-Encounter movie, and thought it was cute. It
was the sort of joke that got old fast.

"By dl means, Lars," Modler said, and returned the bow, risking asmall cramp to do so. "' Our thumbs
areat ready."

"Excdlent." Lars-wiri-Getag sat and reached for his negotiation schedule. "Are we gtill working on
agricultura quotas?'

Modler glanced over to Alan, who had made up the schedule. "We're talking bananas and plantains until
ten, and then we tackle wine and table grapes until lunch," Alan said. "Then in afternoon we start on
livestock quotas. We begin with sheep.”

"Do ewe think that'sagood idea?' Larswin-Getag said, turning to Moeller to dispense another ghastly
grin. Larswin-Getag was dso inordinately fond of puns.

"That'squiteamusing, Sr," Alan said, gamely.

From down the table, one of the Nidu piped up. "We have some small concerns about the percentage of
bananas the treaty requires come from Ecuador. We were led to understand a banana virus had
destroyed much of the crop thislast year." From down the table, a member of the human delegation
responded. The negotiations would continue to burble on for the next hour at the far ends of the table.
Alan and his opposite number with the Nidu would ride herd on the others. Lars-win-Getag was aready
bored and scanning histablet for sport scores. Mod ler satisfied himsdlf that his active participation would
not be required for along period of time and then tapped his own tablet to boot up the apparatus.

It was Lars-win-Getag himsalf who inspired the gpparatus. Lars-win-Getag was, to put it mildly, an
underachiever; he wasamid-leve trade negotiator while most of his siblings had gone on to better things.



It had been suggested that the only reason Lars-win-Getag was even amid-leve trade negotiator was
that hisfamily wastoo important for him to be anything less; it would be an insult to his clan to have him
fal.

To that end Lars-win-Getag was policed by assistants who were notably smarter than he was, and was
never given anything critica to work on. Largely predetermined agricultural and livestock quotas, for
example, were just about his speed. Fortunately for Larswin-Getag, he wasn't redlly smart enough to
redlize he was being handled by his own government. So it worked out well for everyone.

Neverthdess, likeintdlectudly limited mid-rangers of most sentient species, Larswin-Getag was acutely
sendtive to matters of persond status. He dso had atemper. If it weren't for diplomatic immunity,
Larswin-Getag's rap sheet would include assault, aggravated assault, battery, and on at least one
occasion, attempted homicide. It was the last of these that caught the eye of Jean Schroeder, the son of
the late Anton Schroeder and his successor as the head of the American Ingtitute for Colonization.

"Ligento this" Jean said, reading from areport his assistant had compiled, as Modler grilled stesksfor
them on hisdeck. "Six years ago, Larswas at a Capitas game and had to be restrained from choking
another spectator to death in the stadium bathroom. Other guysin the bathroom literally had to tackle him
and gt on hishig reptilian ass until the police came.”

"Why was he choking that guy?' Modller asked.

"The guy was standing at the sink next to Lars and used some breath spray,” Schroeder said. "Lars
smelled it and got crazy. He told the police the scent of the breath spray suggested that he enjoyed
cornholing his mother. He felt honor bound to avenge the insult.”

Modler stabbed the steaks and flipped them. "He should have known better. Most humans don't know
anything about what smells mean to the Nidu dlites.”

"Should know better, but doesn't,” Jean said, riffing through the report. "Or just doesn't care, whichis
more likely. Hes got diplomatic immunity.He doesn't have to worry about restraining himsalf. Two of his
other near-arrestsinvolve arguments about smells. Here, this one's good: He apparently assaulted a
flower vendor on the mall because one of the bouquets was telling him he kicked babies. That was just
last year."

"It probably had daisesinit,” Modler said, poking at the steaks again. "Daides have asmédll that signifies
offgpring. Where are you going with this, Jean?"

"Y ou start negotiations with Lars next week," Jean said. "It'stoo late to change the substance of the
negotiations. But you're negotiating with someonewho is neither terribly bright nor terribly stable, and has
adocumented tendency to fly into arage when he thinks he's being insulted by an odor. Theres got to be
away to work with that."

"| don't see how," Modller said. He speared the steaks and put them on a serving plate. "It's policy at
Trade to be respectful of Nidu sengtivities. Negotiations take place in rooms with specid air filters. We
don't wear cologne or perfumes—we're not even supposed to use scented underarm deodorant. Hell,
we're even issued specia soap to usein the shower. We're serious about it, too. Thefirst year | was at
Trade, | saw anegotiator sent home because he used Zest that morning. He actually received a
reprimand.”

"Well, obvioudy you're not going to walk in with asquirt bottle with Essence of Fuck Youinit," Jean
said. "But there's got to be some way it make it happen.”



"Look," Modller said. "Larss dad gave my dad a heart attack. Nothing would make me happier than to
derail the bastard. But there's no way to secretly stink himinto arage.”

Two days later Jean sent him amessage: Something smellsinteresting, it read.

Back at the negotiating table, the Nidu had gotten the Earth delegation to take out the Ecuadorian
bananas in exchange for the same percentage of bananas to be shipped from Philos colony. This made
everyone happy since Philos was closer to Nidu than Earth, and the Philos plantation owners would
accept alower price for their bananas, and the Earth wanted to promote colonia trade anyway. Modller
nodded his approval, Larswin-Getag grunted his assent, and the negotiations moved on to Brazilian
bananas.

Mosdller opened the window for the apparatus software on his tablet and tapped on the "message”
toolbar command. The window immediately listed four categories: Mild insults, Sexud -related insults,
Competence insults, and Grave insults. Fixer, who had designed the apparatus and adapted the
off-the-shdt'software to run it, found achemica dictionary for the Nidu smell language from the science
library at UCLA. He dispensed with everything but the insults, of course; Modler wasn't planning to tell
Larswin-Getag that he looked pretty, or that it wastimefor his puberty rites. Modler dso immediately
discounted insults about competence, as the incompetent never question their competence about
anything. Let's start small, Moeler thought, and sdlected the"Mild insults' option. Another window
opened with 40 suggested insults, Modler picked the one at the top of thelist, which read, smply, You
stink.

The touch screen presented an hourglass, and in his colon Modller felt atiny vibration asthe apparatus
moved eements around. Then adialog window popped up. Processing enabled, it read. Fire when

ready.

Moedller was ready dmost instantly; the combination of the milk and the vegetables and bacon at
breakfast had worked their wondersin the gastrointestinal tract. Carefully so as not to attract attention,
Modler shifted in his seet to help the process dong. He fdlt the gastravel the few centimetersinto the
gpparatus chamber. The diadlog box changed: Processing, it read. Modller felt asecond smdl vibration in
the apparatus as the middle chamber worked its magic. After about five seconds the vibration stopped
and the dialog box changed again. Ready. Choose automatic or manual release. Modler chosethe
automatic release. The didog box began a countdown.

Ten seconds later the lightly compressed gas exited the gpparatus and moved toward thefina exit.
Mol ler was not especialy worried about it making noise; one doesn't work for decadesin the
diplomatic corps and its endless meetings and negotiations without learning how to silently depressurize.
Modler leaned forward ever so dightly and let it out. It smelled vagudly like pardey.

About 20 seconds later Lars-win-Getag, who had been giving every appearance of drifting off to deep,
jolted himsdf straight up in his chair, darming his aides on either sde. One of them leaned in closeto find
out what had disturbed her boss; Lars-win-Getag hissed quietly but emphatically at her. Shelistened to
him for afew minutes, then arched her nose up and gave abrief but notable sniff. Then shelooked a
Larswin-Getag and gave the Nidu equivaent of ashrug, asif to say, J don't smell anything.
Larswin-Getag glared and glanced over at Modler, who had dl thistime stared down the table toward
the banana discusson with an expression of polite boredom. The air scrubberswere aready disspating
the odor. Eventualy Lars-win-Getag camed down.

A few minutes|ater Modler let fly You mate with the unclean. Larswin-Getag let out agrunt and
dammed down afist hard enough to rattle the entire table. Negotiations came to a hdt as everyone at the
table looked toward Lars-win-Getag, who was by now out of his seat and whispering fiercely to the



rather nervous-looking aideto hisright.
"Everything okay?' Moeller asked the second aide, to Lars-win-Getag's | eft.

The second aide barely twitched. "The trade representativeis clearly troubled by the qudity of Brazilian
bananas," he said.

Larswin-Getag had managed to st himself back down. "My apologies," he said swiveling hishead up
and down thetable. " Something caught me by surprise.”

"We can discuss changing the percentage of Brazilian bananasif you fed strongly about it,” Moeller said,

mildly. "I'm sure the Panamanians would be happy to increase their percentage, and we can makeit up to
the Braziliansin other categories,” He reached for histablet asif to make anote of the change and in fact

gave the order to process You bathe in vomit.

"That isacceptable,” Larswin-Getag said, in alow growl. Modler nudged Alan to get the discussons
going again, and in doing so maneuvered just enough to let the latest missive dip out. Twenty seconds
later, Moeller noted Lars-win-Getag breathing heavily and struggling not to explode. His aide was patting
hishand, only alittlefranticaly.

The next hour was the most fun Moeller could remember having just about ever. He taunted
Larswin-Getag mercilessy, safein his own gppearance of bland disinterest in the minutiae of the
negotiations, the visible absence of a scent-emitting object anywherein the room, and the Nidu
assumption that humans, with their primitive sense of smdll, could not possibly be intentionaly goading
them. Except for Lars-win-Getag, the Nidu were of the wrong caste to know anything more than the
basics of the scent language and so could not share their boss's outrage. Except for Modler, the human
delegation was utterly ignorant of the cause of Larswin-Getag's behavior. They could tell something was
making the Nidu twitchy, but had no ideawhat it could be. The only person who noticed anything unusud
was Alan, who by sheer proximity could tell his bosswas gassy. But Modller knew that the ambitious
little squirt wouldn't dream of saying anything about it.

In this garden of ignorance, Modller savaged Lars-win-Getag with intolerable insults about his sexua
performance, his persona grooming, and hisfamily, often in combinations of al three. Fixer's gpparatus
wasfilled with enough of the trace chemical compounds needed to combine with Moeller's own tract
emanations that he could theoretically emit coherent gaseous statements for days. Moeller experimented
to discover which statements enraged Lars-win-Getag the most; as expected, insults about job
competence barely caused arisein respiratory rates, but suggestions of sexua inadequacy redly seemed
to get him hot. Moeller thought Lars-win-Getag was going to pop when Your mates laugh at your lack
of seed wafted over to him, but he managed to hold it in, primarily by gripping the table hard enough that
Mod ler thought he might breek part of it off.

Modler had just released You feast on shit and just punched in Your mother fucks algae for
processing when Larswin-Getag findly logt it, and gave himself to the negotiation-halting rage that
Moeler was hoping for. "That isenough!" he bellowed, and lunged acrossthetable at Alan, who, for his
part, was shocked into immobility at alarge, sentient lizardlike creature launching itsdf at him.

"Isit you?' Larswin-Getag demanded, as his assstants grabbed at hislegs, trying to haul him back to his
side of thetable.

"Iswhat me?' Alan managed to spurt out, torn now between the urge to get away from this snappy
angry creature and the desire not to endanger his young diplomatic career by accidentaly scratching the
Nidu trade delegate in hisrush to avoid getting killed.



Lars-win-Getag pushed Alan back onto the floor and kicked himself free of his assistants. "One of you
humans has been insulting me for over an hour! | can smell it

The humans stared agog at Lars-win-Getag for ten full seconds. Then Alan brokethe silence. "All right,
guys," he said, looking up and down the table. "Who's wearing the scented deodorant?”

"I'mnot amelling deodorant, you little shit,” Larswin-Getag snarled. "I know one of you is spesking to
me. Insulting me. | will not tolerate it."

"Sir," Alan sad. "If one of us have said something that offended you during thetalks, | can promise

yOl I n
"Promise me?' Lars:win-Getag bellowed. "1 can promise you that every one of you isgoing to be
working at aconvenience store in twenty-four hoursif you don't—"

JJueeeeeeceeeeeeee.

Silence. Modller was suddenly aware that the entire room waslooking at him.
"Excuseme," Modller said. "That wasrude.”

Therewasalittle more silence after that.

"You," Larswin-Getag said, findly. "It was you. All thistime.”

"I don't know what you're talking about,” Moeller said.

"I will have your job for this™" Larswin-Getag exploded. "When | get through with you, you—"
Lars-win-Getag stopped suddenly, distracted. Then he took along, hard snort. Modller'sfina message
had finaly gotten acrossthe room to him.

Larswin-Getag took full receipt of the message, processed it, and decided to kill Dirk Moeller right
there, with his own hands. Fortunatdly, there was aNidu ritud for judtifiably killing anemess; it began
with aviolent, soul-shattering roar. Lars-win-Getag collected himsalf, draw in adeep, cleansing bresth,
focused hiseyes on Dirk Modller, and began his murderous yell.

One of the interesting things about aien lifeisthat however dien it may be, certain physica features
appear again and again, examples of pardld evolutionary paths on multiple worlds. For example, nearly
every inteligent form of life has abrain—a centra processor, of some sort, for whatever nervous and
sensory system it may have evolved. Thelocation of the brain varies, but it ismost frequently located ina
head of some sort. Likewise, nearly dl life of acomplex nature features acirculatory systemto ferry
oxygen and nutrients around the body.

The combination of these two common features meansthat certain medical phenomenaare dso
universaly known. Like strokes, caused when the vessals of whatever circulatory system acreature might
have rupture violently in whatever brain structure that creature might possess. Just asthey did in
Larswin-Getag, less than a second into his bellowing declaration. Lars-win-Getag was surprised as
anyone when he cut short hisbellow, replaced it with awet gurgle, and then pitched forward dead,
following his center of gravity down to the floor. The Nidu immediately swarmed their falen leader; the
humans stared dack-jawed at their negotiating partners, who by now had begun akeening wail of
despair asthey attempted to revive Lars-win-Getag's body.

Alan turned to Modller, who was Hlill sitting there, camly, taking it al in. "Sir?* Alan said. "What just
happened here, Sr? What's going on? Sir?"



Modler turned to Alan, opened his mouth to provide some perfectly serviceablelie, and burst out
laughing.

Another common feature among many speciesisa primary circulatory pump—aheart, in other words.
Thispump istypically one of the strongest musclesin any creature, due to the need to keep circulatory
fluid moving through the body. But like any muscleit is prone to damage, especidly when the cregture to
whom the pump bel ongs takes rather bad care of it. And, say, eatsalot of fatty, plaque-inducing mest,
which causesthe circulatory vesselsto cut off, suffocating the muscleitself.

Just asthey did in Dirk Modller.

Dirk Modller collapsed on the floor, il laughing, joining Larswin-Getag in afatally prone sprawl. He
was dimly aware of Alan shouting his name and then placing his hands on his chest and pumping down
furioudy, in avaliant but fruitless attempt to squeeze blood through his bosss body.

AsModler lost consciousness for the last time, he had time for asingle, fina request for absolution.
Jesus, forgive me, hethought. | really shouldn't have eaten that panda.

Therest is darkness, two dead bodies on the floor, and, as hoped, a major diplomatic incident.

chapter 2

Secretary of state Jm Heffer regarded the tube on hisdesk. "So thisisit?' he asked hisaide, Ben
Javna

"That'sit," Javnasad. "Fresh from the schmuck'slarge intestine.”

Heffer shook his head. "What an asshole," he said.

"An gpt description, consdering,” Javnasad.

Heffer sighed, reached for the tube, then stopped. "Thisisn't fresh, isit?'

Jaynagrinned. "It's been sanitized for your protection, Mr. Secretary. It had been grafted onto Modller's
colon. All the organic bits have been removed. Insde and out.”

"Who knows this exiss?'

"Adgde from whoever helped Mod ler put it in? Y ou, me, and the medica examiner. The ME is content to
keep quiet for now, athough he wants State to bring a cousin over from Pakistan.

Alan suspects something, of course. That's why he called meright after it happened.”

"A former intern turns out to be useful for achange," Heffer said. He picked up the tube, turned it around
in his hands. "Have we figured out where this thing has come from yet?*

"No, gr," Javnasaid. "We haven't darted a search because, officidly, it doesn't exist. So far as anyone
knows officidly, Modler and the Nidu trade representative rather coincidentally collgpsed smultaneoudy
for unrelated health reasons. Which istrue, asfar asit goes.”

It was Heffer'sturn to grin. "And just how long do we expect that story to hold up, Ben?"

"It'sdready collapsing, of course" Javnasaid. "But at this point the only thing anyone hasto go on are
rumors and speculations. We start searching for plansfor that,” —Javna pointed to the tube—"and you
know it's going to get noticed.”



"I think we could keep the search out of the papers,” Heffer said.

"It's not the papers we need to worry about,” Javna said. ™Y ou know Pope and his cregps at Defense are
going to bedl over this, and they'll even find someway to try to makeit seem likeit'sthe Nidu's fault.”

"Ononelevd, that'd be nice" Heffer said.

"Sure, right until the part where we start shooting at the Nidu and then they kick our ass," Javnasaid.
"Thereisthat," Heffer admitted.

"Thereisindeed that," Javnasaid.

Heffer'sintercom switched on. "Mr. Secretary, Secretary So-ram is here,”" said Heffer's scheduler, Jane.

"Send himin, Jane," Heffer said, stood up, then turned to Javna. "Well, here comestheidiot,” he said.
Javnagrinned.

Secretary of Trade Ted Soram came through the door, brisk and grinning and extending his hand. "Hello,
Jm," hesaid. "Missed you this weekend at the house."

Heffer reached across the desk and shook Sorarris hand. "Hello, Ted," Heffer said. "I wasin Switzerland
thisweekend. Middle East peace negotiations. Y ou may have read something about them.”

"Ouch," Soram said, good-naturedly, and off to the sde, Heffer could see Javnarall hiseyes. "Okay, |
admit, agood excuse for your absence. Thistime. How did the negotiations go?"

"Asthey usudly do," Heffer said, motioning to Soram to sit. "Right down to obligatory suicide bomber in
Haifahafway through the sesson.”

"They never learn,” Soram said, nestling into an armchair. "l guessnot,” Heffer said, Stting himsdlf. "But
right now I'm less concerned about the peace negotiationsin the Middle East than the Nidu trade
negotiations herea home."

"What about them?' Soram said.

Heffer glanced over at Javna, who subtly shrugged. "Ted," Heffer said, "have you been in contact with
your staff today?"

"I've been at Lansdowne since dawn," Soram said. "With the Kanh ambassador. It lovesto golf there,
and | have amembership. I've been trying to get them to agree to import more dmonds. Weve got a
glut. So | thought I'd lobby it on thelinks. My staff knows better than to disturb me when I'm working on
something likethat. | dmaost chewed out your ga until | redlized she was cdling from your department,
not mine"

Heffer sat there for about a beat and wondered again at the political calculusthat required President
Webster to appoint Soram as trade secretary. The Kanh were violently dlergic to nuts. Thefirst state
dinner ever held for the Kanh ended in disaster because kitchen inadvertently used peanut oil in one of
the entrees; two-thirds of the Kanh guests ruptured their digestive sacs. The feet that Soram would lobby
the Kanh to import dmonds was atestament to his clud essness, and the willingness of the Kanh
ambassador (who was emphaticaly not clueess) to capitalize on his stupidity for a couple rounds of
choicegolf.

Well, we needed Philadel phia and he delivered, Heffer thought. Too late to worry about it now.



"Ted," Heffer said. "Ther€'s been adevelopment. A rather serious one. One of your trade representatives
died today during negotiations. So did one of the Nidu representatives. And we think our guy killed the
Nidu representative before he died.”

Soram smiled, uncertainly. "1'm not following you, Jm."

Heffer did the tube across the desk to Soram. "He used this," Heffer said. "We're pretty sureit'sadevice
used to send chemica signasthe Nidu could smell and interpret through a code of theirs. We think your
guy hid thisuntil he got into the room, and then used it to enrage the Nidu negotiator into astroke. He
had a heart attack right after. He died laughing, Ted. It didn't look very good."

Soram took the tube. "Where was he hiding it?" he asked.
"Inhisass" Ben Javnasad.

Soram jerked and dropped the thing on the floor, then smiled sheepishly and placed it back on the desk.
"Sorry," he said. "How do you know dl this, Jm? Thisis atrade problem.”

Heffer took the tube and put it into his desk. "Ted, when one of your guyskills off aNidu diplomat, trade
or otherwiseg, it pretty much becomes my problem, now, doesn't it? We here at State have avested
interest in making sure that trade negotiations with the Nidu run smoothly. And | know you're not exactly
the most 'hands off of Trade secretaries. So we over here have been keeping tabs on how things have

been going.”
"l seg" Soram said.

"Having said that," Heffer said, "1 have to admit this one took us by surprise. Tradeisfairly packed with
anti-Nidu negotiators and has been for years, even after this administration took over. But this isnew.
We expected some of your minor functionariesto put in afew roadblocks. We were ready for that. We
weren't ready for one of your people to attempt murder to gum up the works."

"Wegot rid of the biggest troublemakers,” Soram said. "We went right down the list and pried them out.”
"You missed one, Ted," Heffer said.
"Who wasthisguy?' Soram asked.

"Dirk Modler," Javnasaid. "Camein during the Griffin administration. He was a the American Inditute
for Colonization before that."

"I've never heard of him," Soram said.
"Redly,” Javnasad, dryly.

Even Soram couldn't missthat. "L ook, don't try to pin thison me," he said. "We got most of them. But a
few are going to get through the net.”

"A spdl at the AIC should have been ared flag,” Heffer said. "That placeisfull of anti-Nidu nutbags."
The intercom flicked back on. "Sir, Secretary Popeishere,” Jane said.
" Speaking of anti-Nidu nutbags,”" Javnasaid, under his bresth.

"He saysit'surgent,” Jane continued.



"Send himin, Jane" Heffer said, then turned to Javna. "Behave, Ben."
"Yes, dr," Javnasad.

Every administration crosses the aide to appoint one secretary from the other side. Robert Pope, war
hero and popular former senator from Idaho, was the sop thrown to swing voters who needed
convincing the Webster administration was strong on defense, and would stand up to Common
Confederation pressure when necessary, particularly when it was applied by the Nidu. Pope played the
part alittle too enthusastically for Heifer's taste.

"Bob," Heffer said, as Pope entered the room, trailing his aide, Dave Phipps. "Dropping by on your way
back to the Pentagon?"

"Y ou might say that," Pope said, and then glanced over at So-ram. "l see you've got the brain trust here
aready."

"Missed you thisweekend, Bob," Soram said.

"Ted, you know | wouldn't be caught dead a one of your parties," Pope said, "so let's not pretend |
would be. | understand you hit alittle roadblock in today's negotiations.”

"Jm wasjugt catching me up on that,” Soram said.

"Well," Pope said. "Nice to see someone's minding the shop over there at Trade. Evenif it isthe State
Department. Strange that two chief negotiators should die within seconds of each other, don't you think.”

"The universeisfilled with disturbing coincidences, Bob," Heffer said.
"And you think coincidenceiswhat thiswas."

"At the moment, that"sthe officid line" Heffer said. " Although of course well let you know if anything
comes out. We're hoping to catch thiswhileit's still aminor diplomatic issue, Bob. Nothing you folks at
Defense need to worry about."

"That's reassuring to hear, Jm," Pope said. "Except that it may dready be alittle late for that.” Pope
nodded to Phipps, who pulled papers from afolder he was bearing and handed them to Heffer.

"What are these?' Heffer asked, taking the papers and reaching for his glasses.

"Intercepts from the Nidu Nava Attache's office, dated thirty-six minutes after our respective trade
representatives hit the floor,” Pope said. "About two hours after that, we know two Nidu GJar-class
destroyers got new orders.”

"Do you know what the orders are?' Heffer asked.
"They were encrypted,” Pope said.
"So they could be anything, including something entirely unrelated to our little problem,” Heffer said.

"They could be," Pope said. "Thereisthe minor matter that these new orders came directly from the
Nidu Supreme Commander rather than through the admiraty.”

"What does that mean?' Soram asked.

"It meansthat orders aren't going through the chain of command, Ted," Heffer said. "It meansthat



whatever the Nidu have going, they want to start working on it fast." Heffer turned to Javna. "Arethe
Nidu having any other extracurricular squabbles that would warrant new orders to those destroyers?”’

"I can't think of anything offhand,” Javnasaid. "They have that low-grade border war going with the
Andde, but they've been in a detente phase for afew months now. It'snot likely they'd ratchet back up
without the Andde doing something stupid first. Let me check on that, though.”

"In the meantime, | have to work on the assumption that what happened today at Trade is a proximate
cause," Pope said. "And that the Nidu may bein theinitid stages of something more than adiplomatic

response.”
"Have you shared thiswith the president?’ Heffer asked.

"He'sin St. Louis, reading to kindergarteners,” Pope said. "I spoke to Roger. He suggested that on the
way back to the Pentagon, | stop by and give you a heads-up. He said thisis something that warranted a
persond socid cal.”

Heffer nodded. Roger probably aso suggested to Pope that held be following up with Heffer shortly
theresfter, which was undoubtedly the only reason Pope was actudly in his office. Thisis one of thenice
things about having your brother-in-law asthe president's chief of saff; if Roger let Heffer get
sandbagged, hed never hear the end of it from the missus. The Hefferswerealoya clan.

"Can | seethoseintercepts?' Soram asked.
"Later, Ted," Heffer sad. "Bob, what are you planning to do with that information??”

"W, that depends,” Pope said. "I can't just do nothing, of course. If we have two Nidu destroyerson
their way, we need to be prepared to respond.”

"The Nidu are our alies, you know," Heffer said. "Have been for decades, despite attemptsin recent
yearsto haveit otherwise."

"Jm, | don't give ashit about the politics of the Situation,” Pope said, and Heffer caught Javna performing

another subtle eyeroll. "I care about where those destroyers are heading and why. If you know something
| don't, then by dl means enlighten me. But from where I'm standing, two dead trade representatives plus
two Nidu destroyers equas the Nidu doing something | need to worry about.”

Heffer'sintercom piped up again. "Sir, the Nidu ambassador is here. He saysit's—"

"—Urgent, yes, | know," Heffer said. "Tel him I'll beright with him." He nipped off the intercom, and
stood up. "Gentlemen, | need the room. All things considered, you should probably exit out through the
conference room. It might make the ambassador nervousiif he saw the secretaries of Trade and Defense
coming out the door."

"Jm," Popesaid. "If you know something, | need to know it. Sooner than later.”

"I understand, Bob. Give me alittletime to work this. If the Nidu see us gearing up for something, it's
going to complicate matters. A littletime, Bob."

Pope glanced over a Soram, and then at Javna before looking back to Heffer. "A littletime, Jm. But
don't make me have to explain to the president why we've got two Nidu destroyers parked in orbit and
nothing to counter them with. Y ou won' like the explanation I'll give him. Gentlemen." Pope and Phipps
exited out through the conference room.



Soram stood up. "What should | be doing now?" he asked. Soram was normally the picture of clueless
confidence, but even he was aware he was in over his head at the moment

"Ted, | need to you to keep quiet on what I'vetold you today," Heffer said. Soram nodded. "The longer
we keep thisthing officidly a coincidence, the longer weve got to make thisturn out al right. I'm going to
have some people come around and take alook through Modller's office. Make sure no one touches
anything until they get there. | mean no one, Ted. Ben here will make the arrangements and give you the
names S0 you can be sure. Until then, stay calm, appear unconcerned, and don't overthink this.”

"Just beyourself, Mr. Secretary,” Javnasaid. Soram smiled wanly and let himsdlf out.
"Just beyoursdlf," Heffer said, to Javna. "Nice."

"Will dl due respect, Mr. Secretary,” Javna Said. "Thelast thing you want at this point is Soram trying to
grow abrain. You've already got Popeto dedl with."

"That son of abitch Heffer,” Pope said, settling into hislimo. "He's got something he's not telling us.”

Phippswas reading hismail on his communicator. "There's nothing new on the State Department comm
bugs" hesaid. "Theresthe one cal to Javnaright after it happened, but it was from awireless comm
with standard encryption. Were gtill working on that. Then theré's Heffer's office to Soram, telling him to
get over to State. After that, nothing.”

"Have wefigured out where Javnawent yet?' Pope asked.

"No," Phipps said. "His car's got alocator, but he took the Metro. He used anonymous credit, so we
can't trace him through hiscard.”

"Y ou don't have anything from the security cameras?'

"Our Metro Police cameraguy got fired aweek ago.” Pope looked up for this; Phipps put up his hand.
"Not because of us. He was doing alittle fred ance fundraisng for the Police Retirement Fund and
sending the contributions to his own account. Until we cultivate someone else, we'd haveto get a
warrant.”

"Where are those destroyers?' Pope asked.

"Still docked, one at Dreaden, one a Inspir,” Phipps said. "Both are taking on supplies. If 11 betwo or
three days at least before either isunderway.”

Pope tapped his armrest and glanced back toward the State Department. "Heffer's meeting with the Nidu
ambassador right now."

"Yes, gr," Phippssad.
"So where did you put the bug?' Pope asked.

"Youll lovethis," Phipps said. He opened hisfolder and handed his boss acopy of one of the intercepts
he gave to Heffer.

Pope looked at the paper, read it. "1 know al this aready, Phipps.”
"The paper isthe bug, sir," Phippssaid. "It activateswhen it leaves the folder. The paper picks up sound



vibrations through the air and conduction through the desk. It converts the sound into an eectrical sgna
that's recorded in magnetic moleculesin theink. The datais stored multiple times, so it survives
shredding. Y ou just wave a data reader over the paper and the information uploads. All weneedtodois
read the data before it getsto the incinerator.”

"And you've st that up,” Pope said.

"Theincinerator plant ismaintained by Navy, Sr. It's not a problem. The drawback isthat the information
isn't live. But State sends atruck to the incinerator every night. Well know what they're talking about

soon enough.”
Pope considered the paper in his hand. "Pretty sneaky shit, Dave."

"Your tax dollars at work, sir,” Phipps said.

* k % k %

"We have aproblem," said Narf-win-Getag, Nidu ambassador to Earth, settling into the chair recently
occupied by Ted Soram. Aswas custom, he did not shake hands upon entering the room. "We think one
of your trade representatives intentionally killed one of our trade representatives.”

Heffer glanced over to Javna, who was handing the Nidu ambassador a cup of tea; both were wearing
their best"thisisdisturbing news' looks. "Thisisdisturbing news," Heffer said. "We know about the
deaths, of course. But we were under the impression that the deaths were coincidenta and accidentd.”

"The other members of the trade delegation report that prior to his death, Lars-win-Getag was
complaining that he was being insulted through the Devha, which isan ancient Nidu code, transmitted by
scent. Asyou know, we Nidu are extraordinarily sengitive to certain smells. We have reason to believe
your representative, this Dirk Modler, was sending these signals,” Narf-win-Getag said.

"With dl due respect, Mr. Ambassador,” Heffer said. "Our files show your representative had ahistory
of smelling insults when they werent there."

"Y ou're suggesting that thiswasdl in hismind, then,” Narf-win-Getag said.

"Not at dl," Heffer said. "Just that he may have misnterpreted something he smelled as meaning
something ds="

"Possbly," Narf-win-Getag said. "However, I've been instructed by my government to ask for amember
of our medical delegation to examine the body of Mr. Modler. It would clear up the issue of
misinterpretation, a the very least.”

From behind the ambassador, Heffer saw Javna give an dmost imperceptible shake of hishead. "l wish |
could, Mr. Ambassador,” Heffer said. "Unfortunately, Mr. Moeller's religious practices require arapid
funera ceremony. I'm afraid the body's already been sent for cremation.”

"Unfortunate, indeed," Narf-win-Getag said. "Asthisisthe case, I've been ingtructed to halt trade
negotiations until such time asal present agreements can be reviewed to ensure there have been no other
attempts to unduly influence the outcome.”

"Surely you don't think the actions of one negotiator—if indeed he acted at all—reflect on the
government, and in particular thisadminigration,” Heffer said.

"Asmuch aswed like to assume that, | don't know that we can," Narf-win-Getag said. "We are of



coursewd| aware of the risein anti-Nidu activity within the government over the years—the small
obstructions and objections that add up over time. We had hoped that the Webster administration would
root out much of thisantipathy and set our two peoples back on the course to friendship. But something
likethis cdlsinto question the Sincerity of your adminigration's efforts. The last two administrations were
not particularly friendly to my nation, Mr. Secretary, for reasons passing understanding. But at least they
didn't fart one of my diplomatsto death.”

"I'm sure we can work together to resolve thisissue, Mr. Ambassador,” Heffer said.

"I hope so. Indeed, | have asuggestion which will go along way toward healing this potentid rift."
Narf-win-Getag took asip from histea.

"By dl means, nameit," Heffer said.

"Asyou know, the Nidu arein atime of transtion,” Narf-win-Getag said. "Weg-auf-Getag, our Fehen,
our leader, died some six of your weeks ago. His son, Hubu-auf-Getag, has been chosen as our next
Fehen, and will formally take power in a coronation ceremony about two weeks from now."

"Yes, of course. | will betraveling to Nidu for the coronation celebration, as our government's
representative,” Heffer said.

"How ddightful,” Narf-win-Getag said. "Asyou may not know, when the auf-Getag clan first cameto
power, it included an eement into the coronation ceremony to symbolize the Earth, our greet friend and
aly."

"I didn't know that," Heffer admitted. "What was the symbol ?*
"A sheep, Mr. Secretary.”
Heffer stifled agrin. "A sheep, you say.”

"Indeed,” Narf-win-Getag said. "At acritical point in the ceremony, asheep is sacrificed. Usudly the
sheep is taken from the auf-Getag clan herd. However, within aweek of the desth of We-auf-Getag, the
clan herd was wiped out by a genetically modified anthrax bacteria. Obvioudly, it was sabotage, most
likely by rivd dans™

"Wdl, welve got sheep,” Heffer said. "Hell, in New Zedand the sheegp outnumber the people five to one.
Why didn't you let us know sooner?’

"It would not have been wiseto let the enemies of the auf-Getag clan know we were concerned,”
Narf-win-Getag said. "We assumed we could easily restock our herd once negotiations were completed.
By the original schedule, negotiations would have been completed in the next two or three days, and we
could have taken ddlivery of the sheep with ample timefor the ceremony. It was not acriss Situation, or
S0 we thought. But of course, the events of this morning have complicated matters, not in the least
because it was at the negotiations between Lars-win-Getag and Dirk Moeller that the sheep quotas
would have been determined.”

"It'snot aproblem," Heffer said. ™Y ou can have as many sheep as you need. With the compliments of the
State Department.”

"I'm afraid it's not that smple, Mr. Secretary,” Narf-win-Getag said. He learned over and retrieved a
display tablet from his briefcase, and placed it on Heffer's desk. "It can't be any sheep. It needsto bea
sheep of aparticular breed, and aparticularly rare breed. In fact, it's a breed that was specialy designed
for the auf-Getag clan when it came to power; its distinguishing physical characterigtic isthe color of its



wool."

Heffer reached over and took the tablet. It was a picture of a sheep, with eectric blue wool.
"The breed is called Android's Dream," Narf-win-Getag said.

"Odd name," Heffer said, returning the tablet.

"It has some sort of literary significance," Narf-win-Getag said, reaching for the tablet, "athough I'm not
sure how. Bethat asit may, the breed design patent was provided to the auf-Getag, in perpetuity, by the
designers and the Earth government at the time. Naturaly, the auf-Getag clan has been very selective
regarding who may work with the breed. Only avery few breeding agreements were allowed, and those
were restrictive enough as to make breeding the sheep something of alosing business. So there was not
much interest to begin.”

"Y ou're saying that no one ese breeds Android's Dream sheep,” Heffer said.

"We know of one breeder, the original breeder,” Narf-win-Getag said. "On the Brisbane colony. Even
though we own the design patent, they were unable to sell their sheep to us directly because of colonia
export laws. We planned to ask for an exemption during negotiations.”

"We can grant that exemption right now," Heifer said.

"l an glad to heer it," Narf-win-Getag said. "But there is another complication to consider. Prior to my
arrival here we learned the virusthat hit us aso hit the breeder on Brishane. Their entire stock of
Android's Dream sheep isdead or dying."

"Y ou suspect that's not coincidence,” Heffer said.

"Indeed not," Narf-win-Getag said. "Whoever spread the virus to Brisbane knows what we know. What
were hoping isthat they might not know what you know. Despite our control of the breed, we do not
doubt that somewhere dong the way someone got past our limits on the breed. In fact, at this point, that's
what we're hoping for.”

"So what do you want usto do?" Heffer asked.

"Wewill provide you with the genetic information for sheep. Wed like you to find a breeder hereon
Earth who has one of the breed. A purebreed would be optimd, of course. But so long asthereisa
certain amount of genetic similarity, that will be acceptable. And we need you to find it within the week.
And wed prefer you doit quietly.”

Heffer shifted uncomfortably in hischair. "I'm al for the quiet part, it'sthe rest of that request that I'm
worried about. Y ou presume that we have the DNA of every sheep in the world somewherein a
government file," he said. "The government hasalot of information, but | don't think even we have that.”

"Wedont," Javnasaid. "But someone does."
Heffer and Narf-win-Getag both shifted their focus to Javna. "Keep going, please," Narf-win-Getag said.

"Insurance companies, Mr. Ambassador,” Javna said. "Farmers and ranchersinsure their livestock al the
time, in casethey get hit by acar or struck by lightning or get anthrax or whatever. Most insurersrequire
the farmers put their animas DNA on file, so theinsurer can confirm the animal actualy belonged to the
famer."



"So much for trust," Heffer said.

"Insuranceisnt about trugt, dir,” Javnasaid. "Anyway, not every sheep in theworld isgoing to haveits
DNA on file, but enough will that it gives us something to work on."

"If we can get theinsurersto release their recordsto us," Heffer said. "And even then, aweek isn't alot
of time"

Narf-win-Getag stood, took his briefcase; Heffer stood up in response. "Timeis critica, Mr. Secretary.
The coronation must go on according to schedule. Y ou wanted something to improve relations and to
make usforget how your negotiator derailed trade talks. Thisisit. | will have an assstant come by later in
the day with the DNA information. Mr. Secretary, you have my faith that you can help resolvethiscrisis.
It would be most unfortunate, for both our peoples, if you could not." Narf-win-Getag nodded to Heffer
and Javna and departed.

Heffer plopped back into his chair. "Well, no pressure there," he said. ""So how many sheep do you
think there are on this planet?'

"I'm not up to date on my UNEDA estimates, but I'm guessing acouple of billion," Javnasaid. "But you
only haveto look through the onesthat areinsured. That'll narrow it down to just severa hundred million.
Piece of cake."

"Glad to seethe soirit of optimismisdiveand well," Heffer sad.
"How do you want to do this, Mr. Secretary?' Javna asked.

"Y ou mean, how do you want to do this, Ben," Heffer said. "I'm due back in Switzerland in another
twelve hours. Then I'm off to Japan and Thailand. I'm alittle busy to be counting sheep. Y ou, on the
other hand, can stay home and no one will missyou."

"Narf-win-Getag said that he wantsthisto be quiet,” Javnasaid. "That's going to be difficult.”
"How difficult?' Heffer asked.

"Very difficult. Not impossible, just difficult. We have to be creative about this" Javnawas quiet for a
moment. "How much latitude do | havefor this, Sr?"

"Areyou kidding? Short of strangling babies, do what you need to do. Why? What are you thinking?'

"I'm thinking that the best way to handle this so that it doesn't explode into acrissisto hand it off to
someone who doesn't know it'sa crisis. Someone smart enough to work the problem but low-profile
enough to dip under everyone'sradar. And | do mean everyone's." Javnhanodded at the interceptslying
on Heffer's desk.

"Y ou know someonelikethis?' Heffer said.

"l do," Javnasaid. "The guy | havein mind could do it. And he owes me afavor. | got him ajob."
"Anyone I'd know about?"

"No, sr. He's pretty low-profile. 'No-profile would be more like it, actualy.”

Heffer snorted. "1 thought | knew dl the smart young kidsin this department.”

"Not everyone's|ooking to be Secretary of state by the time they're thirty, sir.”



"Good. Because I'm sixty-seven and | like my job, and | want to keep it alittle bit longer. So get going
with this" Heffer reached into his desk, hauled out the tube, and did it over to Javna. "While you or your
friend are counting sheep, seeif you can figure out where the hell this came from and who madeit.
Quietly. Whoever put thistogether can tell usthings. Things| think we need to know."

"Yes, gr." Javnatook the object and pocketed it.

Heffer reached over, snatched the intercepts off his desk, and yanked out his trash basket with the
shredder on top. "And whatever you do, make it fast. Between the Nidu and Pope, | get the distinct
feding of timeticking. | don't want either of them knowing more than we know. Y ou think your friend
can keep us ahead of them?'

"l think so, gir," Javnasaid.
"Good," Heffer said, and fed the intercepts into the shredder.

* * % % %

It was close to midnight when Dave Phipps got on the blue linetrain at the Pentagon, with acopy of The
Washington Times to kegp him company. He switched over to the orangeling, riding it to itsterminus at
the Vienna-Fairfax stop. He got out and found himself aone on the platform except for amiddie-aged
guy in aratty Washington Senators cap, Sitting on one of the benches.

"Hey, can | borrow your paper?' the guy asked. "I've got along ride into town."
"I will if tell mewhy you wear that disgusting cap of yours," Phipps said.

"Cdl it an affectation," theguy sad.

"Y ou know the Senators haven't been good for years,” Phipps said.

"The Senators have never been good,” the guy said. "That's part of their appedl. They're the second most
pathetic team in the history of basebal and would befirg, if it weren't for the fact that they go out of
business every couple of decades and give the Cubstime to lengthen their lead. Now are you going to
give me the goddamn paper, or do | haveto push you in front of atrain and takeit from you?'

Phipps grinned and handed over the paper. "I was Specid Forces, Schroeder. Y ou've never been
anything but soft, Ivy-league lobbyigt. It wouldn't be me undernesth the whedls, pal.”

"Tak, tak, tak," Jean Schroeder said. "Maybe so, Phipps. Maybe so. And yet, look a which one of us
isschlepping his sorry assto Virginiato give me anewspaper.” Schroeder fished through the paper. " So
wherethe hdll did you hide the transcript, anyway?"

"The comics page,” Phippssaid.
"Oh, very nice," Schroeder said, changing sections.
"It'smostly about sheep,” Phipps said. "Apparently they'relooking for aparticular breed.”

"Android's Dream," Schroeder said. "'l know. They're not likely to find it. It's my understanding that the
breed has been wiped out.”

"Y ou have something to do with that?" Phipps asked.

"l just know many things," Schroeder said.



"They'relooking for it anyway," Phippssad.

"So | read,” Schroeder said. "Or more accurately, would read, if someone would shut their yap hole long
enough for meto concentrate.” Phipps grinned again and fell sllent. Schroeder read.

"Interesting,”" he said when was finished. "Futile, but interesting. Still, it wouldn't be smart to underestimate
Heffer and Javna. Heffer got Webster elected, after dl, and that redly put ading in our plans. And Javna
counts as half of hisbrain. Y ou guys have no ideawho it is Javnastaking about?"

"No," Phippssaid. "He said it's someone he gave ajob to, but that's about half of the State Department
a thispoint.”

"Y ou should have him watched. Discreetly,” Schroeder said. "And you should probably start your own
search for any sheep with DNA. Just in case. | can get you asample.”

"It amazes me how little you think | know about my job," Phipps said.
"I'mjust advising," Schroeder said.
"Likeyou advised Modler to kill that trade representative,” Phipps said.

"He wasn't supposed to kill him," Schroeder said. "Just enrage him enough that negotiations cameto a
screeching hdt.”

"Well, they did,” Phippssaid. "And then hedid."
"That's ashame, too," Schroeder said. "I had other plansfor him."
"Redl torn up about Modller, aren't you?"

Schroeder shrugged. "He was my father's project, not mine," he said. "1 wasfriendly to him because he
was useful. And he made good barbeque. Pope's still unaware of my relationship with Modller and my
participation in thisevent, | assume.”

Phipps pointed at the transcript. "That makesit pretty obviousit wasn't an accident, doesn't it. He knows
Modler's history and that he worked for your dad. But &t this point, he figures Mol ler was freglancing
for hisown reasons.”

"Hewas," Schroeder said. "l just helped in the implementation.”

"Whatever," Phipps said. " Short tory isthat you're unsuspected. Asam 1. In fact, Pope suggested |
contact you, seeing as you've been helpful with off-the-book investigations before. I'm actudly supposed
to be here thistime. We might need your help.”

"I loveit when a plan comes together," Schroeder said.
"That makesit sound like you planned it to go like this," Phipps said.

"Oh, no," Schroeder admitted. "We're way off track from where | thought we'd be. But maybe it's better
thisway. We had only expected to derall the talks and the coronation. Now we might actually get a
revolution.”

"Unlessthey find the sheep,” Phippssaid.
"They're not going to find the sheep,”" Schroeder said. "They've got abillion sheep to Sft throughina



week. And they'd have to find the sheep before we do. They might do one, but not the other. No matter
how good Javnasfriend is, no oneisthat good.”

chapter 3

Harris Creek sat acrossfrom Lingo Tudena, the Kathungi Cultural Attache, and performed hisrolefor
the State Department: He ddlivered the bad news.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Tudena," Creek said. "But I'm afraid we can't let your spouse on planet.”

Tudenasvedtigid shoulder wings, which had been fluttering excitedly in anticipation of hiswifésvisa,
halted mid-flutter. "Begging pardon?’ he said, through hisvocoder.

"Your wife, Mr. Tudeng," Creek said. "Her visa has been denied.”

"But why?" Tudena asked. "I was assured by the Art Council that her visawould be no problem at dll.
Just afew routine checks. No problem.”

"Normaly thereisn't aproblem,” Creek said. "But something popped up in your wife's case.”
"Wha?'

Creek hesitated for aminute, then redlized that there was no gentle way out of it for either of himsalf or
Tudena. "Y our wife, Mr. Tudena," Creek said. " She's entered her fertility cycle.”

Tudenatwitched his head in the Kathungi physiologica equivaent of asurprised blink. "Impossible. I'm
not thereto initiateit. Y ou must bein error.”

Creek reached into his portfolio and did the doctor's report over to Tudena. Tudena grabbed it with one
of hisforeearms and held it up to one of the smple eyesthe Kathungi used for near objects. After afew
seconds, hisvestigid shoulder wings began to jerk chaoticaly. Physiologically the Kathungi have no need
of tears but by any emotiona standard it was clear he was crying.

The Kathungi were a people with a beautiful and artistic culture and a procreation process that utterly
disgusted every other sentient peciesthey had come in contact with. After anearly month-long phasein
which the female Kathungi was enticed into afertility cycle by her mate, both mae and femade Kathungi
were pheremonaly trapped into an uncontrolled "spew" phase: The female Kathungi would be randomly
seized by acontraction of her egg sac, which would spew amilky, rancid-smelling fluid embedded with
hundreds of thousands of eggs onto anything in the vicinity.

At the 9ght and smell of the eruption, the male Kathungi would follow suit with a greenish and even more
foul-smelling milt that would coat the egg spray. The two substances would then congedl into agdatinous
mass whose purpose would be to protect and nourish the fertilized eggs until they hatched. By which time
the Kathungi parents would be gone; rare among sentient species, the Kathungi were not nurturers.
Kathungi eggs hatched into voracious, cricketlike larvae that ate everything in their path (including other
larvae); it wasn't until amuch later phase that members of the vastly thinned ranks of surviving larvae
entered a pupae phase in which they grew the brains required for sentience.

The particulars and repercussions of Kathungi reproduction were visited upon Earth not long after the
UNE dlowed non diplomatic Kathungiansto visit Earth on tourist visas. One young Kathungian couple
decided to drive across the United States on aroad trip and got as far as Ogallaa, Nebraska, before
they were overcome by the spew phase. The two rented aroom at the Sav-U-Lot Motel off of Interstate
80 and spent the next day and ahaf with the"Do Not Disturb" sign on the door, coating the interior of



the room with goo more than an inch thick in places. The cleaning crew quit rather than touch it; the
manager ended up scooping up the goo with adustpan, depositing it into the bathtub, and running the
shower head to dilute the stuff enough to let it dip down the drain.

One week later, guests of the Sav-U-L ot ran screaming from their rooms as millions of larva Kathungi,
who had consumed the contents of the Sav-U-L ot s massive and poorly maintained septic tank,

migrated en masse through the plumbing in search of food. The manager rushed into one of the rooms
armed with aflyswatter and acan of Raid Ant & Roach Killer. The Kathungi larvae ate everything but
the plagtic zipper on his pants and the metal grommets of his shoes; seven guests were never found at dl.
After consuming every organic morsel the Sav-U-L ot had to offer, the larvae, with their natural predators
far away on the Kathungi home planet, set on the town of Ogdldalike aBiblica plague.

The Nebraska governor imposed martia law and sent in the National Guard to eradicate the larvae.
After it was discovered that the insects were in fact Kathungi larvae, the governor was hauled into CC
court on the charge of xenocide and hundreds of thousands of individua counts of murder of a sentient
gpecies member. The bewildered governor served out the remainder of histerm of office from the federa
prison located (gallingly for a Nebraskan) in Leavenworth, Kansas. Shortly thereafter the UNE changed
itsvisapolicy to require that Kathungi femaes visiting Earth to be on birth control; under no
circumstances would afemale Kathungi who had begun her fertility cycle ever be allowed to set foot on

planet again.

Thefact that the culturd attache's wife was fertile doomed her chances of coming to Earth. Thefact that
the culturd attache's wife had begun her fertility cycle while her hushand was awvay was going to doom
her marriage. One smply does not enter afertility cycle randomly. And one definitely doesn't enter a
fertility cycle without one's spouse.

Creek gently took back the medicd file from the cultura attache, whose wings were il jerking up and
down. "I'm sorry," he said.

"She dways said she wanted to cometo visit Earth,” Tudena said. His vocoder, tuned to be sensitive to
itswearer's emotions, inserted sad, gulping sounds.

"Shedidn't know you weretrying to get her avisa?' Creek asked.

Tudenashook his head. "It was going to beasurprise,” he said. "I was going to take her to Disneyland.
I've been told that it is the happiest place on Earth." His shoulder wings began to shake violently, and he
buried hishead in hisforelimbs. Creek reached over and patted Tudena on his chitinous husk; Tudena
shoved back from the desk and stumbled out the door. After several minutes one of Tudena's assstants
cameto collect Creek, thank him for histime, and escort him to the door of the embassy.

Creek'sofficid title with the State Department was "X enosapient Facilitator,” which meant absolutely
nothing to anyone but the State Department bursar, who could tell you that a X enosapient Facilitator got
the GS-10 pay grade. Creek's unofficid title, which was more accurate and descriptive, was "Bearer of
Bad News." Whenever the State Department had bad newsto deliver to amember of the dien
diplomatic corps who was significant enough to require apersona response but not significant enough to
rate someone who actually mattered, he, she, or it got Creek.

It wasthe proverbia dirty job. But equaly proverbidly, someone had to do it, and Harris Creek was
surprisingly good at it. It took aspecia human to look various members of various dien speciesin
whatever organ it was that passed for their eye and tell them that a visarequest was denied, or that the
State Department was aware that nswere plotting to kill them on their trip back to their home
world, or that due to amemorable bout of public drunkenness on the Union Station carousdl, which



resulted in the dien projectile vomiting on terrified human children there for abirthday party, their
diplomatic status was this close to being revoked. In histime, Creek had done dl of these among many
others.

Members of dien species had differing ways of showing anger and grief, from the sad, silent shaking of
Mr. Tudenato the ritually approved destruction of property. Most people, regardless of their training in
diplomacy, were smply not psychologicaly equipped to ded with amember of an dien speciesfresking
out in front of them. The reptile portions of the brain, nestled down close to the brain stem, would too
often override the gray matter and send the puny human bolting away, leaking fluids asthe "gect the
balast" portion of the "fight or flight" response kicked in.

Harris Creek did not have anywhere near the diplomatic training of his peers—in fact, he had none when
he took the job. But he aso didn't run when the furniture stated flying. For his particular job, that was
enough. It was easier to learn about diplomacy than it waslearn to control one's bladder in front of a
rampaging member of the dien diplomatic corps. Most people wouldn't think so, but it'strue.

Outside the Kathungi Embassy, Creek fired up his communicator to locate his next appointment; it was at
the Larrn Ingtitute over on K Street. Creek was going to haveto tell anew Tang lobbyist that while the
State Department was willing to regard one thresat to eat a UNE Representative's children if she didn't
vote the way he wanted her to as a cultural misunderstanding, doing it a second time would have
impressively negative repercussions.

"Hello, Harry," Creek heard someone say. He looked up and saw Ben Javna, leaning against amarble
pillar.

"Howdy, Ben," Creek said. "Fancy mesting you here.”

"I happened to be walking by and saw you there," Javna said, and then nodded in the direction of the
door Creek had come out of. "Bad news for the Kathungi ?*

"One of them," Creek said, and started walking. Javnafollowed. "Actualy, two of them, at least. But
only one of whom ishere on Earth. That's part of the problem, | think."

"So youre dill enjoying your job," Javnasaid.

"I don't know if enjoy istheword I'd use," Creek said. "That'd imply acertain levd of sadism, enjoying
giving people bad news. | find it interesting. But | don't know how much longer | can keep doing it."

"Giving bad newsto people would get to anyone,” Javnasaid.

"It'snot that," Creek said. "That part isfine. It'sthat people are beginning to know who | am. | went to
the Phlenbahn embassy yesterday, and the guy | was supposed to see wouldn't let his assistant show me
in. | could hear him screaming on the other side of the door in Phlenbahni. My communicator trandated
it. Hewas cdling me'the angd of death.' | thought that was pretty harsh.”

"Why were you there?' Javna asked.

"Wadl, inthat particular caseit was to inform him that a car with diplomatic plates assgned to the
Phlenbahni embassy had been linked to afatal hit-and-runin Silver Spring,” Creek admitted. "Even so.
Hedidn't know that'swhy | wasthere before | said anything. It's a strange thing to make dienstwitchy
just by existing. Sooner or later I'm surethey're dl going to bar me from getting through the embassy
door. State's not exactly an efficient department, but eventualy someone would notice. Maybe | should
gart looking for another job."



Javnalaughed. "Funny you should mention that, Harry," he said. "1 have ajob that needs doing. One that
could use your skill set.”

"Y ou need me to break some bad news to someone?' Creek asked. "Y ou and Jill doing okay, Ben?"

"We're happy like newlyweds, Harry," Javnasaid. "Not those skills. Your other skills. The one€syou're
not paid to use a the moment.”

Harry stopped and looked at Javna. I have alot of skills1'm not paid to use at the moment, Ben. Some
of which I'm not redlly interested in using again.”

"Relax," Javnasad. "It'snothing like that."
"What isit?"

"Well, let's not talk about it right now,” Javnasaid. "Why don't you and | get together this evening. Say,
around six-thirty."

"I'm free," Creek said. "Y ou want to get adrink?"

"I was thinking maybe we could meet at Brian's place. | haven't been therefor awhile.”
"Briart'splace," Creek said.

"Sure. Should be quiet there. Six-thirty?!

"Six-thirty," said Creek. Javnasmiled, saluted jauntily, and walked off without looking back. Creek
watched him go for along moment, then hurried off to the Larrn Indtitute.

Seventy-five yards back and across the street Rod Acuna flipped open his communicator and rang up
Dave Phipps. "Another street mesting,” he said when Phipps clicked on.

"Chrigt," Phippssaid. "That's the fourth onein an hour and a hdf. He's screwing with us. He knows
you're out there, Rod."

"He hasn't seen me," Acunasaid. "l guaranteeit.”
"I'm not saying he has," Phipps said. "I'm saying he knows we'd be having him watched."

"Yeah, well, anyway, thisone might bethered thing,"” Acunasad. "Javnaand the guy hejust met are
getting together tonight at Sx-thirty for adrink.”

"Did they say where?'

"Some bar cdled '‘Brian's Place," Acunasaid. "Although maybe that*'s just the name of the owner.”
"Either way, we can find it," Phipps said. "Keep on him, Rod. Cdl meif you learn anything new."
Acunaflipped off and set after Javna

* * % % %

Brian's place was section 91, space 4088, Arlington Nationa Cemetery. Javnawas aready there when
Creek walked up.

"I'm remembering the day you and Brian tried to nate me," Javnasaid, without turning. He had



heard Creek walk up. "Y ou know, with the model rocket.”

Creek grinned. "We werent trying to nate you, Ben," he said. "Honest and truly."
Javnalooked over his shoulder. ™Y ou launched the rocket into my car, Harry."

"It wasjust asmal one," Creek said. "And anyway, you had gotten out of the car.”

"Barely gotten out of the car," Javna corrected. "And wish | had till been inthe car. It might have kept
the rocket from torching the seats.”

"Possibly,” Creek said. "Of course then you'd have had third-degree burns across your body."

"Skin grafts would fix that," Javnasaid. "But that was a classc car. Those seats were legther from an
actua cow. You can't get that anymore. | could have killed the two of you. | would have had my lawyer
suff the jury with classic car enthusiasts. We're talking acquitta in under an hour.”

Creek opened his handswide, imploring. "I humbly ask your forgiveness, Ben. I'm sorry wetorched your
car. Our only excuse was that we were ten at the time and remarkably stupid for our age. Anyway, don't
be too hard on your brother. Launching the rocket was my idea.”

"That'sone of thereasonswhy | likeyou, Harry," Javnasaid. "Y ou il stick up for Brian even when it
can't possibly do him any good. Before the two of you shipped out, he told me he was the one who
pointed the rocket at the car. He said you tried to talk him out of it."

Creek grinned again. "Well, it wasaclassc car," he said. "Seemed ashameto torch it.”
"l just wish you'd been more persuasive,” Javnasaid.

"Y ou know Brian," Creek said. "Y ou couldn't tell him anything.”

The two stood therein front of space 4088, section 91, for aminute, silently.

"Y ou didn't have me come out hereto talk about something Brian and | did twenty years ago, Ben,”
Creek sad, gently.

"Right," Javnasaid. He reached into his coat pocket and tossed something to Creek. It was a bracelet
with asmall meta disk onit. "Put that on and press the button,” Javnatold Creek. Creek dipped on the
bracelet with alittle effort and pressed the red button in the center of the disk. He could fed asmall
vibration from the disc. He looked back over to Javna, who was wearing one aswell. Javnawas placing
asmdl cube on Brian's headstone, attaching it by the suction cup on one of the Sides. He pressed the
top.

"That should doit,” Javnasad.
"Should do what?' Creek asked.

"I was being followed when | met up with you today,” Javnasaid. "I laid afew red herrings across my
trail to confuse my tailsand I'd be willing to guess that they're thinking werre meeting a abar. But you
can never betoo careful.”

Javna pointed at the cube. " So, that little object does two things. It creates a sphere of white noisewith a
radius of thirty feet. Anyonetrying to listen in more than thirty feet away isgoing to hear static, if they're
using conventiond listening devices. It also vibrates the headstone, to confuse devices that can register
sound conduction by bouncing lasers off of solid objects and processing how much the sound waves



make them move. Thelittle wrist doodads are doing the same thing to us. Not that they would have much
chance with the lasers. Human bodies are poor sound conductors, and me headstone doesn't give them
much to work with. The whole outdoor thing really messeswith laser detection. But better safe than
sorry.”

"That dtill leaves Up reading,” Creek said.
"Well, then," Javnasaid. "Try not to move your lipstoo much.”
"Cloak and dagger shit bores me, Ben," Creek said. "What's going on?"

Javnareached into his coat pocket again and produced asmal curved tube. "Ever seen one of these
before?' He handed it to Creek.

"l don't think s0," Creek said, taking it. "What isit?"

Javnatold him the whole story, from the murder by fart to me need to find sheep.
"Wild," Creek said. "Disgusting, but wild."

"Let'ssay | wanted to find out who madethis," Javnasaid. "How would | do it?"

Creek turned the apparatus around in his hands. "I'm assuming thisisn't amass-produced object,” he
sad.

"Probably not," Javnasaid.

"Then someone elther designed this from scratch or atered an existing design. Y ou could probably check
the UNE Patent and Trademark Office database to seeif something likethisexists, and then if it does,
you could try to see who's accessed the information in the last year or 0. Presuming your guy searched
off the government database and not off a private archive, you might get something.”

"So you think we could get the guy that way?' Javnasaid.

"Sure, if the guy wasan idiot and didn't bother to cover histracks" Creek said. "Doesthat sound likethe
sort of person you're looking for?!

"Probably not,” Javnasaid again.

"There's another place to look, though,” Creek said. "Thisisn't mass-produced but it's a so not something
you could makein your garage shop. Thisthing was probably made in asmall-scae fabricator.” Creek
looked up at Javna, who shrugged. "A small-scae fabricator islike a printer that worksin three
dimensions," Creek explained. "Y ou provideit adesign and some raw materia and it 'prints the object
you want to make. It'sinefficient—you wouldn't use it to make alot of things—but if d be perfect for a
joblikethis"

"How many of these things are out there?" Javna asked.

Creek shrugged. "Couldn't tell you. I'd guess a couple hundred in the DC area," he said. "They're used

by people who need to make replacement parts of old things whose manufacturers have gone out of
business or stopped supporting the product. Like that old car of yours. If you ever got areplacement

part for it, it was probably fabricated. But you could narrow it down in a couple of ways. Thisismostly a
meta object, so you could ignore the fabricators that output plastics, ceramics, and carbon composites.
That's till going to leave you with afew dozen, but at least that's a smaller number.”



"But that till doesn't tell uswhich of these fabricators made the thing,” Javnasaid.

"No, but you could find out pretty quickly from there. Fabricators are like any mechanica object—there
aresmdl, unique differencesin their output. Put this under the microscopeto find the pattern uniqueto its
fabricator. Basic forensics.” Creek handed the apparatus back to Javna, but Javna held up his hand.

"Y ou want meto keep this?" Creek asked.

"I want you to find who madeit," Javnasaid. "That, and one other thing."
"What'sthat?'

"I need you to find that sheep | told you about.”

"You can't be serious,” Creek said.

"I'm totdly serious” Javnasaid.

"Ben, even one of these thingsisafull-timejob for actud anaysts and investigators. And if you recal, |
dready have afull-timejob. You got it for me, remember.”

"l do," Javnasaid. "Don't worry about the job. I've dready given you cover for that. Y our boss has
received notice that for the next two weeksyou'll be participating in a State Department X enosapient
training program. And asit happens, there actualy is a State Department X enosapient training program
going on over the next couple of weeks."

"That'sswell,"” Creek said. "Then therésjust the minor detail that I'm deeply out of practice in what
you're asking meto do.”

"Y ou figured out how to track down thisfabricator pretty quickly,” Javnasaid.
"Jesus, Ben," Creek said. "Anyone who watches detective shows could have told you that."

"Harry," Javnasaid. " Just because you're currently dacking through life with adead-end job doesn't
meanthat | haveto pretend | don't know what you can do.”

"That'snot very fair, Ben," Creek said.

Javnaheld hishand up. "Sorry," he said. "But, you know, Harry. If | had half your brainsand talent, I'd
be running the country by now. | mean, hell. | know you find your current job interesting. Butit'slike
using an n-space drive to go down to the store to get a bottle of milk."

"Not everyone wantsto run theworld,” Creek said.

"Funny, | said something like that about you to Heffer," Javnasaid. "Anyway, you don't haveto run the
world. | just want you to saveit alittle. We need to find these things, but we can't be obvious that were
looking for them. | need someone | can trust to do thisthing for me, and do it quietly. Y ou fit the hill,
Harry. | need your help.”

"I don't have what | would need to do al this," Creek said. "I don't even own a proper computer
anymore, you know. I've got my communicator and the processorsin my household appliances. That's
it"

"What happened to your computer?' Javnasaid.

"I had acrigsof faith about itsuse," Creek said. "I stored what | was working on and gaveit to the



neighbor kids."
"Then well get you anew one. Tell mewhat you need,” Javnasaid.
"How big isyour budget?" Creek asked.

Javna smiled, reached into his pocket yet again, and gave Creek a credit card. " Anonymous credit,”
Javnasaid.

"How much?' Creek asked.

"l don't rightly know," Javna said, and nodded towards the card. "I don't think one of these cards actualy
runsout of credit. So don't loseit, or I'min deep trouble.”

"Oh, wow," Creek said. "A boy could have alot of fun with atoy likethis."

"don't get too excited,” Javnasaid. "If you buy yourself atropicd atall, it'sgoing to get noticed. Buy
everything you need. Just don't buy anything else.”

"No worries," Creek said, pocketing the card. "I'm also going to need access. | don't know what my
access level ison the UNE database, but whatever it is| guaranteeit's not high enough.”

"Already done," Javnasaid. "But it'slikethat credit card. Use your powerswisdy."
"You're surethisis square with Heffer," Creek said. "1 don't want you taking afall for anything | do."

"Heffer trustisme,”" Javnasaid. "l trust you. Therefore you have Heffer'strust. For exactly six days. That's
when al thishasto be done and dedlt with."

"That's not alot of time," Creek said.
"Tdl meabout it," Javnasaid. "But that's thetimewe have."

"All right,” Creek said. "I'll doit. But you have to promise me my job's il going to be therein two
weeks."

"Itsapromise,” Javnasaid. "And if your boss gives me any trouble, I'll have her fired and you can have
her job."

"I'd rather not. | may be adacker, but the job suits me," Creek said.

"I'm sorry about the dacker comment,” Javnasaid. "Y ou've done some important things, Harry. And
you've dways done theright thing by my family. Y ou've dways been thereto help us. | haven't forgotten.
We haven't forgotten.”

Both of their eyeswent back to the headstone.

"l was more helpful to some of you than others" Creek said.

"Don't blame yourself for Brian, Harry," Javnasaid. "That wasn't about you. It was about him."
"I promised you I'd look out for him," Creek said.

"Still gticking up for Brian," Javnasaid. "You said it yourself. Y ou know Brian. Y ou couldn't tell him
anything. Y ou couldn't look out for him because he wouldn't look out for himsdlf. We know that. Weve
never blamed you for it. Y ou did what you could. And then you made sure he came back to us. Most



kids up who the up there never makeit back. Y ou brought him back to us, Harry. It meant moreto us
than you know."

* x % k %

"Thisis Arlington Nationa Cemetery?' Defense Secretary Pope said over the photos, to Phipps.
"That'sright, gr," Phippssaid.
"| thought you said they were heading for abar,” Pope said.

"They said they'd be mesting for adrink,” Phipps noted. "It didn't relly occur to usthat Javnamight be
heading to his brother's grave until they were dready there."

"Soppy,” Popesad.
Oh, and you would have figured it out instantly, asshole, thought Phipps.

"Yes, gr," Phipps said. "Were not using our in-house people on thisone. I'm using aspeciaist suggested
by Jean Schroeder. Rod Acuna. Schroeder says he uses him and his team often.”

"Fine," Pope said. "But tell him to keep better tabs from here on out.” Pope waved the photo in his hand.
"Do we know what they're talking about?' he asked.

"No," Phipps said. "Javna carried a portable acoustic scrambler.” Phipps braced himsdlf for another
doppy comment, but Pope held hisfire. After acouple of seconds Phippswent on. "But we think thisis
the guy Javnas going to usefor hislittle project.”

"Whoishe?' Pope sad.
"Harris Creek," Phippssaid. " 'Harris isactudly hismiddie name; hisfirst nameis'Horatio.™
"Which explainswhy he goes by hismiddle name," Pope said.

"He'san old friend of the Javnafamily,” Phipps said, digging through his notes. " Specifically of Brian
Javna, who was the younger brother of Ben Javna. There€'s atwelve-year difference between the two. Or
was. Anyway, Creek and Brian Javnajoined the service at the same time, when they turned eighteen.
They were both at the Batde of Pgimhi. Brian Javnadied there."

Pope snorted. "Join the club,” he said. No onein the UNE Defense community liked to talk much about
the Batde of Pggmhi. There may have been worse clusterfucksin the history of human armed conflict, but
Paimhi had the misfortune of being the most recent.

"Creek got a Digtinguished Service Cross," Phipps continued. Pope raised an eyebrow at that. "A note
from Creek's CO. was put into hisfile, saying that the CO. had originaly wanted to recommend Creek
for the Congressional Medal of Honor, but that Creek had become so agitated at the suggestion that he
had to back down. Asit s, it doesn't appear Creek ever took receipt of his Cross. Most of his battalion
was wiped out a Pgymhi; Creek was transferred to a military police brigade where he served the rest of
his tour. Re-upped once and was honorably discharged as a staff sergeant.”

Phippsflipped to another page. "After the service, Creek joined the Washington DC police department,
working on eectronic crimes. Y ou know, fraud, hackers, child molestersin chat rooms. That sort of
thing. Quit the department three years ago and spent a couple of years unemployed.”

"What, like homeless?' Pope asked.



"No, not likethat," Phipps said. "Definitely not homeless. His parents|eft him ahomein Reston after they
retired to Arizona. He just didn't work for anyone."

"What was he doing?"

"Doesn't say," Phipps said. "But about fifteen months ago he started working for State Department asa
Xenosapient facilitator, whatever that means. His schedules are public record so | checked them out. He
gpends mogt of histime visiting embassies for other planetary governments of the CC He'sgot no
diplomatic training; he doesn't even have a college degree. So it's a pretty good bet Ben Javna helped
him land thejob."

"How does a semi-literate war hero help out Ben Javnanow?" Pope asked. "I'm not seeing the benefit
here"

"Well, that'sthe thing,” Phippssaid. "Y ou're assuming he's semi-literate because he doesn't have acollege
degree and he's an ex-cop. But that's not the whole story.” Phipps shuffled through his papers and set
one on Pope'sdesk. "Look at this. In hissenior year in high school, Creek wasa U.S. nationa gold
meda winner for the Westinghouse Science and Technology competition. He designed an attificia
intelligence interface to help people with degenerative motor diseases communicate with the outside
world. He had afull rideto MIT and had been accepted to Ca-Tech and Columbia Thisisoneredly
smart guy, Sr.”

"He was atech geek and yet hejoined thearmy,” Pope said. "That's not the obvious play.”

"Just before his graduation, he got arrested,” Phipps said, and handed his boss another sheet "He and
Brian Javnabroke into a George Washington Universty physicslab and gave each other brain scanswith
the lab's quantum imager. Apparently Creek hacked the lab's security system so they could get in, and
then Javnatalked them past the staff. Also amost talked them back out of the lab, too, but then thelab
director showed up and had the both of them arrested. The lab got funding from the army, and some of
its projects were classified. So technically, Creek and Javna could have been charged with treason. The
judge handling the case gave them the choice of going to trid or joining the army and having their records
expunged after they finished atour of duty. They joined thearmy.”

"That was gtill twelve years ago, Dave," Pope said. "A dozen yearsislike acentury intech. They'relike
dog years. He could be hopelesdy behind thetimes.”

"He's been near computers since he'sbeen inthe army, sir,” Phipps said. " Those years on Metro Police.
And when a geek takes a couple years off and hides from the world, he's probably not just playing video
games. He'sup to date.”

"Hedill livein Reston?" Pope asked.
"Yes, gr," Phippssad. "Were dready hard a work bugging hislines."

"Let's be alittle more proactive than that," Pope said. "I1t'd be useful to everyone involved if we found
what Creek'slooking for before he does.”

"Schroeder's given us genome,” Phipps said. "All we have to do now is start looking for it."

"Let'sget going onit,” Popesaid. "But | don't want you using any of the usua staff, and | definitely don't
want you using any military personnd. They've got thisthing about the chain of command.”

"This department is crawling with contractors,” Phippssaid. "I could use one of them. | can encrypt the
data so he wouldn't know what he was looking at."



"Doit," Popesaid. "And try to find asmart one. | don't know how good this Creek character is
anymore, but the sooner werrein business, the longer if 11 take for him to catch up with us."

* x % k %

Archie McCldlan was born to be ageek. The child of geeks, who were themsalves the children of

geeks, who were in themselves brought into the world by members of the geek clan, Archie was fated for
geckdom not only in the genesthat recursively flirted with Asperger's syndrome down multiple genetic
fines, but in hisvery name.

"Y ou were named after an ancient search protocol,” Archie's dad, an electronics engineer with the DC
Metro system, told him when he was in kindergarten. "And so was your Sster,” he said, nodding toward
Archiesfraternd twin, Veronica Veronica, who despite dl generic predilectionsto the contrary had
aready begun areign of popularity that would propel her dl the way to the editorship of the Harvard
Law Review, vowed ingtantly never to tell anyone of her name's origin. Archie, on the other hand,
thought this bit of information was super cool. He was a geek before he could spell the word (which
would have been at age two years, two months).

As a0 befitted his name, Archie McClelan made aspecidty out of administering the various legacy
systemsthat |abored in the dusty corners of the many departments of the UNE government. One of
Archiesfavorite stories was when he was dragged down to the basement of the Department of
Agriculture and presented with an IBM System 360, vintage nineteen fucking sixty-five. Archie McCelan
turned to the adminigtrative ass stant who had hauled him down to the basement and told her that there
was more computing power in the animated greeting card in her desk than in the whole massive bulk of
thisancient mainframe. The adminigtrative ass stant sngpped her gum and told him she didn't careif it was
powered by chickens pecking at buttons, it still needed to be reconnected to the network. Archie spent a
day learning OS/360, reconnected the hulking birdbrain to the network, and charged triple hisusua
conaulting fee.

So when Archiefound himsalf being led down into asimilar basement hall in the Pentagon, he assumed
he was heading toward yet another ancient machine, still tethered to the network like a Neandertha
because of the government-wide directive not to throw out legacy systems due to decades of data that
would be otherwise unreadable. No one building computers today makes their machines
backwards-compatible with punch cards, DV D-ROMSs, collapsible memory cubes or holo-encodes. He
was mildly surprised when he arrived where he was going and saw the machine.

"Thisisthisyear'smodd," he said to the Phipps, who was waiting insde.
"l supposeitis,” said Phipps.
"l don't understand,” Archie said. "I contract to maintain your legacy systems.”

"But you can work with today's computers, right?" Phipps said. " The computer doesn't have to be older
than Chrigt for you to useit”

"Of coursenot,” Archiesaid.
"That'sgood to hear. | have ajob for you."

Thejob involved encrypted data that needed to be compared to dataiin an encrypted database. Archie's
job would be to oversee the dataretrieval process, and if at al possible, speed it up; the encrypted
database was massive and the project was under severe time constraints.



"It would make it easier if the dataweren't encrypted,” Archie said to Phipps.

"Try to makeit easier with it still encrypted,” said Phipps, and glanced at hiswatch. "It's nine p.m. now.
I'll be back tomorrow at nine am. to check on your progress, but if you come up with anything sooner
you can send me amessage.”

"My contract states that any work after midnight through six am. congtitutes double overtime rates,”
Archiesad.

"W, then, that's good newsfor you," Phipps said. "There's avending machine down the hdl to your
right. Bathroom isdown theleft. Have fun." Heleft.

Archie sat up the terminal in the basement office to begin searching through the database, and then went
back upstairsto retrieve his personal work computer. He used his persona computer to optimize the
search routine as much as possible given the encryption condtraints, but after a couple of hours of fiddling
he redlized that even the fully optimized code was searching far too dowly for what he suspected was his
new boss's expectations.

Fuck it, he said to himself, copied the encrypted data onto his own computer, and hacked the
encryption. Thiswasn't difficult to do; whoever had encrypted the data used the encryption program that
shipped with the computer's OS. The encryption was supposed to be nearly unbreakable standard
16,384 hit, but thanks to the OS manufacturer's perennialy doppy coding, the encryption generator that
shipped with the OS featured distinct nonrandom artifacts which could be used to crack the encryption
with embarrassng ease. The gory findly broke when loca TV in Minnegpolis showed an eight-year-old
hacking the encryption.

Coincidentaly, at dmost exactly the same time the story was airing in Minnegpolis, the Sesttle,
Washington, metropolitan area experienced an earthquake registering 5.3 on the Richter scale. Tech wits
attributed it to Bill Gates spinning in hisgrave. The OS manufacturer eventually put out a patch, but
government I'T managers were not well known for keeping up with the latest patches.

The dataturned out to be DNA of some sort, which was excellent newsfor Archie. DNA lends itself
extremely well to search optimization, since one can Smply "sample" the DNA code, and look for
variations based only on that portion of the code rather than the entire genome. Any DNA inthe
encrypted database showing variance could be thrown out, leaving asmaler set for examination with a
dightly more rigorous sampling. Repeat afew timeswith progressively smdler numbers of DNA
molecules on your database, and suddenly you've got your matches.

Now al Archie had to do wasidentify the species. He downloaded a shareware sequencer that
promised a reference database of over 30,000 animal and plant species (upgradable to over
300,000—just $19.95!) and a specia database containing the sequencing for 1500 breeds of livestock,
domesticated animal's, and common household plants, sent the genome in for processing, and ambled
down to the vending machine for a Dr Pepper.

Which he promptly dropped when he saw the origin of the DNA waiting for him when he got back. This
was followed by severa seconds of unblinking, mouth-breathing agapeness, followed by arapid lunge for
his computer. Archie uningtalled the sequencer, deleted the cracked encryption file, chewed on histhumb
for agood thirty seconds, and then went to his computer's shell prompt and reformatted his entire
computer memory. Just to be sure.

Then he went down the hall to the bathroom, huddled into astall, and made a brief, hushed but emphatic
cal on his communicator. When that was done, he sat on the toilet for severa minutes with alook on his
face that implied he was having a deeply emotiond, spiritud moment, or that he was painfully gassy.



He was not gassy.

chapter 4

"Hdlo! And welcome to your new computer!” the image said to Creek as soon as he switched on the
new computer. Theimage was of ayoung man in breeches, aplain long coat, and a Quaker hat. "1 am
your persond intelligent agent, sponsored by AmericaOnline. Call me Todd. Activate me and receive
forty-five days FREE access to America Online, Earth's oldest and largest continudly active network."

Creek smirked at the hopeful agent imprinted onto his monitor glasses. "Hello, Todd," he said to the
intelligent agent "' Show me your source code, please.”

"My source codeistheintellectud property of America Online and its parent company, Quaker Oats
Holdings" Todd said. "I'm afraid I'm not alowed to divulgeit to my individual user. But when you
activate your America Online account with forty-five days FREE access, I'll be happy to retrieve
information on open source intdligent agents, athough | can guarantee they're not asgood as| am, when
combined with America Online's unbestabl e suite of content and services!”

"Oh, | believe you, Todd. Unfortunately, | don't have timefor that,” Creek said, and from the storage
cube held set dongside his new rig, activated the stripper program that froze the intelligent agent and
disabled the alert message that would speed its way back to AOL's servers. "Bye, Todd," Creek said.

"I will be avenged!" Todd said, beforeit froze up completely. Thisgot another smirk from Creek; Todd's
programmers, knowing that it would inevitably be hacked, thought enough to leave a parting message to
the hacker; akind of sdlute, asit were. A window popped up in the monitor glasses, spilling Todd's
source code at ahigh rate.

Creek scanned it cursorily. The late, unlamented Todd was correct It was a pretty good intelligent agent,
asfar ascommercid agentswent But like most commercia agents, it wasn't terribly bright and it was
programmed to research from certain commercia databases, mostly owned by Quaker Oats. How
Quaker Oats became the largest mainstream information and technology service in the world was one of
those stories that could fill the dry nonfiction books of at |east three sabbatica-taking Wall Street
Journal writers. All Creek knew isthat he enjoyed seeing aguy in breeches become the universa
symbol of high technology. Still, hedidn't want his own intelligent agent wearing 18th-century clothing.
Creek had aswell-developed a sense of irony asthe next guy, but breeches were smply distracting.

From the storage cube, Creek pulled out the source code for an intelligent agent he'd been developing at
thetime of hislast vacation from the computing world, and began mixing and matching it with Todd.
Todd's database connection and information retrieval and optimization subroutines stayed; its native Al
and database preferences were tossed, aswere its request caching; if the UNE government wasn't
supposed to know what he was looking for, there no reason why AOL or Quaker Oats should. His
Frankenstein monster of an agent now collected, Creek fired up azipper utility to mesh the parts
together. His new agent had everything it needed except for one eement. But to incorporate that € ement,
he needed alittle more headroom than his new computer was going to give him.

Creek flipped out his communicator and made acall.
"NOAA," the voice on the other end said. It was Bill Davison, an old friend of Creek's.
"Yeah, | want to know if it'sgoing to rain tomorrow," Creek said.

"Y ou know, the sad thing is how many calswe get which actudly ask that" Bill said. "Likeit'sesser to



call usthan to watch the news."

"Everyone knows you can't trust weathermen,” Creek said.

"Chrig, | don't trust them, and | am one," Bill said. "How are you, Harry?'

"Sameold, sameold, Bill," Creek said. "Listen, | waswondering if | could trouble for you afavor.”
"I'm broke," said Bill. "1 work for the government you know."

"Funny," Creek said. "Y ou have the same pay scdel have. That's not too bad.”

"Said the guy who isn't paying dimony and child support,” Bill said. "But enough about my pathetic life.
What do you need, Harry?"

"l understand that you folks over there at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminigtration have
some nifty computers,” Creek said.

"We sure do,” Bill alowed. "We model the weather so you don't have to. Speaking in the aggregate, we
have more computing power than every single human brain in Massachusetts, athough sincethat'swhere
my ex isfrom, you'll haveto take that estimation with agrain of sat.”

"Areyou using dl of it a the moment?| kind of have aproject | need alittle extra computing power for."
"How much you need?’ Bill asked.
"How much you got?' Creek asked.

"Oh," Bill said. "One of those projects. Y ou know, thelast time | |et you borrow time, | sort of got a
talking-to. My boss at the time was going to write me up, until | mentioned to him that while your work
was not technically germane to westher tracking and prediction, neither was his lesbian pornography
smulator. We agreed to let it drop after that."

"WEéll, | don't want to get you in trouble," Creek said.

"don't worry about it," Bill said. "Heleft anyway. Hes now VP of technology for Smith College. Remind
me in about twelve years to make sure my daughter doesn't go there.”

"It'saded," Creek said.

"Nifty," Bill said. "Now let's see. Hurricane season has begun, which meansweve got a pretty heavy
load at the moment, so | can't carve off any time for you on any of the big guns. But here's something that
might do. We've got an IBM box that's sitting idle; it's scheduled to be replaced. It's acouple of
generations back, so it's not top of the line, but on the other hand if 11 be all yours. And thisway no one
will complain when your little project suddenly grabsdl the processing cycles. Hell, no onewill even
know it's there, and that's good for me."

"That sounds perfect, Bill," Creek said, "I oweyou one.”

"No you don',” Bill said. "I'd be dead if it wasn't for you. Short of asking for cash or sex, theres not
much you could ask for I'd say no to."

"That was along time ago now," Creek said. "I think we're getting close to karmic balance.”

"Saysyou," Bill said. "Wedl should have bought it at Pgimhi. Every day I'm diveisaday extra



Although | should note that in this calculation, Since my life was extended long enough to get married,
you'reindirectly responsiblefor my divorce.”

"Sorry about that," Creek said.
"Forget it," Bill said. "It could beworse. | got agresat kid out of it"
"Who should not go to Smith,"” Creek said.

"Thanks for the reminder. Hereésthe addressfor the IBM." Bill rattled it off. "Give me aminute to set up
auser account for you under ‘creek.’ Password the same. Change both once you get in and lock the
door behind you, if you know what | mean. The IBM is till connected to the network and the last thing |
need isfor some teenager to get in and start fucking with our weather reports. Something like that is not
eadily remedied by blackmailing the boss."

"Got it," Creek sad. "Thanksagain, Bill."
"Denada," Bill said. "Gottago. These hurricanes don't modd themsalves." He clicked off.

Creek stared at his communicator for amoment, and for about the one millionth timein hislife pondered
over the Battle of Paymhi, who lived, who died, and how it al played out over therest of hislife. At this

specific moment, it worked to hisfavor. This brought the tally to one good thing for every thousand bad

things. Bethat asit may, it was one good thing he could use.

Creek sgned into the IBM machine and fired up a system diagnogtic; he was delighted to find it
aufficiently roomy in both memory and processing for what he needed. Creek went to his closet and
pulled out another memory cube, activated it, and sent its exceptionally compressed contents to the IBM.
Thistook the better part of 20 minutes; Creek fixed himsalf asnack. When the cube's contents had
transferred, Creek sent over aprogram to decompress and then assemble the data. The datawere
actualy severd separatefiles, the core was adatafile that, once assembled, would be comparatively
small. Mos of the massve amounts of datawere files that would comprise the modeling environment for
the core data.

It was this modeling environment that Creek had spent the better part of two years cresting, mostly from
bits and pieces of unrelated commercia code jammed together with zipper programs and asubstantia
amount of hand coding by Creek to modify the existing programsto do what he wanted them to do. The
resulting modeling environment was ameassive "fuck you" to the general concept of the End User License
Agreement, which specifically denied usersthe right to crack open the programs and play with the code.
But if these corporations could see what Creek had done with their hacked software, it was doubtful
they'd try to put him in the dammer; they'd just try to hire him. For ridiculous amounts of cash.

The government might try to put him in the dammer. Fortunately, he worked for the government. And he
had friendsin high places.

Anyway, the point was moot. Creek wasn't going to market his software. He wasjust going to use it
himsdf.

Creek queried the I1BM to see how long it would be before his programs would be unpacked,
assembled, and modeing the central datafile. He wastold it would be about aday. That seemed about
right to him.

His new computer pinged Creek. Hisintelligent agent was al zipped up. Creek activated it

"Hello," the agent said. Everything about it, from clothes to skin toneto voice, was curioudy neutra. "Do



you have aname you wish to use for me?'

"Not yet," Creek said. "You're not finished.”

"I'mfully functiond,”" the agent said.

"Yesyou are," Creek said. "Y ou're just not finished. Until then I'll refer to you as 'agent™
"Very well," theagent sad. "May | assst you?'

"Yeah," said Creek. "Were going hunting for fabricators. Let's see what my new security clearance does
forme”

* % % % %

Fabricators are regulated. They're regulated for the very Ssmple reason that one can make just about
anything on them, including parts for weapons. Gun parts, in fact, are one of the prime purposes of metd
fabricators; pop in apattern for any gun part in any gun built from 1600 onward and in the space of afew
minutes you'll be presented with asolid meta item of such standardized high qudity thet it would make Eli
Whitney, the first mass producer of weapons, choke with envy. It aso meansthat an entire wegpon
could be constructed and assembled off the books, which makes various law enforcement bureaus
unhappy. Therefore, every fabricator islicensed and registered, and alog made of every part created by
that particular fabricator, which must be filed with the UNE Trade Commission daily.

No legd fabricator in Virginia, Maryland, or Washington DC had alog of an Andly Inserted Nidu
Enrager being manufactured in the last year or so.

Thiswas of course entirdy unsurprising. Creek had his agent run the search knowing full well it wouldn't
find anything. Y ou have to diminate the low-hanging targetsfirst, on the off chance you were dedling with
morons. The next level up on the moron scale were the logs that were doctored to remove particular
entries; Creek's agent caught severd of those but subsequent crawlsinto the fabricator's memory drives
(typicaly not reformatted, so the expunged log entries were not yet overwritten) reveded only the
expected gun parts, except for the one that showed awedding ring. There was undoubtedly asad and
compelling story there.

So. From here on out Creek fdlt justified in working on the assumption that he was not dealing with
idiots. Creek had his agent go through the Washington DC metro area police records for the last decade
to find out whether afabricator had gone missing. No dice; Virginialikewise came up clean, asdid
Maryland. Creek tapped histeeth for aminute in thought and then asked the agent to start churning
through insurance clamsin the last decade to seeif anyone had filed for amissing or destroyed
fabricator.

There were two. Three years ago in Occoquan, an antiques arcade had burned down to the ground due
to anironicaly antique sprinkler system. Inside the arcade, dong with a couple dozen other smdll
antiques boutiques, was agunsmith selling Revol utionary-erawegpons and recregtions. Thisfileincluded
apicture of the ruined fabricator Stting charred in what remained of the gunsmith's boutique. Creek felt
pretty safe crossing that one off hislig.

The second one, from six years earlier, was more interesting. In that claim, afabricator in the process of
being shipped from the manufacturer was among the inventory in a Baltimore warehouse whose roof had
partidly collapsed. There was no picture of the destroyed fabricator in that file and the claim had been
disputed by the insurance company before being paid. Creek pulled the police report for the roof
collagpse; the forensics report suggested strongly that the roof collgpse was not accidental. Aside from the



fabricator, the alegedly desiroyed inventory of the warehouse aso included severad machines and
machine parts intended for ageneticslab in Rockville, but which Creek knew from his police years could
be repurposed for refining designer drugs.

A title search for the warehouse came up with a holding company, one of whose primary shareholders
was Graebull Industries, the ostensibly legit arm of the Maloy crime family, whose empire encompassed
Bdtimore and DC. The"security guard” at the warehouse that night had a sheet filled with petty thefts, a
couple years down the time stream held be caught with atruck full of entertainment monitors and would
turn on the Maloysin return for federal protection. A year after testifying, parts of him showed up inthe
concrete of aClass A minor league basebal stadium being built in Aberdeen. Other partswere il
unaccounted for.

"Thisisgood," Creek said.

"If you say S0, Sir," hisagent said. The agent was good at finding information as directed, but not much
for asense of ironic humor.

The missing fabricator in question was a General Electric moddl CT3505 Dua Meta/Ceramic
Fabricator, anicefabricator if you can get it; it wastypically used by defense contractors to model
prototypes of proposed defense systems. Like dl fabricatorsit came with its own accessory sets,
extensble modules, and proprietary materia powders. One couldn't just toss an duminum can or apile
of sand into afabricator. Fabricators are programmed to regject any material that's not a powder blend
made by its own manufacturer. In the tried and true business model of sdlling the razor chegp and then
jacking up the price on the blades, fabricators themselves were sold at near cost while the profit was
made from selling the stuff that | et the fabricators make things. In the case of the GE CT3505, that would
be the CTMP 21(m) and CTMP 21(c) powder canisters, both available only by direct shipment from
GE, and both pretty damn expensive.

If you had a GE fabricator, you could only use a GE fabricating powder. But the reverse was dso true: If
you were buying GE fabricating powder, you could only useit with a GE fabricator. All Creek had to do
now isfind out who was buying GE fabricating powder in DC without owning a GE fabricator.

GE was many things, including agovernment defense contractor; its core system was pretty tightly
guarded. Creek had little chance of getting into that. But like many companies, GE handed off its ordering
and fulfillment services to subcontractors whose network security was of a standard commercid leve,
whichisto say full of holes and back doors. GE's order fulfillment was handled by AccuShop; Creek had
his agent search for news stories about AccuShop and security breaches, and found a coupleinvolving a
back door accidentally Ieft in the fulfillment code by programmers. Creek cracked open the GE shop and
found the back door right whereit should be. IT people realy needed to patch more often.

"I'm obliged to tell you that what youredoingisillega,” the agent said.
"| thought | got rid of that subroutine," Creek said.

"You got rid of the subroutine that requires me to inform the appropriate authorities,” said the agent. "The
warning subroutineis gill in place. Would you like to reset the default mode to not tell you when you are
bresking the law?'

"Yes, please," said Creek. "Anyway, | think I'm covered.”
"Yes, gr," the agent said.

Creek downloaded the purchase ordersfor the last year, and had his agent cross reference the purchase



orderswith owners of fabricators. They all checked out: Every powder order came from aregistered
fabricator owner.

"Crap," said Creek, and tapped his teeth again. The missing fabricator had been out in the world for a
number of years; it could be that whomever was using it loaded up on fabricating powder years before.
But if they'd been using the fabricator al that time the/d still need to reload the powder. Creek just didn't
know how often one of these fabricators needed to be resupplied. Hmmm.

"Agent," Creek said. "Isthere a pattern to when fabricator owners purchase their materials powder?!
"They buy it when they require more," the agent said.

"Right," Creek said. Intelligent agents, even abright one like the one Creek made, are not terribly good at
deductive legps. "I'm asking whether there isagenera repeating cycle for purchases. If most fabricators
are used for the same tasks on a repeated basis, they might run out of powder and need to be restocked
onafairly regular cycle

"Let methink," the agent said and spent few milliseconds processing the request. It then spent acouple
hundred milliseconds waiting before responding. Thiswas part of the psychoergonomics of intelligent
agents; programmers discovered that without a dight pause before an agent gave an answer, peoplefelt
the agent was being a pushy showoff. "Thereistypicaly arough pattern to purchases,” the agent said.
"Although the period of the cycleis specific to the individua fabricator and not to dll thefabricatorsasa
class”

"Arethere any fabricators which show irregular purchasing cycles, or purchases being made outside of its
cycle?' Creek asked.

"Therearesx," the agent said.

"Show me the fabrication production logsfor those six," Creek said. The agent popped six windows,
Creek glanced at them for a second before redlizing he couldn't make heads or tails of them. "Agent, tell
meif for these Six logs, thereisacorresponding rise in production to reflect the additiona purchases,”
Creek said.

"Thereisfor five of the Sx," the agent said. "The sixth shows no increase in production.”

"Go back into the GE database and pull the purchasing orders for that fabricator for the last Six years,"
Creek sad. "Then pull the production logs for the fabricator for the same period of time. Tell meif there's
adifference between the amount ordered and the amount produced.”

"Thereisadifference of about fifteen powder orders over six years," the agent said.

"Givemeaname," Creek said.

* % k % %

The name was Bert Roth, a chubby car restorer in Alexandriawho specidized in late combustion and
early fud cell-eramodeds. Demand for that eraof cars was spotty at best these days, so Roth augmented
hisincomein mostly harmlessways, including ordering fabricating powder for acertain client and sdlling it
to him at a 200% markup. Sdlling the fabricating powder wasn't technically illegal, and Roths client never
used so much of it that it aroused anyone'sinterest before Creek It was a nice set-up for everyone
involved.

For these reasons, Roth was naturaly reluctant to give up the name of his client when Creek cameto visit



him early the next morning. Creek first assured him that the client would never know Roth had given up
the name and then secondly suggested to Roth that his client was tangled in some bad shit and that Roth,
in selling him the powder, might be held accountable by the authorities.

Creek held back histhird piece of persuasion, which was a security camera capture of Roth banging his
secretary, who was not hiswife. Creek suspected Roth didn't know it existed, where it might be stored
on his computer, or that his network connection was like a wide-open screen door. It was heavy
wesponry; best not to haul it out unless needed.

It wasn't. Roth did someinterna calculus, decided he could live without the occasiona cash infusion, and
coughed up hisclient: Samud "Fixer" Y oung.

Creek thanked him, and after amoment's reflection, scribbled down the directory path of the
incriminating security camera capture. As he did the information over to Roth, he also suggested gently
that it might be time to update his network

Fixer's address was directly across from the Benning Road Metro stop; Creek headed toward the Blue
Line, swiped his Metro card, and got on thetrain.

Creek sarted histripin Virginiaon aMetro train car filled with humans and one nonhuman, aTeha
middlesex in its cusomary blue sash. But after traveling through the heart of DC, the Metro Blue Line
then travel s through nonhuman nelghborhoods, most crested at the time during the Earths probationary
CC membership when nonhumans were gtrictly confined to the city limits of Washington DC, Geneva,
and Hong Kong. Even now, most nonhumanslived in mgor urban areas, in neighborhoods with others of
their own kind. In many ways, nonhuman diens recapitul ated the classicimmigrant experience.

The Benning Road stop was in a neighborhood populated primary by Pagils, arace of mammaoids with
acarnivorous genetic past, ahighly gregarious but hierarchical socia system and sunny, manic natures.
Entirdly unsurprisingly, the Pagjil neighborhood was known universdly as"Dogstown.” In the early days,
thiswas of course meant asadur, but the Pagils embraced the name, and not coincidentally became
huge dog fanciers.

This affection was returned by the Pagjils pets. It's abasic matter of dog psychology that dogs see their
owners merely as strange-looking pack leaders; having Paqils as owners got rid of the " strange-looking”
part. Dogs were so thoroughly integrated into the Dogstown community thet it wasthe only placein
Washington DC where dogs were permitted in every place of business and alowed to walk around
without aleash. Humans and other species members who took their dogsinto Dogstown weren't
required to take them off the leash, but they got some very nasty looksif they didn't.

By the time Creek reached the Benning Road stop there was only one other human in the train; the rest
of the car wasfilled with Paqgils, Nidu, and other races! As Creek got off the train he glanced back at the
other human; she sat nonchalantly engrossed in her paper while diens jabbered around her in their native
tongues. If her great-great-grandmother were on the train, she would have thought she was on commuter
train heading toward the fifth circle of Hell. Thiswoman didn't even look up. The human capacity for
being jaded was aremarkable thing.

The sign at the address Creek was given read "Fixer's Electronics and Repair," and hung above a modest
storefront shop. Through the window, Creek saw a small man who matched the picture he had on his
communicator for Fixer, standing behind a counter and discussing something with aPaqil. On the Store
floor a Labrador and an Akitaloafed extravagantly. Creek went through the door; the Akitalifted up its
head, looked at Creek, and barked once, loudly.

"l seehim, Chuckie," Fixer said. "Back to deep.” The Akita, on command, rolled back over on hisside



and mellowed out.
"Nice doorbell,” Creek said.
"Thebedt," Fixer sad. "Bewith youinaminute.

"No rush," Creek said. The man went back to his conversation; Creek looked over the shop's sale floor,
which was populated primarily by repaired entertainment monitors awaiting pickup and afew
second-hand electronicson sale.

The Pagil finished her conversation, |eft behind amusic player to be repaired, and caled to her dog; the
Lab popped up and both headed out the door. Fixer turned his attention to Creek. "Now, then," he said,
gmiling. "How can | hdpyou?'

"| have arather unusual piece of equipment that | need to have looked at," Creek said.
"How unusud?* Fixer said.

"Wdll, thelast place | went to for it said that 1'd probably need someone with afabricator to make the
parts,” Creek said.

"l don't know that I'll be able to help you, then," Fixer said. "Most of the Stuff | fix is mass-produced. |
get dl my partson order.”

"Takealook at it anyway," Creek said. He reached into his pocket, pulled out Moeller's apparatus, and
placed it on the counter between the two of them.

Fixer stared at it for aminute and then looked back at Creek "I have no ideawhat thisis," he said. His
voice was cam, but out of the corner of his eye Creek noted that the Akita had |ooked up after hearing
his masgter's voice and was hoigting himsdlf into astting position.

"Redlly," said Creek "Because | had it on good assurance that you might be someone who could help me
with something likethis™

"I don't know where you get your information,” Fixer said. "Whoever gaveit to you was misnformed.”

Creek leaned in alittle, which caused the Akitato get up on dl fours. "I don't think so. Something like
this takes somered talent to creste, not to mention an unlicensed GE CT3505 Dua Meta/Ceramic
Fabricator,” Creek said, and noted Fixer's quickly suppressed look of surprise when Creek rattled off
the fabricator modd. "'I'm willing to bet you have both. In fact, I'm willing to bet if | got some of my
friends a Metro Police down here with a search warrant, they'd find that fabricator and probably amess
of other tuff you don't want them to know about. And | bet that if we put this device under a
microscope, wed find that it came from your fabricator.”

"Who are you?' Fixer sad.

"Someone unofficia,” Creek said. "Someone not looking to get you in trouble, or to make trouble or who
cares about your extracurricular hobbies. But someone who needs some answers, one way or another.”

Fixer chewed on thisfor aminute. The Akitawas now fixed on Creek and ready to take a good chunk
out of him.

"No trouble," Fixer sad.

"No trouble," Creek said. "Just information.”



Fixer chewed on thisfor another minute.
"If you could answer before your dog rips out my throat, I'd redly appreciateit,” Creek said.

Fixer glanced over to the Akita. "Down, Chuckie," he said, and the dog immediately sat but kept an eye
on Creek. Fixer grabbed the music player on the counter. "' Give me aminute to put thisinto the system
and put up the'out to lunch sign,” he said. "Then you and | can go down to my workshop.”

"Great,” Creek said. Fixer pulled up his keyboard and typed in the information for hiswork order. Creek
stood back from the counter and looked over at the Akita, who was sill staring a him intently.

"Nicedoggie," Creek said.

* * % % %

"There's been a'Fixer' in this neighborhood since before it was Dogstown,” Fixer said to Creek, ashe
handed him a beer from hisworkshop refrigerator. "I was supposed to be the one who findly left the
shop behind—I went to Howard and got an engineering degree—but right after | graduated, Dad had a
stroke and | tended the store for him until he died. After that, | kept on. Aslong asyou don't mind living
with aiens, it'sagreat neighborhood. The Pagil are good people and they've been good to my family;
they'reincredibly loya to the shop. The family stayed here when most humans moved out all those years
ago. So they keep bringing their stuff in to be repaired, even when it's chegper just to buy something new.
| makeagood living."

"Augmented by your side business," Creek said, motioning at the workshop. The fabricator wasina
corner, hidden by atarp.

Fixer grinned ruefully. "Which has dso been afamily tradition,” he said. "One of the nice things about
Dogstown isthat it has dmost no crime and amaost no human police presence. That makesthisshop a
very useful placeto run aside businessout of "

"Likemaking this" Creek said, holding up the apparatus.

"Like making that," Fixer agreed. "Or any other number of activitiesthat need to get done without much
atention. The fixer" part of the name has more than one meaning.”

"Nothing bloody, | hope," Creek said.

"God, no," Fixer said. "Even anice quiet addressin Dogstown wouldn't help with that. No. | make
things. | dso arrangethings. Occasiondly | find things. Victimless crimes. Well, mostly,” Fixer said,
nodding in the direction of the gpparatus. "'From what you tell me, that one wasn't o victimless."

"How does one get into your Side business?' Creek asked.

"Inmy case, oneinheritsit,” Fixer sad. "After my father had hisstroke, | got paid avist by somenice
men in the employ of the Mdloy family, who detailed my father's relationship with them to me, down to
theloan my dad took out to pay for my college education. | fdl into the job the sameway | fell into

running the shop.”
"And you don't mind working the shady side of the Street,” Creek said.

Fixer shrugged. "The Mdloys have peoplelike me dl over," hesaid. 'l do afew thingsfor them ayesr,
but never enough to pop on theradar. And even if | did, the Mdloys pay the right people to make sure
that | pop right back g/f theradar. I'm il trying to figure out how you found me."



"l use nontraditional means,” Creek said, and held up the apparatus again. "Now," hesad. "Tell me
about this baby. Isthis something you did for the Maloys?"

"If it was, you and | wouldn't be having this conversation,” Fixer said. "Thiswasatrue extracurricular. |
was agpproached for this one by aman named Jean Schroeder.”

"How did he know about your side business?' Creek asked.

"I'd arranged some travel documentsfor him once at the request of the Malloys,” Fixer said. " Schroeder
went to college with Danny Malloy. Anyway, afew weeks ago Schroeder called mefor arepair job on
his home network and then sounded me out about the job while | wasthere. | typicaly don't do extra
work. The Mdloysdon't likeit But I've worked with this guy before and | had more on him than he had
onme. And | decided | could usethe money. So | charged him an outrageous rate for the work on his
network, and two weeks later, thiswas ready to go. | helped ingtd| it—and unpleasant experience, |
assure you—just afew days ago.”

"Y ou're not worried about telling me about his now?' Creek said. "Being that Schroeder isafriend of the
Madloys™

"I never said they werefriends,” Fixer said. " Schroeder just went to college with one of them, so he knew
they could be useful. And in that one particular case, their interests coincided. This doesn't have anything
to do with that so far as| know. I'm sure Schroeder was planning on using my relationship with the
Malloysasaguarantee | wouldn't talk, sinceif | ever tak officidly, some of the Maloy boys are going to
pay meavist, and not afriendly onethistime. But Since you're threstening to expose meif | don't tak,
he loses. Very snesky of you."

"I do my best," Creek said. "Y ou seem to be handling thiswell.”

"Do |?" Fixer said, and laughed. "Y es. Well. Don't be fooled by this calm exterior. Ingde I'm shitting my
pants. If you can find me, so can someonewho isn't just looking for information. It'sdoppy shit likethis
that gets people like mekilled. I'm telling you dl this because short of killing you, | don't see another way
out. You've just made me very, very nervous, Mr. Creek. And between you and me | don't think 1'm out
of it. Theminute you leave this shop isthe minute | start waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

"Any messages?' Creek asked his agent when he returned home.

"Three," the agent said, a disembodied voice because Creek had not put on his monitor glasses. "Thefirst
isfrom your mother, who iswondering whether you're planning to come visit her next month like you said
you were going to. She'sworried about your father's hedlth and she aso has anice young lady she'd like
you to mest, who isadoctor of some sort or another. Those are her words."

"My mother was aware that she was speaking to an agent and not me, right?* Creek asked.

"It'sdifficult to say," the agent said. " Shedidn't stop talking until she hung up. | was unabletotdll her |
wasn't you."

Creek grinned. That sounded like Mom. " Second message, please," he said.
"From Ben Javna. Heisinterested in the state of your investigation.”

"Send him amessagethat | have newsfor himand | will call him later thisevening or tomorrow. Third
message, please.”



"Y ou have amessage from an IBM server at NOAA. Y our software is unpacked, modeled, and
integrated. It isawaiting further ingtructions.”

Creek sat down at his keyboard and put on his monitor glasses; the form of his agent was now projected
into the middle of hisliving room. "Give me awindow at the IBM, please" hetold his agent. The agent
opened up the window, which consisted of ashell prompt. Creek typed "diagnostic” and waited while the
software checked itsdlf for errors.

"Intelligent agent” isamisnomer. The"intelligence” in question is predicated on the agent's ability to
understand what its user wants from it, based on what and how that user speaks or types or gestures. It
must beintelligent enough to parse out "urns' and "uhs' and the strange dliptic deviations and tangents
that pepper everyday human communication—to understand that humans mangle subject-verb
agreement, mispronounce the smplest words, and expect other people to have near-telepathic abilitiesto
know what "Y ou know, that guy that wasin that movie where that thing happened and stuff” means.

To agreat extent, the more intelligent an agent is, the lessintelligent the user hasto beto useit. Once an
intelligent agent knowswhat it isyou'relooking for, retrieving it is not adifficult task—it'samatter of
searching through the various public and private databases for which it has permissions. For al practica
purposesthe retrieval aspect of intelligent agency has remained largely unchanged since thefirst era of
public eectronic dataretrieva in the late 20th century.

What intelligent agents don't do very wdl isactualy think—the inductive and deductive leaps humans
make on aregular basis. The reasonsfor this are both practical and technical. Practical, in that thereisno
great market for thinking intelligent agents. People don't want agents to do anything more than what they
tell them to do, and see any attempt a programmed initiative as abug rather than afeature. At the very
most, people want their intelligent agents to suggest purchase ideas based on what they've purchased
before, whichiswhy nearly al "trueintelligence” initiatives are funded by retail conglomerates.

Even then, retailerslearned early that shoppers prefer their shopping suggestions not be too truthful. One
of the great unwritten chapters of retail intelligence programming featured a"" persona shopper” program
that all-too-accurately modeled the shoppers desires and outputted purchase ideas based on what
shoppersreally wanted as opposed to what they wanted known that they wanted. This resulted in one
overcompensatingly masculine test user receiving suggestions for an and plug and atribute art book for
classic homoeratic artist Tom of Finland, while afemaetest user in the throes of anasty divorce received
suggestions for asmal handgun, a portable bandsaw, and severd gdlons of an industria solvent used to
reduce organic matter to an easily drainable durry. After history's first recorded instance of afocus group
riot, the persona shopper program was extensively rewritten.

Thetechnicd issue regarding true intelligence programming had to do with the largely unacknowledged
but neverthel ess unavoidable fact that the human inteligence, and its sdlf-referentid twin human
consciousness, are artifacts of the engine in which they are created: The human brain itsdf, which
remained, to the intense frustration of everyone involved, amaddeningly opague processor of
information. In terms of sheer processing power, the human brain had been outstripped by artificial
processors for decades, and yet the human mind remained the gold standard for creativity, initiative, and
tangentid inductive legpsthat alowed the human mind to dice through Gordian knots rather than to
attempt to painstakingly and impossibly unknot them.

(Notethat thisisamost offensvely human-centric; other species have brains or brain analogues which
alow for the same dizzying-yet-obscure intelligence processes. And indeed, dl intelligent species have
aso run into the same problem as human programmersin modding artificia intelligence; despite their best
and mogt logica and/or crestive efforts, they're al missing the kick inside. This has amused and relieved
theologians of al species)



Inthe end, however, it was not capability that limited the potentid of artificia intelligence, it was hubris.
Intelligence programmers almost by definition have a God complex, which meansthey don't like following
anyone dsgswork, including that of nature. In conversation, intelligence programmers will spesk warmly
about the giants of thefield that have come before them and expressreverentid awe regarding the
evolutionary processesthat time and again have spawned intelligence from non-sentience. In their heads,
however, they regard the earlier programmers as hacks who went after low-hanging fruit and evolution as
the long way of going around things.

They're more or less correct about the first of these, but way off on the second. Their belief about the
latter of these, at least, isentirdly understandable. An intelligence programmer doesn't have abillion years
at hisdisposal to grow intelligence from the ground up. There was not a boss born yet who would
tolerate such along-term project involving corporate resources.

So intelligence programmerstrust in their skillsand their own paradigm-smashing sets of intuitive
legps—some of which are actudly pretty good—and when no oneislooking they steal from the
programmers who came before them. And inevitably each is disgppointed and frustrated, which iswhy
so many intelligence programmers become embittered, get divorced, and start avoiding peoplein their
later years. The fact of the matter isthere isno easy way to trueintelligence. It's aconsonant variation of
Godéd's Incompleteness Theorem: Y ou can't model an intelligence from theinsde.

Harris Creek had no less hubris than other programmers who worked in the field of intelligence, but he
had had the advantage of peaking earlier than most—that Westinghouse science project of his—and thus
learning humility at arelatively early age. He dso had that advantage of having just enough socid skillsto
have afriend who could point out the obvious-to-an-outs de-observer flaw in Creek's attempt to
program true intelligence, and to suggest an equdly obviousif technicaly difficult solution. That friend was
Brian Tavna; the solution wasinsde the core datafile for which the IBM machine at NOAA had spent a
day unpacking and cresting amodeling environment.

The solution was stupidly smple, which iswhy no one bothered with it. It was damn near impossible,
using human intelligence, to make acomplete model of human intelligence. But if you had enough
processing power, memory, and awell-programmed modeling environment, you could model the entire
human brain, and by extension, the intelligence created within it. The only red catch isthat you haveto
modd the brain down to aremarkablelevel of detail.

Say, on the quantum level.

The diagnostic had stopped. Everything checked out.

"Agent,” Creek said. "Insgdethe IBM youll find afile called 'core.™

"l seeit,” the agent said.

"I want you to incorporate the file and integrate it with your existing code.”

"Yes, gr. | notethat thisdatawill substantialy change my capabilities” the agent said.
"Yesitwill," Creek said.

"Very wdl," the agent said. "It has been a pleasure working with you, gr.”

"Thank you," Creek said. "Likewise. Please execute the integration now."

"Executing,” the agent said.



The change was not dramatic. Most of the big changes happened in the code and were not visudly
outputted. Thevisua change wasitsdf not substantid; the image became that of ayounger man than it
had been originally, and itsfacid features rearranged subtly.

"Integration complete,” the agent said.

"Please shut down the modeling environment in the IBM and haveit pack itsdlf back into its memory
cube here and encrypt," Creek said.

"Packing has begun,” the agent said.

"Run a sdf-diagnostic and optimize your code," Creek said.

"Already started,” the agent said. "Everything's peachy.”

"Tell meajoke," Creek said.

"Two guyswak into abar,” the agent said. "A third guy says, "Wow, that must have hurt.™
"Yup, it'syou,” Creek said.

"Yup, itsme," the agent said. "Hello, Harry."

"Hello, Brian. It'sgood to seeyou."

"It'sgood to see you too, man," Brian Javnasaid. "Now maybe you can tell me acouple of things. Like
how the hell you got so old. And what the fuck 1'm doing inside your computer.”

chapter 5

At 4:22 am. Vernon Amess coyote dlarm went off. Ames was awake ingantly, whacking the larm
before it beeped a second time and woke Amy, hiswife, who didn't at al take kindly to being woken
before she had her full eight hours. He dipped into the clothes held left in a pile by the bed, and left the
room by way of the master bathroom because the bedroom door creaked loudly even (especialy) when
you weretrying to openit quietly. Amy really didn't like to be woken up.

Once outside the bathroom door, Ames moved quickly. His experience with the coyotes told him that the
window of opportunity with those furry bastards was smdll; even if he managed to keep them from taking
off with alamb, they'd il take abite out of the necks of some of his sheep, just for spite, ashe ran them
off. The key to getting the coyoteswasto get them early, while they were still on the periphery of the
herd, having acommunity meeting about which of the sheep they were planning to take on.

Ames pressed his thumb to the lock of his gun cabinet to get his shotgun and his shells. While hewas
loading the shotgun, he looked over the perimeter monitor to see where the coyotes were lurking. The
monitor had three of them out near the edge of the creek. It looked like they had stopped for adrink
before they Went for the main course.

Ames could a so see from the monitor that the coyoteswere larger than usud; hell, they might even be
wolves. The Department of the Interior people were doing one of their occasiond attempts at
reintroducing wolvesto the area. They always seemed shocked when the wolves " disappeared” within a
few months. The sheep ranchers were smart enough not to leave the carcasses lying around. Wolves
were atemporary problem, easily fixed. Coyotes, on the other hand, were like rats bred with dogs. Y ou
could shoot 'em, trap ‘em, or poison 'em and they'd still keep coming back.



Which iswhy Ames splurged for the coyote darm system. It was a Smple enough setup: Severa dozen
motion detectors planted on the perimeter of hisland that tracked anything that moved. His sheep had
implanted sensor chipsthat told the system to ignore them; anything else was tracked. If it waslarge
enough, Ames got an dert. Just how large something had to be before the alarm went off was something
Vern had to cdibrate; after afew early-morning fase darms Amy made it clear that any morefase
adarmswould result in Verris head meseting aheavy iron skillet. But now it wasin the zone and aside from
the occasiona deer, reliably derted Amesto the coyotes and other occasiond large predators. It spotted
amountain Hon once; Ames missed that shot.

Amesrooted through the junk drawer to find the portable locator and then dipped out the back door. It
was afive-minute hike to the stream. It did no good to drive over to the coyotes, since they'd hear the
engine of hisATV and be long gone before he got there, and then held just have to come out and try to
shoot them some other time. The coyotes could hear him coming on foot, too, but at least thisway he
had a chance of getting close enough to take a shot before they dispersed. Ames padded to the stream
asquietly as he could, cursing silently with each snapped twig and crackling seed pod.

Near the creek, Ames's portable locator started to vibrate in hisjacket pocket, asignal that one of the
coyotes was very close by. Ames froze and hunkered down, so as not to spook the intended recipient of
his shotgun blast, and dowly pulled out the locator to get abead on the nearest coyote. The locator
showed it behind him, heading for him and coming up fast. Ames heard the footfals and the whisper of
something large swiping againgt the bushes. He turned, swung his shotgun around and had just enough
timeto think to himsdlf that's no coyote before the thing stepped inside the barrel length of the shotgun,
grabbed his head with one paw the size of adinner plate, and used the second paw of roughly smilar size
to dug himinto oblivion.

Some indeterminate time later Amesfelt himsdf kicked lightly back into consciousness. He propped
himsdlf up with one arm, and used his other hand to fed hisface. It felt sticky; Ames pulled his hand back
tolook at it. Hisblood looked blackish in the quarter moonlight. Then someone stepped in between him
and the moon.

"Who areyou?' avoice saidto him.

"Who am 1?* Ames said, and as histongue moved in his mouth he could fedl the teeth loosened by the hit
that had knocked him out. "Who the hell are you? Thisis my property, and those are my sheep. Y ou're
trespassing on my land!" He struggled to get up. A hand—anorma-sized hand, thistime—pushed him
back down to the ground.

"Stay down," the voice said. "How did you know we were out here?!
"Y ou tripped my coyote darm,” Ames said.

"See, Rod," another voice said. "l told you that that's what those things were. Now we gottaworry about
cops. And were not even near done.”

"Quiet," thefirst voice, now named Rod, said, and directed his attention back to Ames. "Mr. Ames, you
need to answer my question honestly now, because the answer will make a difference asto whether you
make it through the rest of the night. Who gets derted when your coyote darm goes off? Isit just you, or
doesit notify theloca law enforcement aswell?*

"| thought you didn't know who | was," Ames said.

"Well, now | do,” Rod said. "Answer the question.”



"Why would it dert the sheriff?" Ames asked. "The sheriff's office doesn't give adamn about coyotes.”
"Soit'sjust you we have to worry about,” Rod said.
"Yes," Amessaid. "Unlessyou make enough noise to wake up my wife."

"Back towork, Ed," Rod said. "Y ou've got alot of injectionsto make yet." Ames heard someone shuffle
off. Hiseyeswerefinaly adjusting to the dim light and he could make out the siThouette of aman looming
nearby. Ames sized him up; he might be able to take him. He glanced around, looking for his shotgun.

"What are you doing out here?' Ames asked.
"Wereinfecting your sheep,” Rod said.
"Why?' Ames asked.

"Hell if | know, Mr. Ames," Rod said. "They don't pay meto ask why they have me do things. They just
pay meto do them. Takk," he said, or something likeit, and from the corner of hiseye Ames saw
something huge move toward his generd direction. Thiswas the thing that had knocked him out. Ames
dumped; in the shape he was in he couldn't take two guys at the same time, and he absolutely couldn't
take on that, whatever the hell it was.

"Yes, boss" thething said, in ahigh, nasd voice.
"Can you handle Mr. Ames here?' Rod asked.
Takk nodded. "Probably."

"Doit," Rod said, and walked off. Ames opened his mouth to yell to Rod, but before he could takein a
breath, Takk leaned over and grabbed him hard enough that the air bursting out of hislungs made an
audible popping sound. Takk turned dightly into the moonlight, and Ames got one good ook before he
went somewhere warm, wet, and suffocating.

* * % % %

Brian came aware ingtantaneoudy with the knowledge of two things. The first: He was Brian Javna, aged
18, senior at Reston High, son of Paul and Arlene Javna, brother of Ben and Stephanie Tavna, best
friend to Harry Creek, whom he had known since first grade, when they bonded over a paste-eating
contest The second: Hewas dso an intelligent agent program, designed to efficiently locate and retrieve
information across the various data and information nets human beings had strung up over theyears.
Brian found these two generally contradictory states of being interesting, and used the talents derived
from both types of intelligent experience to come up with aquestion.

"Am | dead?' Brian said.
"Urn," Creek sad.

"Don't be coy,” Brian said. "Let me makeit easy for you. When you wake up with the knowledge that
you're acomputer program, you figure that somethings gonewrong. So: Am | dead?’

"Yes" Creek said. "Sorry."
"How did | die?' Brian asked.
"Inawar," Creek said. "At the Batde of Pgimhi."



"Wherethe hdll isPgmhi?" Brian asked. "I've never heard of it."
"No one ever heard of it until the battle," Creek said.

"Were you there?' Brian asked.

"l was," Creek said.

"Youredill dive" Briansad.

"I waslucky," Creek said.

"How long ago was this battle?' Brian asked.

"Twelve years ago,” Creek said.

"Well, that explains how you got so old,” Brian said.

"How do you fed?" Creek asked.

"What, about being dead?' Brian asked. Creek nodded. Brian shrugged. "I don't fed dead. Thelast
thing | remember is standing in that quantum imager, and that fedslike it happened about five minutes
ago. I've got part of mysdlf trying wrap my brain around it, and another part of mysdlf trying to wrap my
brain around the feet that my brainisn't real anymore. And yet another part noting the fact | can fully
concentrate on several menta crisesat once, thanksto my multitasking ability as an intelligent agent. And
that part isgoing: Cool."

Creek grinned. " So being a computer program isn't dl bad,” he said.

"I'm thinking it'll make playing video games easier,” Brian said, amiled, and then shrugged again. "WEell
haveto see. It hasn't sunk in yet. Arethere any other programs like me? Former people?’

Creek shook his head. "Not that | know about,” he said. "Asfar as| know, no one e se has thought of
creating an intelligent agent thisway.”

"Maybe becauseiif you think about it, it's not exactly ethical," Brian said.
"I was thinking more because most people don't have access to a quantum imager,” Creek said.
"Cynic," Briansad.

"Brian," Creek said. "'l don't know if bringing you back ismora or ethical. But | do know | need your
help. | can't tell anyone else what I'm doing, but | need someone | can trust working on this, someone
who can do thingswhile I'm doing other things. Y ou're the only intelligent agent who is actudly, honestly
intelligent. We can talk about the ethical issues|ater, but right now we need to get to work.”

"And what are we doing?' Brian asked.
"We'relooking for sheep DNA," Creek said.
"Oh," Brian said. "Well, then. Nice to see we're focused on the redly important things.”

* % k % %

"Y ou did agood job with the search,” Dave Phipps said to Archie McCldlan, in one of the many
Pentagon commissaries.



"Thanks," Archie said, and rubbed his pamson hisjeans. His military analogue to an Egg McMuffin sat
forlornly on aplagtic tray; Phipps motioned toit.

"You'renot hungry?' hesad.

"I'm kind of on a caffeine rush at the moment,” Archiesaid. "I drank about agallon of Dr Pepper last
night. I think if | est something, I'll just throw it up.”

Phipps reached over and took the sandwich. "Listen,” he said between bites. "We have alittle more
work to do with this project. Red 'think outside of the box* crap that needs someone who knows his
way around the computer. I've checked your security clearance, and it's high enough for what we need.”

"What would | be doing?" Archie asked.

"A little of this, alittle of that,” Phippssaid. "It'safluid situation. We need someone who can think fast on
hisfeet."

"Sounds action packed,” Archie said, jokingly.
"Maybeitis" Phippssad, not.

Archiewiped hispamsagain. "l don't understand,” he said. "I'm just some guy who works on your
legacy systems. Y ou've got an entire military full of computer geniuses who are good with guns. Y ou
should be using one of them for whatever it isyou're doing."

"And when | want to use one of those boys, I'll go get him," Phipps said. "'In the meantime, I'm looking
for someone who is competent and won't make afuss. Don't worry about using agun, incidentaly. Y ou
won't need one. But you might need a passport. Also, how do you fed about diens?’

"The ones from outer space or the ones from other countries?' Archie asked.
"Outer space," Phipps said. He took another bite of the egg sandwich.
Archie shrugged. "The ones I've met seemed nice enough.”

Phipps smirked between chews. "I don't know if the one you'd be working with could be considered
'nice,’ but fair enough. So areyou in?"

"What was | working on last night?' Archie asked.
"Why do you want to know?" Phipps asked.
"If you're going to hire me for something, it helpsto know what I'm doing."

Phipps shrugged. At this point he couldn't see any harmin telling him. ™Y ou were looking for DNA
matchesfor aparticular breed of sheep called Android's Dream. Now we're looking to close up afew
loose ends. It'safast project, afew days at most”

"Thiswork I'm doing," Archiesaid. "I'm guessing it wouldn't be covered in my contract with you guys.”
"That's a pretty safe guess,” Phipps said.
"Then | want doubletime,” Archiesaid.

"Timeand ahdf,"” Phipps said, setting down the sandwich.



"Time and ahaf from nineto six and doubletime every other time," Archiesad.

"Fine," Phipps said, grabbing a paper ngpkin to wipe hisfingers. "But if | catch you padding your hours,
I'll shoot you mysdalf." He reached into his coat to grab a notepad and a pen, jotted down an address,
and pushed it over to Archie. "Go home and take a shower and then go here. Y ou're going to meset with
aman named Rod Acuna. HE's going to be your supervisor from here on out. Don't be put off if he'sa
little blunt. HE's not paid to be anice guy, and neither are the people he works with. But if you do your
job, everything will befine, and there might even beabonusin it for you. Okay?*

"Yeah, okay," Archie said, and took the paper. Phipps pushed up from the table, nodded to Archie, and
walked off. Archie sat there for afew more minutes, staring at the remains of the egg sandwich, beforea
yawing jag got him up and moving to home.

Sam Berlant waswaiting for him as he got off the Metro. "Well?' Sam said, after ahdlokiss.
"I'min," Archiesad.

"Y ou weren't too eager about it, right?' Sam said. "If you were too eager about it, they're going to be
suspicious of you right from the beginning.”

"l wasn't too eager," Archiesaid. "I even bickered about what | was going to get paid.”
"Redly," Sam sad.

"| asked for doubletime,” Archie said.

"Did you get it?" Sam asked.

"You bet," Archiesaid. "Wél, between the hours of six and eight, anyway."

"You arent beautiful, Archie,” Sam said, "but you sure are smart. Damn if you're just not the sexiest man
| know."

"That soundsgood,” Archiesaid.

"Don't get too excited,” Sam said. "Theré's no timefor that Y ou and | have an gppointment at the meseting
house. Weve got to get you wired."

"I think these people would noticeif | woreawire, Sam," Archiesad.
Sam smiled and reached for Archies hand. "Only if you wesr it on the outside, you silly man. Come on.”

The meeting house was not so much of ameeting house as a meeting basement, located on three
subfloors of an Alexandria corporate high-rise. The topmost of these floors was a private gym, acover
for the members comings and goings. Occasionaly someone working in the high-rise would come down
and try to get amembership; it was, after dl, conveniently located. These were dl politely turned away,
with coupons for amonths free membership at the fitness center right down the street. Thisusualy
worked, as everybody likes"free." The bottom two levels were the meeting house proper, and did not
exist on any architectural schematics; the members had long since amended the blueprints on file and
anyway, the same organization that owned the meeting house aso owned the high-rise.

Archie and Sam waked through the gym, waving at afew of ther friends who were exercisng (front or
not, it wasin fact an excellent, working gym), and headed to the men's locker room. At the back of the
room was adoor that read "Janitor" and featured a palm lock; Archie and Sam went through the door



individualy, each palming the lock.

Behind the janitor's door were janitor's supplies and asmall stairwell that led down. Archie and Sam
took the stairs, palmed a second lock at the bottom, and went through.

They now stood in asmal antechamber which members jokingly referred to asthe Halway of Peril.
About once a decade someone would get into the hallway who wasn't supposed to be there; these
unfortunates were then "milk cartoned,” to use an obscure but evocative phrase of The Founder's era.

Archie and Sam were scanned one last time; therewas asmall click asthe door at the end of the hallway
unlocked. The two went through, into the meeting house of the Church of the Evolved Lamb.

The Church of the Evolved Lamb was notable in the history of religions both mgor and arcanein that it
wasthefirgt and only religion that fully acknowledged that its founding was atotal scam. The Founder
was M. Robbin Dwdlin, an early 21st-century science fiction writer of admittedly modest talents and
man on the make, who had published one nove to deafening critical and commercia indifference and had
no prospects of a second when he found himsdlf teaching an adult education short-story workshop at the
Mt. San Antonio Community Collegein Wanut, Cdifornia

It was there, while vetting housewives stories of plump, middle-aged women seducing high school
quarterbacks and computer technicians stories of freaky libertarian space orgiesin zero-g, that Dwdlin
came across Andrea Hayter-Ross, his classs oldest participant at age 78—and incidentaly the sole heir
to the combined fortunes of the Hayter and Ross families, earned in bauixite ore and vending machines,
respectively, which made her the 16th richest person on the globe.

Hayter-Ross was in fact an accomplished writer (Sx books under pseudonym) and was attending the
classasresearch for an article. She was an interesting woman who used afacade of
bored-rich-person-dilettante mysticism to hide sharp-eyed observation. She was the sort of person who
enjoyed going to seances and crystal tunings for the atmosphere and to study those around her, but didn't
actually expect to speak to dead great uncles or resonate with the subetherean vibrations of the universe,
Dwellin was observant enough to note the first of these but not the second, and so when he hatched his
scheme to graft some money off the old biddy, he was not aware to the extent to which Hayter-Rosswas
ahead of himin hisgame.

Cribbing liberdly from various new age and science fiction texts and adding adash of his own meager
invention, he creasted anew "rdigion," in which he was the prophet and avatar, which foretold of the
coming of the next level of humanity. Hayter-Rossswriting, he claimed, spoke of levels of sengitivity that
he'd rardly seen before. He was ready to unfold the mysteries of the fourteen divine dimensionsto her, as
described to him by N'thul, aspirit of infinite empathy, who asked only for the congtruction of atemple,
placed in acertain sacred location (asmdl commercidly zoned trip of land in Victorville, off afrontage
road, which Dwellin had bought some years earlier in amisguided devel opment scheme), the better to
focusits energies and assst humanity into the next stage of its evolution. Dwallirt's plan wasto extract the
congtruction costs from Hayter-Ross and pocket them himself while coming up with some plausible series
of excuses asto why the temple never seemed to get built. He figured he could keep this up until
Hayter-Ross dropped, which shouldn't be too long now.

Hayter-Ross, who knew a great story idea when she saw one, was aso possessed of that casud sense
of cruelty that incredibly rich people often develop at the first whiff of financid desperation from others.
She pretended to swallow Dwdllirt's line with wide eyes and then proceeded to make the man dance like
amonkey on aleash. She funded the temple out of petty cash but did it in such away that Dwellin had no
accessto the funds; instead Hayter-Ross would provide "offerings' based on prophetic short poems
derived from Dwellirt's encounters with N'thul—prophetic writings which she would direct by



occasiondly dropping hints asto what shewould like to see in them. One time she rather mischievoudy
mentioned to Dwellin how much she enjoyed sheep. At Dwellirt's next "session” with N'thul, the "Evolved
Lamb"—the melding of the gentle, pastora qualities of sheep with the rough, aggressive nature of
man—made its first appearance.

For six years Dwellin churned out thousands of prophetic poems, feverishly chasing the rdatively patry
income Hayter-Ross doled out before findly dropping dead of exhaustion and anxiety at the rdatively
young age of 38. Hayter-Ross, who would live to 104, had his ashesinterred in the newly completed
(and, truth to tell, quite lovely) Temple of the Evolved Lamb, in the base of astatue representing N'thul.
She then collected his prophetic poems and published them as a volume accompanying her book—the
first under her own name—on Dwadllirt's attempted scam of her and the "religion” founded thereof. Both
books became huge bestsdllers.

Ironicaly, Dwellirt's poems were the best things the man ever wrote and achieved a sort of mystical
lyricism a the end of Dwdllirt'slife. Researchers suggested this was due to the hallucinatory effects of
fever and dcoholic manutrition, but some aso believed that Dwellin, though ascam artist outwitted by
his own ederly, sadistic muse, may have tapped into something mystica, quite accidentally and despite
his own moneygrubbing nature.

These soulswould be thefirg to identify themselves as members of anew Church of the Evolved Lamb,
and who called themsalves "Empathists' or "N'thulians.” They would soon be joined by another group of
individuaswho liked theideaof taking the prophetic poems of Dwdlirt's and working toward making
them come true, not because they were divindly inspired but because they weren't. If agroup actively
working to make entirely fictiona prophecies come true managed to pull off the stunt, the whole concept
of divindy ingpired prophecy was thrown into doubt, chalking up avictory for rationd thought
everywhere. Thisgroup became known asthe"Ironists’ or "Hayter-Rossans.”

Despite their diametrically opposed approachesto their so-called religion, the Empathists and the Ironists
worked smoothly together, hammering out apractical doctrine that accommodated both flavors of
churchgoer and dlowed the two to integrate their differencesinto a cohesive whole that combined with
earth-crunchy agrarian fed of the Empathists with the tech-driven, pragmatic thinking of the lronists.
Nowhere was this integration more keenly developed than in the Church's animal husbandry project on
the Brishane colony. It was there the church devel oped multiple strains of sheep through the combination
of conscientious breeding practices and judicious use of genetic manipulation. After dl, there was nothing
that said that the Evolved Lamb had to evolve naturally.

Andrea Hayter-Ross was as surprised as anyone that an actua religion had sprung up from the pathetic
scam attempt perpetrated by ahack writer, and twice as surprised to find that she rather enjoyed the
clear-eyed company of the people who had adopted the religion as their own. When Hayter-Ross died
with no legd heirs, she parceled out her estate among various philanthropic groups but willed the
controlling interest in the Hayter-Ross family of industriesto the Church of the Evolved Lamb. This
caused rather agreat deal of congternation among the board of directors until the Church deacons
proved themsalves to be unsquishy advocates of the bottom line and stock performance (the Church
membersin charge of the busnessend of thingswere amog al entirely of Ironist stock). Within 20
years, nearly everyone outside of the Hayter-Ross board of directors forgot to remember areligious
ingtitution ostensbly controlled the company.

Which was fine with the members of the Church of the Evolved Lamb. The Church preferred not to be
noticed whenever possible, and remained smdl both by sdective inclination of its members and by the
fact it takes a certain sort of person to want to join a church based on the desperate maneuvers of a
second-rate science fiction writer. The Church chiefly recruited among the technical sciences and among



the folks who enjoy agood renai ssance faire (there was surprisingly substantia overlap), and typically
among those who aready worked for one or another of the Hayter-Ross companies or concerns.
Archie, for example, originally joined while he worked for LegaCen, one of the oldest branches of the
Hayter-Ross corporation, which speciaized in creeting large, proprietary information structures for major
corporations and governments.

It's where he was scouted by Sam, who was a Church deacon and Archie's direct superior at LegaCen.
It was strictly a Church thing at first; the hot sex part of their relationship didn't happen until after Archie
left LegaCen. The Church didn't have any rules againgt deacons deeping with congregants, but LegaCen
didn't like bosses to deep with their underlings. That's the corporate world for you.

On aday-to-day bass, Archiedidn't think much about hisreligious ffiliation. One of the things about the
Church of the Evolved Lamb wasit was entirely sllent on the big rligiousissues of God and the afterlife
and snand al that happy crap. The Church's goas of fulfilling the Dwdlinian prophecies were dmost
entirely rooted in the materia universe. Even the Empathists didn't go so far asto suggest that Dwellin
had communed with actua spiritua beings, N'thul was more like Santa Claus than Jesus Christ to them.

This agnogticism on eschatologica matters meant that Evolved Lamb churchgoers didn't spend agresat
ded of their time praying or worshipping or spending Sundays singing hymns (unlessthey aso happened
to be members of amoretraditiona church, which was not an infrequent occurrence). Asrdigious
experiences went, it was arelaxed thing. This much was evident in the layout of the Church's meeting
house, which looked more like the interior of asocid club than hall of contemplation. A disco ball till
hung in the corner, part of the decoration for the Church's monthly karaoke night.

But thisjust made the unfolding of the prophecies just that much more powerful. What Archie had seen
on his computer screen in that Pentagon basement had been foretold in the fevered writing of that poor
bagtard Dwdlin:

The Mighty will bring their powersto bear to search for the Lamb;
Into its very molecules they will seek it; but though they look

One shall bear witness and seek to keep the Lamb

Fromharm.

Not one of Dwelliris best prophecies, but at the time he was laid out on cough syrup and Dramamine and
had another 126 prophecies to go before Hayter-Ross would sign off on another payment. So there was
that excuse. And anyway, it turned out to be true, which excused itslack of style.

Whether Dwellin had foretold this incident because he was tapped into something spiritua or because the
Church had been plugging away for decades a making hiswritings come true wasimmeateria to Archie.
All of asudden, he'd been whacked upside the head by the freaky details of his belief system and punted
into playing apart in their workings. Archie had dways classfied himsdlf asan Ironist, but this shit was
turning him into an Empathist in record time.

Archie and Sam didn't waste time in the meeting room. Sam took Archie's hand and directed him down a
second set of stairsand into asmall, brightly lit, and sterile room with what looked like adentist's chair in
the middle. Waiting in the room was another man: Francis Hamn, the local bishop, whose day job was as
"manager” of the fitness center two stories up.

"Archie" he said, extending hishand. "Y ou've had an interesting couple of days. How are you holding
up?'



Archietook hishand and shook it. "I'm alittle overwhelmed, to tdll you the truth, Bishop."

Bishop Hamn amiled. "Wdll, isn't that just like religion for you, Archie," he said. "One day it'sanice way
to spend your weekends and the next you're in the middle of arighteous theologica clusterfuck. Now
let's get you ouitfitted, why don't we. Have a seat”

"I'm worried about this" Archie said, but neverthelesstook a seat. "The guy I'm doing stuff for is pretty
high up in the Defense Department. If there's even the smallest hint I'm spying, I'm going to bein deep
trouble. | think | could be tried for treason.”

"Nonsense," Bishop Hamn said. "Treason implies you're trying to overthrow the government, and we
wouldn't condonethat. Y ou're merely spying.”

"Whichisdill acapita offense,”" said Sam, squeezing Archie's hand.
"Oh," said Archie.

"And which isaso why we've made sure that your spying can't be detected,” Bishop Hamn said, and
held out asmdl bottle to Archie, who took it.

"What isthis?' Archie asked.

"Your wire," Bishop Hamn said. "'In eyedrop form. Indgde that liquid are millions of nanobots. Put the
dropsin your eyes and the nanobots migrate to your optic nerve and read and store the signasthere.
They're organic in composition so scannerswon't find them. They don't transmit unlessthey'rein the

presence of areader, so you won't be leaking electrical signals. And as an extrabonus, that bottleis

actudly full of medicated eyedrops, soif anyone looks at it, that's what they'll find.”

"Wheream | going to find areader?’ Archiesaid. "l can't just duck out.”

"Vending machines," Sam said. "Hayter-Ross has the vending machine contract for the Pentagon, and
owns about eighty percent of the vending machinesin the Washington DC area. Just go up to one, put in
your credit card, and hit button 'B4.' That activates the scanner, which will upload the information.”

"Just so you know," Bishop Hamn said, "the upload is sort of painful. It'slike an eectrica shock to your
optic nerve."

"That's why we aways put the really good candy in dot B4. To make up for it," Sam said.
"How often do you do this?" Archie asked, looking at hislover of four yearsin an entirdy new light.

"We keep busy,” Bishop Hamn said. "We've been doing thisfor along time. Which iswhy we know this
works."

"What happensif | leave Washington?' Archiesaid. "l was asked if | had a passport.”
"Just make sure you get to avending machine before you go," Sam said. "Also, bring me a souvenir.”

"Whatever you do, don't be nervous,” Bishop Hamn said. "Do what you usualy do. Do your job for
them aswel asyou can. Y ou're not hurting us by helping them do their thing. The more you do, the more
we know. Understand?’

"] understand,”" Archie said.

"Good," Bishop Hamn said. "Now lean back and try not to blink."



* * % % %

"Hdlo."

"Wyvern Ranch?' Creek said.

"y egh”

"I may beinterested in purchasing some sheep from you," Creek said.
"Cant."

"Pardon?' Creek said.

"No sheep,” the voice on the other end of the communicator said.
"Wyvern Ranch is a sheep ranch, correct?' Creek asked.
"Yup."

"What happened to the sheep?' Creek asked.

"Died"

"When?' Creek asked.

"Lagt night."

"How many?"' Creek asked.

"All of them," thevoice sad.

"What happened?’ Creek asked.

"Got gck."

"Just likethat," Creek said.

"Appears s0," thevoice said.

"I'm sorry,” Creek said.

"I'mnot," thevoice said. "Theflock'sinsured. Now I'mrich."
"Oh," Creek sad. "Wadll, then. Congratulations.”

"Thanks," said the voice on the other end, and disconnected.

Creek glanced over to where the image of Brian stood. "More dead sheep,” he said. "Were way behind
the curve, here”

"Don't blameme," Brian said. "I'm spitting them out asfast asI'm finding them. Whoever you're up
againgt hasahead start.”

It was true. Wyvern Ranch was the fourth sheep ranch Creek had contacted, and each time the story
was the same: The ranch's entire sheep population had been killed off in the last day by afast-moving
virus. The only variation to the story was the second call Creek had made, to the Ames Ranchin



Wyoming; on that call Creek had a couple of nerve-zapping moments dealing with a crazy, screaming
woman before the woman's adult son came on the line to explain that hisfather had gone missing inthe
night; they'd found his shotgun and some of his blood but not much else. And the sheep were dl dead or

dying.
No doubt about it, Creek was playing catch-up.
"New onefor you," Brian said.

Creek blinked:; it'd been severa hours since Brian had come up with theinitia list of ranches. Creek
wasn't aware he was till plugging away & it. "Where?'

"Fdls Church," Brian sad.

Creek blinked again; Fals Church was two towns over from where he was. "Not the usua placefor a
sheep ranch," hesaid.

"It's not asheep ranch,” Brian said. "It's a pet shop. 'Robin's Pets—Unmodified Pets Our Specialty.'
Y ou'll want the owner, Robin Baker."

"Send the addressinto my communicator, please,” Creek said.
"You'renot going to cal?* Brian said.

"No," Creek said. "It'sdrivable. And | want to get out of the house. All those dead sheep on the other
end of theline are getting to me."

"All right," Brian said. "Just keep an eye out.”
"Something | should know about?" Creek asked.

"Someone's been trying to hack into your system al day long,” Brian said. "I've been fending it off, but
they're pretty sophisticated attacks, and they've been constant. | don't have any doubt as soon as you go
out of the house they'll be following you around. Whatever you've gotten usinto, it's not just about sheep
DNA."

* % %k % %

Robin's Pets was amodest storein amodest strip mal, nestled next to a Vietnamese restaurant and anall
boutique. On the door wasasign: "Unmodified Pets Our Specidly.” Right below it, asecond, smaler,
handwritten sgn: "No more kittens! PLEASE!" Creek grinned at that and went in.

"I'm in the back room," awoman's voice said, as he came through the door and activated the bell. "Give
me asecond.”

"No rush," Creek said back, and looked around the shop. It wasin all respects an unremarkable loca
pet shop: Onewall wasfilled with aguariumsfilled with various fish, while another wall held habitats for
small reptiles and mammals, mostly rodents of varying degrees of furriness. In the middle of the shop was
the counter idand, with acash register and various last-minute purchase items. At no placein the store
was there even the hint that a sheep might be located somewhere on the premises.

"Swell," Creek sad, out loud.

The woman came out of the back with ahair eastic in her teeth and stood behind the counter. "Hi,
there," she said, through fabric. "Excuse me asecond here,” she said. She grabbed her voluminous heed



of curly, dightly damp red hair and rather severely condtricted it, dipped it through the dadtic, twisted the
eladtic, and dipped the hair through again. "Therewe go," she said. " Sorry about that. | was cleaning out
one of the hamster cages and one of the boys decided to peein my hair. Had to giveit aquick rinse.”

"That'll teach you to put hamstersin your hair,” Creek sad.

"We know each other five seconds and aready you're sassing me," thewoman said. "I think that may be
anew record. | was putting the fuzzball in another Habitrail on the top shelf. It wasjust bad luck on my
part and good aim on his. Honest. Want a hamster?”

"I don't know," Creek said. "I've been led to believe they've got bladder control issues.”
"Chicken," thewoman said. "All right What can | do for you, then.”

"I'm looking for Robin Baker," Creek said.

"That'sme" shesad.

"I wastold you might have a particular variety of sheep I've been looking for," Creek said. "Although
now that I'm here | don't see how."

"Wow," Robin said. "Y eah, we don't carry large animals like that. No space, as you can see. What kind
of sheep are you looking for?*

"It'sabreed called 'Android's Dream," Creek said.

Robin scrunched her facein, and suddenly she looked much younger than the late 20s Creek was
guessing shewas. "I don't think I've ever even heard of that breed," she said. "Isit geneticaly modified in

any way?"
"I'd be guessing yes," Creek said.

"Widll, that would explain why I've never heard of it," Robin said. "This shop specidizesin unmodified
petsand animals. If you were looking for a Faeroes or a Hebridean or even a Blackhead Persian, | might
be able to point you in the direction of someone who could help you. But | wouldn't even know whereto
begin for one of the genmod breeds. There are so many. And they're dl proprietary. Who told you that |
would know whereto find this breed?’

"A friend of mine who | would suspect should know better," Creek said.

"Well—" Robin cut hersdf short asthe door buzzer went off and another customer came through the
door. "Can | help you?'

"Yeah," theman sad. "l need alizard. For my kid."

"I've got lizards," Robin said. Creek turned to look at the guy. He was swarthy. "Is there any type you
haveinmind?"

"One of those that can run acrossthe water," the guy said.

"A JesusLizard?' Robin said. "Y eah, those have been extinct for ahaf acentury. Something about
people turning its habitat into condominiums. But I've got atokay gecko your kid might like. They can
stick to walsthrough the magic of van der Wadsforces. Kidslovethat."

"Fing" theguy sad.



"I'll haveto sdll you apackage," Robin said. "That's the gecko, aterrarium, somelive food, and a book
about geckos. That's about sixty dollarstotal."

"Okay," the guy said, and came up to the counter with a credit card. Robin took it, glanced at Creek to
let him know she hadn't forgotten about him, and went to go collect the gecko and histoys.

"Kid likeslizards?' Creek said.
"You know kids," the guy said, in atone of voicethat said don't talk to me anymore. Creek took the
hint.

"Hereyou go," Robin said, placing asmdl terrarium on the counter. ™Y ou need to tell your kid that even
though the gecko isredlly cute, it'saso aliving thing. Thisisan unmodified animd. If it gets played with
too much, it'll get sck and die, and then you'll have adead animal, an upset kid, and aterrarium with
nothing in it Okay? Sign here." She pushed the credit card dip through a pressure reader and handed the
contraption to the guy; he took out a pen, signed the receipt, grabbed the terrarium, and went out the
door without saying another word.

"Fun dad," Robin said. She put the pressure reader away and then reached for something on the counter.
"And look, heleft his pen. Nice, too. Mine now. What were we talking about?"

"Sheep,” Creek said.

"Right,” Robin said. "I've never stocked large animals here. | can arrange to get apet | don't stock, of
course, but since | only deal with unmodified animals, | only work with people who breed and sl
unmods. What do you need asheep for, anyway?"

"I need one for aceremony.”

Robin frowned. "Like a sacrifice? Isthis some sort of Old Testament thing?!

"No," said Creek.

"And it's not some sort of marriage thing, isit? Y ou and the sheep.”

"Redlly, no." Creek sad.

"All right, good," Robin said. "I mean, you don't look like afresk or anything. Y ou just never know."
"Why do you only s&ll unmodified animas?' Creek asked. "I'm just curious.”

"I've got a PetSmart one shopping center over,” Robin said. "All their animals are genmod. | couldn't
compete. But they hardly sdll unmodified pets anymore because unmodified pets die too easy. Genmod
pets are designed with six-year-old boysin mind, you know."

"I didn't know," Creek said.

"It'strue,” Robinsaid. "I think that's kind of like defining deviancy down. Y ou should be teaching a
sx-year-old that you need to respect living things, rather than making pets so they can surviveamallet
attack. So, economics and morals. That* swhy. People who comein here respect animals and teach their
kids manners. Wdll, usudly," she said, signaling to the door to indicate her last customer. ™Y ou have any
kids? Are you married?'

"No and no," Creek said.



"Redly," Robin said, and glanced Creek up and down. "Tdl you what—what's your name?"
"Harry Creek," Creek said.

"Nice to meet you, Harry," Robin said, and pushed a piece of paper a him. “"Write down the name of the
breed and your comm number and I'll make some calls. | can tell you now | probably won't find anything,
but on the off chance | do I'll let you know. Here," she reached over. ™Y ou can use my new pen.”

"Thanks," Creek said.

"But don't think you're waking off withit,” Robin said. "I'm asmall business owner. That pen'smoney in
my pocket."

Harry wrote hisinformation, said his goodbyes, and headed over to his car, which he'd parked on the
sde of the strip mall, next to the strip mall's Dumpster. As he started the car, he noticed something
crawling on the edge of me Dumpdter. It was a gecko.

Creek turned off his car and got out and headed for the Dumpster. The gecko stood motionless as he
approached. Creek got over to the Dumpster and looked in. The terrarium and book on geckoswas on
top apile of trash.

* k % k %

"You, geek," Rod Acunasaid, pointing at Archie as he came though the door. "Isthe pen sending?’

"It'ssending,” Archie said, dready not liking his new "team,” which congsted of adimwit human, alarge
Nagch who was spending most of histime deeping, and this guy, hisboss, who started calling Archie
"geek" a thar firgt exchange and now gppeared to have forgotten he had any other name. "But your guy
left just acouple of minutes after you did. The woman hasn't done anything but sing along to theradio
snce. I'll print you atranscript if you want, but you'll have to move your big friend there," he said,
pointing to the dozing Nagch. "Hisfeet are blocking the cabinet door to the printer.”

"Leave Takk done" Acunasaid. "He had abig breakfast. Does this store owner know anything about
the sheep?’

"Didn't say that shedid,” Archie said. "I've dready hacked her computer connection, but she hasn't done
any searches on the sheep. All she'sdoneis go to awholesder site and order some birdseed.”

"What about Creek?" Acunasaid. "Have you gotten into his system yet?!

"No," Archiesaid. "l don't know what sort of protection thisguy's got, but it'sincredible. 1t's batting back
everything I'm throwing a it"

Acuna sneered. "'l thought you were supposed to be good at this shit."
"l am good,” Archiesaid. "But soisthisguy. Redlly good. I'm working oniit."

"Whileyou're at it, find out more about thiswoman," Acunasaid, and then ssomped off somewhere.
Archie wondered, and he was sure not for the last time, what he had gotten himself into.

* % % % %

"What isthat?' Brian asked as Creek walked in.

"It'sagecko," Creek said, putting the terrarium on his kitchen table.



"That's some good sdlesmanship,” Brian said.

"Can you get into the computer system for Robin's Pets?' Creek said. "1 want to check out a credit
cad."

"I'm dready in," Brian said. "What are you looking for?'

"Follow up acharge that was made while | wasin the store," Creek said. "It would have been for about
sixty bucks. Find out everything you can about the guy who ownsthe card.”

"I'monit," Brian said. "Asdefrom the reptile, how did it go?'

"Terrible" Creek said. "Robin didn't have the dightest clue what | was taking about."

"What did you say to her?' Brian asked.

"I told her | was looking for some sheep,” Creek said. "What were you expecting me to say to her?!
"Oh," Brian said. "Oh. Okay. | guess| wasn't being clear abouit it."

"What?' Creek said.

"When | told you to find Robin Baker, | didn't mean to ask her about sheep,” Brian said. "1 mean that she
was the one you wanted."

"Yourenuts," Creek said. " She's human.”
"She's mostly human,” Brian said. "But her DNA has definite sheep-like tendencies.”
"I'm not following you," Creek said.

"She must have been redlly pretty for you not to get what I'm saying to you," Brian said. "Y our pet shop
owner isahuman-sheep hybrid. The kind of sheep she was hybridized from was either in part or in
whole of variety. She's sheep, Harry."

"Youreinsane," Creek said.

"Cal meHAL and makemesing 'Daisy, Daisy," Brian sad. "It till doesn't change thefact.”
"How did you find thisout?" Creek said.

"Insurance companies don't just keep livestock DNA on file, my friend,” Brian said.

"I didn't tell you to look through human DNA," Creek said.

"I know," Brian said. "But isn't that why you wanted an intelligent agent that was actudly intelligent? To
find Suff you didn't already think of? And look at it thisway. Y ou were behind before. Now you're
ahead. Because | guarantee you no one e se has thought of thisyet. Of course, timesticking.”

chapter 6

Robin Baker was adopted at the age of four days by Ron and Alma Baker, anice couple from

Woodbridge, Virginia, who had opted not have children on their own after ageneticist read their charts
and found nightmare after nightmare of recessive geneticsin their makeup. This may have had something
to do with Ron and Alma Baker hailing from the same smdll town in downgtate Virginiawhere the same



four famines had been interbreeding amost exclusively for centuries, thereby reinforcing severa
undesirable genetic traits. Ron and Alma, while only nominally related on paper, had agenetic
consanguinity somewhere between haf-gblings and first cousins. Their geneticist declared thisaneet trick
and strenuoudy advised them againgt making any kids the old-fashioned way.

Thiswasjust fine by Ron and Alma, who |eft their hometown precisaly because they both considered the
vast mgjority of their kin to be inbred freaks. Just because they weren't didn't mean they couldn't breed a
new generation of freaks. So they weren'tin arush to have their sperm and eggs fuse and grow. But they
did like kids, and they were nurturing by inclination. Thisled Ron and Almato sign up with Prince
William County asfoster parents. Thiswas how Robin came to them.

The Bakersweretold by the Prince William Child Protective Services that thelittle girl wasthe only child
of mentdly deficient woman who had been used as a progtitute and who had died while giving birth. Ron
and Alma, who were assured that the child was hersdlf in dl ways physicaly and mentdly fit, ingtantly fell
inlove with the child, named her after afavorite aunt of Alma's, and started the adoption process
immediately. They then proceeded to give their new daughter a perfectly pleasant and utterly
unremarkable childhood. Outside of abroken arm in the fifth grade from falling out of atree, Robin had
no physica troubles of note. In high school and college Robin did well but not exceptiondly in
academics, eventudly earning aB.A. in business and aminor in biology from George Mason University,
both of which sheimmediately applied by opening Robin's Petswith seed money provided by loving
parents Ron and Alma.

Creek breezed rather impatiently through the information about Ron and Alma. They were fabulous
parents, which was great for Robin. But adoptive parents didn't tell him anything about Robin's genetics.
He went rooting through Prince William County's sheriff reportsfor mentaly deficient progtitutes and their
pimps. He found areport that matched his search query and opened it, and men pulled up the photos of
Robin'sbiologica mother.

"Holy Chrig," hesad.

Robin's mother was photographed nude, front and side photos. Her breasts were large and swollen, as
was her belly. She was clearly pregnant; Creek would have guessed seven or eight months. Her gravid
torso gave way to limbsthat tapered at the end not to hands and feet but to hooves that were clearly not
designed to dlow clean, bipeda mation. In the front-facing picture she was supported by two police
officerson either sde, allowing her to stand. In the side picture she hunched on dl fours. Her limbs, of
human proportions, balanced her awkwardly in this position aswell. Any motion, two-legged or
four-legged, would be difficult. Her front was smooth, either that way by nature or shaved for effect. Her
back wasthickly covered in electric blue wool. A human neck gave way to a sheep's head. From the
front-facing picture, sheep's eyes gazed into the camera, placid, complacent.

The police report provided details. Robin's mother had been found as part of ahybridized menagerie
kept by Arthur Montgomery, chairman of ZooGen, the second largest provider of genetically modified
pets and livestock in North America. Montgomery's persona estate featured asmall but fully stocked
biogeneticslab and factory, in which Montgomery personally designed the hybrid creatures using
livestock on the estate and gene samplesthat were later discovered to have been taken from members of
ZooGert's board of directors, specifically shareholder-€lected members who generally voted against
Montgomery and his bloc of directors. In addition to Robin's unfortunate mother, other hybrids combined
human genes with the genes of cows (Guernsey), horses (Jordanian, aZooGen variation of the Arabian),
and llamas. The hybrids had numerous human physica characteristics but were no smarter than the
animd breeds from which they originated.

Onewould naturally assume that Montgomery had assembled this menagerie for his persona plessure,



but that assumption would be incorrect. Montgomery was straightforwardly and blandly heterosexud and
took care of his needswith longstanding Tuesday and Thursday outcall appointments with the
Washington DC area's |leading escort service. Montgomery's game was subtler than that. One doesn't
work in the modified animas field without eventualy becoming aware of the unsettlingly large number of
zoophiles out there. Their numbers were hardly restricted to farm boys with access to acohol and aherd
of sheep; there were executives, legidators, and celebrities whose persona kinks ran from smple "furry”
play—dressing up in anima costumes—to diddling the dog when they thought no one was looking. Over
the years Montgomery's personal web of corporate and government informers had provided him with a
comprehensive list of who had what quirks and how they sated them.

Montgomery's scheme againg hisvictimswas smple: Gain their trus—generally accomplished through
business dedls or PAC donations—introduce them to the menagerie, give them the one free taste that
makes an addict, and then provide access in exchange for certain business and governmental favors.
Usually thisworked beautifully, and the occasiond recalcitrant could be brought into line through the
threat of exposure. Montgomery, of course, had an extensive video collection. All told, the scam worked
nicely for Montgomery (and by extension, ZooGen) for anumber of years.

It came crashing down, as things so often do, because Montgomery got greedy. Montgomery was
blackmailing Zach Porter, the CEO of asmall cosmetics company, and needed some additiond leverage
to convince Porter to use ZooGeris modified rodents for his company's animal testing. So helet the
sheep hybrid get pregnant. Montgomery had specificaly designed the hybrids with 23 chromosome pairs
for just this sort of eventuality, and tweaked the embryo with DNA and RNA therapies asit developed.
He wasn't sure what the resulting creasture would be, but no matter what it was, it wouldn't be good news
for Porter, who had married into the cosmetic company's exceptiondly Chrigtian fundamentdist founding
family.

Montgomery expected Porter would fold and he would then abort the fetus; Montgomery wasn't
expecting that Porter would counter the move by shooting him dead in his ZooGen boardroom and then
kill himsdlf with the next shot, which iswhat Porter ended up doing. Porter's suicide note led the Prince
William Country sheriff'sto raid Montgomery's estate, where they found the menagerie and
Montgomery's blackmail videos. There were unusually high numbers of prominent suicidesinthe DC
areaover the next few days.

The pregnant shegp woman presented a problem. Prince William County hedlth officials wereinclined to
abort the pregnancy, but Zach Porter'sin-laws and widow threatened to file alawsuit hating the
procedure. Half-sheep or not, life began at conception and aborting the near-term fetus was wrong. The
county, which wanted the whole thing to go away, took the in-laws up on their offer to pay for the
medical needs of the pregnant sheep woman until she gave birth. The ddlivery amonth later was presided
over by both adoctor and a veterinarian, neither of whom could stop (or, possibly, wasinclined to stop)
the mother from bleeding out during the complicated delivery. A genetic scan showed the childs DNA to
be mostly human save for some junk sheep DNA agpparently randomly positioned among the
chromosomes. They declared her human and offered her to Porter's in-laws and widow.

They refused her, saying shewas no kin of theirs, Their interest in her did not extend past the fact, and
the moment, of her birth. Porter's parents were already deceased, and at the time the human DNA donor
of the sheegp woman was unknown. The baby girl was declared an orphan and placed in the care of Ron
and Alma, who were never told the full sordid story of the birth of their adopted daughter, and therefore
were never ableto tdl her anything meaningful about her past. Robin Baker had no idea she was anything
but fully humen.

* * % % %



"That's some fucked-up shit, Harry," Brian said, as he passed dong the information. "And | believe
'Fucked-Up Shit isindeed the technical term, here."

"I'm suddenly reminded that you were eighteen when you had that brain scan,” Creek said.
"Y ou have a better way of describing it, then,” Brian said.

"No," Creek admitted. "Y ou've pretty much hit the nail on the head.”

"What are you going to do now?" Brian asked.

"I don't know," Creek said. "Finding our lost sheep has suddenly become alittle more complicated. |
haveto think."

"Think quick," Briansaid. "Y ou have anincoming cal.”
"Whoisit?' Creek asked.

"Just you wait," Brian said, and put the call through.
"Hi," Robin sad. "It's Robin. Find your sheep?’
"Funny you should ask," Creek said. "Listen, Robin—"
"Would you like to go out on adate?’ Robin asked.
"What?' Creek said.

"A date," Robin said. "Y ou know. Two people go out and eat food and make small talk and wonder
what each other ook like naked. Y ou have dated before?’

"Yes" Creek said.
"Okay, so you know how it goes," Robin said. "What do you think? I'm thinking tonight would be good."
"It'skind of sudden," Creek said.

"No time like the present,” Robin said. "Y ou're cute and | did asearch on your name and came up with
no outstanding warrants for your arrest. That's good enough for dinner in a public place.”

Creek grinned. "All right," he said. "Where would you like to meet?"
"Arlington Mdl," Robin sad.
"Youwant to eat inthemal?" Creek said.

"Oh, no," Robin said. "I'm a cheap date, but not food court cheap. But there's something there I'd like to
try out. Actudly, you should try it out with me. Ever play basketbal?"

"Sure," Creek said.
"No bum knees?' Robin asked.
"Not yet," Creek said.

"Perfect,” Robin said, "Meet me at the west entrance, then. Ground floor, seven o'clock. Dress casual.



Bye." Sheclicked off.

"That's going to be an interesting date,” Brian said.

"l need you to connect me with Ben," Creek said.

" 'Ben* asin my brother Ben," Brian said.

"That'sthe one," Creek said.

"Interesting,” Brian said. "1 don't suppose he knows about me."

"I haveto tell him that the sheep we'relooking for isawoman who runsa pet store,” Creek said. "I think
telling him his younger brother's been resurrected as a computer program might be alittle much for one

day.

* * % % %

Archie almost missed the connection between Robin and the sheep. The Rod-ordered background
check offered nothing of interest; along-term scan of her business records showed her ordering a sheep
only oncein the history of her store, and it was a common breed, not something genetically modified.
Archie kept going back in Robin's history, past the point of boredom, until he was presented with an
electronic verson of the very first document of Robin'slife: Her birth certificate. It listed " Jane Do€" as
the mother and Zach Porter asthe father.

Archie moved to close out al the documents, then hesitated. Somewherein the back of his head the
name " Zach Porter” fired up some neurons. Archie decided thiswould be agood time for a break.

"I'm going to get asnack," he said, to the room. "Anybody want anything?' Ed, the other guy, barely
looked up from his show and shook his head; Takk was till out of it.

Rod and his crew were camped out in a shitty apartment in a shitty complex in ashitty part of town.
Rod's "gpartment” was jacked up with some serious equipment which Archie would have suspected to
be mighty tempting to the loca scum. But he also noticed, on his couple other times out, that the local
population gave the door of Rod's gpartment awide berth. Being a scary motherfucker meant no one
messed with your shit.

The vending machine was at the end of the hdl, next to the stairs; the sticker in the top right corner of the
display caseread "Ross Vending, Inc." Insde the display case was atruly interesting assortment of
vendables, from smdl cartons of LSL Milk (irradiated for a six-month shelf life) to three-packs of
Whisper brand condoms, with patented Electro-Ecstatic™ molecul e-binding technology to make the
condom membrane as thin yet impermegble as possible. Archie had never tried that particular brand;
something about the combination of an electric charge and his genitalsjust didn't seem appeding. Sot B4
held asmal bag of white chocolate M& Ms. Archie smiled; those werein fact pretty tasty. Hedipped in
his credit card and pressed the button.

It felt like someone had stabbed him directly in both eyeballs. Archie crumpled, banging hishead on the
vending machine on the way down. As hisforehead jammed againgt the vending machine Plexiglas, the
rattle of theimpact didodged information about Zach Porter; Archiefinaly remembered why he
remembered that name. He spent a couple more minutes on the ground, gathering his strength, before he
wobbled back up and headed back towards the agpartment. About three-quarters of the way there, he
redlized hed forgotten his snack. He went back to get it.

Back at the computer, Archie pulled up news stories relating to Zach Porter, and there it was: Porter



involved in amurder-suicide involving Arthur Montgomery. Of course, Archie knew the name Arthur
Montgomery very well. If ardigious organization aslaid-back and nebulous as the Church of the
Evolved Lamb could be said to have an apostate member, Montgomery would have been it. In one of
thefew real church scandals on record, Montgomery had joined the Church, worked hisway into the top
ranks of the church's genetic hybridization concern on Brisbane colony, and then snuck off back to Earth
to form ZooGen, using Church genetic techniques.

Montgomery had gambled that the Church would back off rather than sue him and haveits entire genetics
organization and its goa's hauled into court and into the papers. The gamble paid off. The Church's
genetics program was not a high-priority enterprise in acommercia sense—its goas were esoteric and
long-term—and the Ironists who ran Hayter-Ross didn't want anything to rock the business end of their
organization. And in any event one of Dwellirt's more maddeningly vague prophecies suggested that
something like miswas supposed to happen. The Church officidly let it go, although it suggested to its
individua membersthat they might consider investing in ZooGen stock, Since Montgomery had stolen
some very advanced and likdly profitable techniques.

Soin one of those nice little ironies, Church members soon comprised the single largest voting bloc of
shareholders. After Montgomery's murder, they worked quietly to install a Church-vetted executive as
the new CEO. Several yearslater, ZooGeris executives and board voted to be acquired by
Hayter-Ross. Thiswas quickly approved by the shareholders and by the FTC, which saw no conflict as,
outside of livestock, Hayter-Ross had been to that point a margina player at best in the bioengineering
fidd.

Like many Church members, Archie was aware of the scanda that led to Montgomery's murder, and
how he'd tried to blackmail Porter; the sheep-woman Montgomery had hybridized had been a horrifying
use of genetic engineering. But with dl the documentslad out in front of him, Archie began to suspect for
thefirst time what the connection between the pet shop lady and sheep was. Archie called up Robin's
insurance records to get the name of her provider, snuck into their system to grab her DNA map, and ran
it through the processor.

"Oh boy," he said, after the comparison was done. Then he called out to Rod Acuna.
"You're shitting me," Acunasaid to Archie, afew minuteslater.

"It'sdl there," Archiesaid. "She's mostly human, but there's whole sequences of her DNA which are
from your sheep genome."

"Shedidn't look like asheep,” Acunasad.

"Lookslike most of the sheep DNA isin areas of the code that are switched off in humans,” Archie said.
"It'scaled junk DNA." It wouldn't affect the way she looked or how her body worked. Functionally
she'stotaly human. But according to this DNA, she's about eighteen percent sheep.”

"Fucking scientigts," Acunasaid. "Ruin a perfectly good-looking woman like that." He flipped open his
communicator and made acal.

"The hell you say," Secretary of Sate Heffer said, to Ben Javna, over the communicator.
"Nojoke, gr," Javnasaid. "Our sheep isapet shop owner from Virginia.
"That'sit?" Heffer said. ™Y ou don't have any other sheep? Redl ones?”



"That'sdl wegot," Javnasaid. "All the real Android's Dream sheep are dead from sabotage. Whoever's
killing them off ismoving fas."

Heffer rubbed histemples. "Wadll, crap, Ben. Thisisdl we need.”
"Whereareyou, Sr?' Javna asked

Heffer looked out the window of the delta, which was just starting the downdope of its parabola. "Hell if
| know," he said. "Mogt of the Pacific Ocean looks like any other part. Well be landing in LA in about
forty-five minutes and then I've got to make an appearance at the State Department building. The
director thereisretiring. | get back into DC around midnight your time."

"What do you want to do?" Javna asked.
"What are our options?' Heffer asked.

"Nonethat | can think of right off the top of my head," Javnasaid. "DNA aside, thisisahuman being and
aU.S. and UNE citizen. We can't hand her over to the Nidu for a ceremony without her consent.”

"Can't wejust give them aquart of her blood or something?' Heffer asked. "I don't think aquart of blood
is an unreasonable request to make."

"I'm pretty sure they need awhole sheep,” Javnasaid. "That's the impression | got when | called over to
the Nidu embassy to ask about details. | was dso given theimpression that they're getting antsy about it.
We're coming up to the deadline real soon."

"You didn't tell them about her," Heffer said.
"No," Javnasad. "l figured you might want to be advised firs."

"Arrrgh," Heffer said, saying the word "arrgh” rather than grunting it. "Well, this development is pretty
much par for the course, isn'tit."

"Sorry sr," Javnasaid. Javna had been following the transcripts and reports coming back from hisbosss
trip to Japan and Thailand. To say the trip had taken abad turn would be to imply that there had been
the possibility of taking the right turn somewhere dong the way. Heffer had been hoping to get emigration
concessions from the two countries to alow more colonists from third-world countries to jump to the
front of the colonization line. But Asan countries were chronicaly touchy about their colonization Satus
and quotas. Both Japan and Thailand, in their diplomaticaly polite way, had told Heffer to stick it. The
trip had not been one of his shining moments.

"Look," Heffer said. "At the very least we can have her comein and talk to us. We might be able to find
someway to compromise with the Nidu if we can get her to agree to help out. And if nothing else, we
can show the Nidu we're making the effort. We need that. Do you think your guy can get her to
cooperate?!

"He's got adate with her in an hour or s0," Javnasaid. "He can ask her then."
"A date?' Heffer sad. "Chrigt, Ben."

"He was sort of steamrolled into it,” Javnasaid. "And anyway, the woman doesn't know that she's part
sheep. He's got to break it to her.”

"Not the usud first date conversation, isit," Heffer said.



"I've had first dates that would have been improved by it,” Javnasaid.

"Well, ashaveweall," Heffer said. "But that doesn't make hisjob any easier.”
"No, sr," Javnasaid.

"Arewe worried about her?' Heffer asked. "Weve got alot of dead sheep."”

"We're pretty sure whoever's knocking off the sheep aren't aware she'sout there," Javnasaid. "If they
did, I think she'd probably be dead by now."

"Ben, he needsto bring her in," Heffer said. "For her own safety, if nothing else.”

"It'snot going to be easy,” Javnasaid. "At the risk of sounding melodramétic, it'salot to lay on someone
in one night that she's part sheep, her life'sin danger, and she's needed by the government for the

purposes of interplanetary peace.”

"We don't have any options, Ben," Heffer said. "Y ou said it yoursdlf."
"All right," Javnasaid. "I'll get him to get her to comein.”
"Canhedoit?' Heffer asked.

Javnalaughed. " Sir, this guy breaks bad newsto people for aliving,” he said. "Trust me, weve got the
best man for thejob.”

"I need to tdll you something,” Creek said to Robin asthey walked through Arlington Mall.

"It's not about the sweats, isit?' Robin said, glancing down at her togs and then back at Creek. "I know
they're kind of ratty, but they're really comfortable. And being a pet shop owner doesn't exactly leave
yourolling in the dough.”

"I hadn't noticed your swests," Creek said. He was wearing ajacket, t-shirt, and jeans.

"I don't know how to takethat,” Robin said. "Does that mean you're not noticing me? If so, thisdate's
not going like | hoped.”

Creek grinned. "I've noticed you. Honest."
"Good answer," Robin said. "What do you do, Harry?"
"I work for the State Department,” Creek said. "I'm a Xeno-sapient Facilitator.”

Robin rolled that around in her head. "Y ou help nonhuman intelligences? That soundslike you're either a
god or agigolo. Which could beredly interesting or disgusting.”

"It'sneither,” Creek said. "l go to the various dien embassies and give the people in them bad news."
Robin scrunched up her face. "Rough gig,” shesaid.

"It takes a certain perspective,” Creek agreed.

"So do you have any bad newsfor me?' Robin asked.



"Well," Cresk began.

"Look! Herewe are," Robin said, and pointed to the 35-foot high transparent cube in the Arlington Mall
atrium. Creek peered indde the cube and saw four peopleinit, literally bouncing off thewalls.

"What isthat?' Creek asked.
"That'sWalBdl," Robin sad. "It'swhy we're here."

"WalBd|?' Creek said. "I played that in third grade. Y ou threw atennisball against awall and when it
came back you caught it. If you dropped it, you had to make it to the wall before someone threw it.
That'swall bal."

"Well, two things," Robin said. "Firg, that game's called 'suicide,’ not 'wall ball," and anyone who thinks
otherwiseisfreakish and wrong. Second, you notice the banner over there has "Wall-Bdl' with that little
‘tm' thingy, S0 I'm sure that any lime kids playing suicide-but-calling-it-wall-bal will soon be served with
cease-and-desist orders.”

"Seemsalittle harsh," Creek said.

"Y ou know kids," Robin said. "If you don't keep 'em down early, they get al uppity. Come on, theling's
short. Let'sget inthere.”

Robin explained the game while they waited. The game was played smilarly to basketball in that you had
to get the ball through ahoop in order to score. The catch was that the hoop was 28 feet up on the wall
of the cube, high enough to make any ground-based shot at the hoop dubious at best. So the players
literdly climbed the walls of the playing field to get at the hoop, through the use of specialy equipped
sneakers with kinetic movement enhancersin the soles. As Robin was mentioning this, Creek was
watching one of the playershurl himsdlf at awal, squardly plant ashoe, and then push off, hurling himself
up an adjoining wall. When he hit that he launched himsdlf again, landed next to the hoop, and stuffed the
bal downitsgullet before doing aflip inthe air and faling, back first, toward the flooring surface below.
The surface gave under the speed of the impact and then bounced him back up; he put himsdlf in standing
position and landed on hisfeet.

"That'swhy people don't get killed," Robin said. "The flooring is velocity senstive and it dampens
impacts. It'saso why you haveto kick off from the wall to get any speed out of the shoes."

"Been reading up on this?' Creek said.

"You bet," Robin said. "That guy who just stuffed the ball used to be with the Terrgpins. The guyswho
invented the sport are going al over the U.S. with former college and pro players and | etting people play
five minutes of two-on-twos with them. They're trying to generate some excitement for the pro league
they're sarting next year."

Therewas aloud smack as one of the players rammed into thewall, the ball squirting out from between
him and the glass. He fell to the floor in obvious pain.

"I'm guessing that guy wasn't aformer Maryland gtar," Creek said. Another player grabbed the ball and
began hiking up toward the basket.

"Watching the amateurs hurt themsavesishdf thefun,” Robin said.

"Y ou'reforgetting we're the amateurs,” Creek said.



"Look at it thisway," Robin said. "We can't possibly do any worse."

Thetwo menin front of Creek and Robin in the fine stepped aside. Creek and Robin stepped forward to
the attendant. "Welcome to WdIB4dl, the world's most exciting new sport. I'm Chet." Chet, despite being
at the vanguard of the world's most exciting new sport, sounded suspiciously bored. "Do you want to
challenge the sport's best pro playersin two-on-two combat?' he asked, in the same near-monotone.

"Arethose guysin there redly the sport's best pro players?' Robin asked.

"Lady, at this point they're pretty much the only pro players,” Chet said. " So technically speaking, yeah,
they'rethe best.”

"l don't see how we could resist apitch like that,” Robin said to Creek. She turned back to Chet. "Okay,
werein."

Chet handed both of them disclaimer sheets. "Please read and sign,” he said. "What are your shoe Szes?'
They told him; he went over to asmall storage kiosk to get their game shoes.

"It says herethat by playing we waive our right to suefor any injury, ‘including but not limited to
contusions, broken bones, lost teeth, paralys's, impacted spina columns, and accidenta removal of
fingers™ Creek said.

"No wonder they think it's going to be popular with the kids," Robin said. "Y ou got a pen?
"You'regoing to Sgnthis?' Creek said.

"Sure,” Robin said. "I'm not really worried about it. I'm pretty athletic, and if worse comesto word, |
know some good lawyers who will be dl over this document.”

"I don't have apen on me," Creek said.

Robin peered at Chet's stand to look for a pen; there wasn't one. Then she crossed her eyesin
annoyance. "Jeez, that'sright,”" she said, and fished through her purse, eventually pulling out apen. "Here
we go. It'sthe pen that guy left at the storetoday. | forgot | had it." She sSigned the disclaimer and handed
the pento Creek. "Livealittle," she said. Creek signed the disclaimer and handed the paper and the pen
back to Robin. She gave the papers back to Chet, who had returned with the shoes.

"Okay, | need to explain to you how these shoeswork," Chet said. He held up one of the shoes. "Inside
the shoe, near thetip, isasmall patch at the top of the shoe. What you do islift your big toeto comeinto
contact with that patch. When you do that, you activate the jumping mechanism. The jumping mechanism
only stays active for asecond—that's for your safety—so you'll need to touch the patch each time you
want to jump. There are patches in both shoes, but each activation works for both shoes at the same
time, so use whichever big toe you're most comfortable with. Depending on how hard you push off, you
can get about twenty feet into the air. Thefloor isdesigned to cushion a descent from any height, but you
can gill land awkwardly or collide with awall. So before the game starts, you'll get a couple of minutesto
work with the shoes and get comfortable with them. Do you have any questions?”

"If wewin, do we get anything?' Robin asked.
"Y ou get two ticketsto aregular season game," Chet said.
"Cool. Second date for free," Robin said to Creek.

Chet looked at the two of them. "Y ou look like responsible adultsinstead of the brain-dead teenagers



I've been dedling with, so I'm going to let you have these shoes now rather than wait until you'rein the
cube. But on the off chance you're tempted to run off with them, you should know that their jumping
mechanism cuts off fifty yards from this station. So don't think you're going to be able to bounce dl the
way home."

"Do kidsredlly take off in them?' Robin asked.
"Two attemptstoday,” Chet said. "The mal security people hate us."
"We promise not to run off," Creek said.

"I appreciatethat,” Chet said. "Okay, let me get this other pair set up and then you'll be up after them.
Another ten minutes or s0. Y ou can take your own shoes and put them next to this stand.” Chet walked
off to dedl with his other customers. Robin sat to put on her shoes; Creek |eaned againgt a decorative
light pole, dipped off hisloafers, and dipped on the Wal|Ball sneskers. As he put one on helifted up his
big toeto fed for the patch; it was there, asmdl dick circle he could register through his sock. He
pressed hisbig toeinto it and felt both of his shoesvibrate. He held till so asnot to trigger ajump; alittle
lessthan a second later the vibrating stopped.

"Y ou know, these look like the coolest bowling shoes ever,” Robin said, standing up. "'l don't think I'd
wear them for social occasions—I mean, besides this one—hbut they have their kitsch apped. So, what
do you want to do for dinner?"

"| thought you were the cruise director for thisdate," Creek said.

"Oh. No, I'mreally bad at that,” Robin said. "I don't know if you've figured this out yet, but I'm sort of
both spontaneous and disorganized.”

"And yet you own your own business," Creek said.

"Wdl, Dad'saCPA," Robin said. "He helped get me organized and keeps me on an even kedl. | don't
know what I'd do without him. | wish | could have inherited his organizationa mind, but I'm adopted. So
| just haveto borrow it straight from the source. I'd have to guess one of my biological parents was sort
of scatterbrained.”

"Have you ever tried to find out anything about your biologica parents?’ Creek asked.

Robin shrugged. "My parents—my adoptive parents—told me that they had died,” she said. "And aside
from abad moment with Santawhen | was eight, they've never lied to me about anything big. So | never
went looking. There were a couple of timeswhen | was ateenager when | thought about what it would
be like to meet my ‘other' family, though. Y ou know how teenagers are.”

"] was one once," Creek said.

"I'm sorry," Robin said. "1 suddenly got very persona for afirst date. | don't want you to think I'm one of
those people who unloads their entire history over appetizers. I'm really not that co-dependent.”

"It'sokay," Creek said. "I don't mind. Anyway, | think welll have alot to talk about at dinner.”

Robin opened her mouth to follow up on that, but before she could aman in asports coat walked over.
"Robin Baker?' he said.

"Yes?' shesad.



The man reached into his coat and pulled out awallet containing an ID card. "Agent Dwight, FBI. Miss
Baker, | need you to comewith me. Y ou're in danger here."

"In danger?' Robin said. "In danger from what?"

"Not from what. From who," Agent Dwight said, and glanced over at Creek. "Y ou're in danger from
him. He'sgoing to kill you, Miss Baker. At least heisgoing to try."

chapter 7

Robin turned to Creek. "You bastard,” she said. "Y ou never said anything about killing me when we
made the date."

Agent Dwight grimaced. "Thisis serious, Miss Baker. Y ou need to come with me right now."
"Robin, | wouldn't go anywhere with that guy,” Creek said.

"I'm not going anywhere with anyone,” Robin said.

"Y ou're making amistake, Miss Baker," Agent Dwight said. "Thisman isadanger to you."

"Yeah, fine" Robin said. "I'min apublic place with surveillance cameras al around, and you're hereto
protect me, right? It's doubtful he's going to murder me right here and now. So before | do anything else,
| want to know what thisis about”

Creek and Dwight started speaking at the same time; Robin held her hand up. "Jesus Chrigt," she said.
"Onea atime." She pointed at Dwight. "Y ou. Go."

"Yourein danger,” Dwight said. "From him."
"| got that dready,” Robin said. "Why?'
"He'sgoing to try to kill you,” Dwight said.
"Any reason?' Robin asked.

"What?' said Dwight.

"Isthere any reason he'sgoing to kill me?' Robin asked. "Y ou know, like | killed hisfather or stole his
land? Or ishejust your garden-variety axe murderer? What?'

"Well, hesdoneit before" Dwight said.

"Killed people,” Robin said.

"Yeah," said Dwight. "And he's planning to do it to you. That"'s why—"

"I need to come with you. Right Okay, you stop now." She turned to Creek. "Y ou go now."
"It'scomplicated," Creek said.

"Complicated would be good after this guy's story,” Robin said.

"Y ou have aparticular sort of DNA in your genetic makeup,” Creek said. "Someone with thisDNA is
needed for adiplomatic mission. Otherswith thisDNA have been turning up dead; asfar as| know



you're the only one on the planet with thisDNA who istill dive. I'm supposed to talk to you about the
Stuation and try to get you to agree to come in to the State Department. We want to discuss optionswith
you and seeif you can help us.”

"Optionsthat don't includekilling me," Robin said.
"Right," Creek said.
"But you didn't get around to telling me any of this," Robin said.

"I tried,” Creek said. "I don't know if you know this about yourself, but you're not the easiest personin
the world to have alinear conversation with."

"What happensif | don't go to the State Department with you?' Robin said.
There might be awar," Creek said.
"l meant to me," Robin sad.

"Nothing," Creek said. "Y ou're an American and a UNE citizen. We can't make you do anything you
don't want to do. Although given the presence of the so-called Agent Dwight here, | would suggest you
let the State Department give you protection until thisthing gets sorted out.”

Robin turned to Agent Dwight. "It'sjust me," she said, pointing a Creek, "but he seems more
beievable

"Heslying," Agent Dwight said. "He's adangerous man.”

"Robin, I have my communicator with me. Useit and get the number of the State Department from
information,” Creek said. "Ask for Ben Javna. He's the Special Assistant to the Secretary of state. He
should ill bein hisoffice. Tdl him who you are and helll confirm everything I've just told you. Hecan
even arrange to have someone else come and get you. Y ou don't have to go anywhere with me."

Robin looked back at Agent Dwight. "So, what happensif | call the FBI?' she asked.

Agent Dwight didn't answer; hewas holding his hand to his ear asif listening to something. Creek saw
him glance upwards as he did so0; Creek turned around and looked up in the direction Dwight had
glanced. He saw someone on the second floor of the mall, standing at therail of the atrium.

"Rohin,"” Creek said, and pointed. "Look up there.”

Robin looked up and squinted.

"Hey," shesad. "lan't that the gecko dude?’

Creek turned and saw Agent Dwight reaching for something inside his coat.

* % k % %

Rod Acunaknew taking the girl at the mall was going to be trouble. "Just et me take her a home," held
said to Phipps, over the communicator. "It be quicker and safer for my men.”

"But then wed il have this Creek character to worry about,” Phipps said. "The girl goesmissing while
he's dtill free and you know he's going to go looking for her. That's eventually going to lead back to us.”



"We can take him, too,” Acunasaid.
"There's not enough time to grab her and him separately,” Phipps said.
"Then let mejust grab him," Acunasaid. "Without him, the girl's not a problem.”

"See, thisiswhy you're not paid to think," Phipps said. "He goes missing, and Ben Javnas going to
notice, quick. Since Creek's undoubtedly aready briefed Javna, any random disappearance will bring
down most of the State Department to hustle the girl to safety before you can get to her.”

"I can get them both before that happened,” Acuna said.
"Or you can get them both at the sametime, which solvesalot of practical issues,”" Phipps said.

"Theresalot to go wrong grabbing two peopleinamal,” Acunasaid. "For one, there are alot of people
around.”

"Which will work to your advantage when you're dedling with them both," Phippssaid. "Y oull be ableto
get her to go with you willingly because you'rein apublic place. And when he puts up afight, it lookslike
resging arres.”

"It 4ill has problems," Acunasaid.

"Then minimize the problems,” Phipps said. "That's what you get paid to do. Now let me spesk to the
computer geek | sent you. | have something | need him to do." Acunaswore under his breath and shoved
the communicator at Archie.

After the geek was done with the communicator, Acuna contacted Jean Schroeder, who was not
sympathetic. "What do you want meto do?' Schroeder said. "Phippsis paying you."

"Y ou're paying metoo," Acunareminded Schroeder.

"So | am," Schroeder said. "But in my case I'm paying you to tell me the things Phipps doesn't, not to
contravene his orders.

Which reminds me. Are you going to do what | suspect you're going to do once you get the two of
them?'

"Wecant redly let them go,” Acunasaid, dryly.

"I'm going to need the girl," Schroeder said.

"Soyou are paying meto disobey orders," Acunasaid.

"l suppose | am. Just not the ones you want to disobey," Schroeder said.

"Takk can take care of Creek, but Phippsisgoing to want proof about the girl," Acunasaid.
"I don't need the whole girl," Schroeder said. "I just need the part | get to be dive.”

Shortly thereafter Acunahad the geek pull up the plansfor the Arlington Mall and hack the security to
find where they'd positioned cameras. The plan was Smple enough; they'd wait for Creek and the girl to
park themselves somewhere, after which Ed would come up with his FBI gear and escort the girl out. As
he was doing that, a second team would converge on Creek and hustle him out of the mall. Creek would
meset Takk, who would dispose of him in his own specid way, and Acunawould dedl with thegirl. Mall



security was understaffed and unarmed, so they wouldn't represent much of an issue. Acuna had the geek
go down to his storage unit in the apartment complex basement to bring up afew keyfob-sized sgnd
disrupters, which would be powerful enough to knock out the security cameras and whatever personal
cameras were present. Thiswasn't the first time Acunahad had to snatch someonein public.

Acunahad to admit Phipps was right—thiswould |leave fewer holes than atypica snatch from home. But
he never liked public grabs, and this one, with two targets, one of them former military and cop, he liked
evenless.

Normally Acunawould take the lead in grabbing the girl, but held aready blown hisidentity wad posing
asacustomer in thewoman's pet store. Acunawas getting some old friends to handle the secondary jobs
of grabbing Creek and acting as godie in case one or both of the targets decided to run, but they
wouldn't be much good for talking. It'd have to be someone in his current crew: Ed, Takk, or the geek.

Acunadidn't waste any time considering the geek; he wasn't experienced with felonious activity of a
nondigital kind and anyway, Archie wasworking for Phipps, not for him. Takk was likewise out. The
FBI like any federa agency was committed to affirmative action when it came to nonhuman agents, but
Takk was simply too damn big not to be noticed. Takk was aso needed to deal with Creek once Creek
was out of themall.

Thisleft Ed, which was not an optimal Stuation. Ed was about as bright as a night-light. But there wasn't
enough time for anyone else at this point. And Ed had done thisthing before; so long as he had a script to
gtick to heldd be fine. Acunawalked Ed through the scenario a couple of times and gave him hisFBI ID
and an earpiece into which Acuna could issue commands if necessary.

Acuna's backup boys arrived shortly thereafter; Rod went over the plan and gave everyone their roles.
Everyone piled into two vans equipped with fake tags and anonymous credit toll passes and went to the
mall. Acunasiressed the nonlethdity of the mission but heknew al of them, including Ed, were carrying
dug throwers. He couldn't complain; he had one of his own nestled in ashoulder holgter. In thisfine of
work, guns were an occupational hazard.

At themdl, everyonetook their positions, and waited for Creek and the girl. They weren't long in
arriving, and headed into the md| atrium to play agame.

Acunawasn't very pleased with that. The atrium was large, with traffic from dl four directionsaswell as
escalators feeding traffic to and from the upper level. And on top of that there was this big goddamn
plastic cube in the middle of it. Acunahad five guys on the ground, which was just enough to cover the
atrium ground floor; he placed himsalf between the escalator banks to present an obstacle if Creek or the
girl decided to head up that way. Acunagot on his headset, activated the Ssgnd disruptersthey weredl
carrying in their pockets, and told Ed to get going.

Acuna had expected Creek to put up afight; he hoped he would, sinceit would give Ed's story more
credibility and makeit easier for Ed to hustle the woman off while the other team grabbed Creek likea
fugitive criminal. Acunahadn't expected the girl to be the Skeptical one; the story held fed Ed wasn't
strong enough to stand up to scrutiny, and Ed wasn't exactly aworld-classimproviser. The girl had him
on the spot before Acuna could feed him something reasonable, and then shut him down to talk to
Creek.

"Jesus fucking Chrigt, Ed," Acunamuttered under his breath. " Just get the fucking woman aready." Ed
put hishand to hisear, asif listening, and glanced up at Acuna Acunaredized hed muttered loud enough
for the microphone to pick up. Then he saw Creek turn around and look directly at him.

"Fuck me," Acunasaid. By now Creek had pointed him out to the girl. Thejig was up. "Fuck me



running,” he said, and then yelled in his headset microphoneto hisentire crew. "Get them,” he said. "Get
them both now."

Acunasaw Ed reach into his coat to get hispistol. So much for the nonlethal operation, Acuna
thought, and moved to pull out his own gun. Things were getting bad, fast, just as Acunafigured. Hewas
okay with it. He was expecting held get to this. Then something happened he didn't expect.

* % %k k% %

Creek hooked an arm around the lamppost he'd been leaning againgt, squished hisbig toe against the top
of his shoe, and then kicked Agent Dwight square in the sternum. Dwight sailed backwards like a plush
monkey launched by aPro Bowl kicker, exhding mightily dl the way. Dwight's trgjectory intersected
with alargemall planter; Dwight hit it coccyx firg, radically atering the speed and direction of his
movement. At this point, Dwight's hand jerked free of his coet, taking the pistol held gripped with it.
Dwight'strigger finger twitched involuntarily as hisarm described awild arc; the pistal, set for automatic
fire (Ed bdieved in quantity of bullets over quaity of aiming), burped out avolley of specia load
explosive-tipped ordnance, emptying the pistol's 15-round dip.

Three of these bullets rammed into the side of the WalBad|l cube, dagging the Plexiglas afraction of a
second before one of the players (the former Maryland gar, asit happened) kicked the wall to launch
himsdlf toward the hoop. The Terrapin never made it to the basket; the wall, weakened by the bullet
impact and the pressure of the powered shoes, fragmented at shoe impact and gave way, torquing the
athlete's body until it faced downward and driving the player'sleg through the cube wall to mid-shin. He
screamed as skin was peeled off his shin by the Plexiglas and then passed out in shock as histibiaand
fibulasnapped with a pop like a cork off aspumanti bottle. The weight of hisbody pulled the leg out and
dropped him to the ground.

Therest of the bullets connected with the ma| ceiling and atrium skylight. Thefive that hit the celling made
muffled booms; the seven that smashed the skylight cracked like close thunder, followed by the sKkittering
sound of the skylight losing its structurd integrity. Heavy sheets of safety glass peeled from the skylight
and shattered on the ground floor of the atrium below, flinging shards of glassthe size of Elvis rhinestones
at hordes of screaming upscale consumers.

Creek had aimed the kick aswell as he could to control the inevitable recoil, but "aswell ashe could" in
this case wasn't as good as Creek had hoped. Creek spun briefly and violently around the pole before
flinging off 270 degrees from where he started and collapsing on the floor. Creek howled and grabbed
his right shoulder. He could feel the bone grinding; it'd nearly didocated out of its socket. Creek gritted
his teeth and jammed the shoulder into the ground and howled again as he felt the bone suck back into
place. That was going to be painful for about a month. Creek got up just in time to have a sheet of
skylight glass erupt on the floor beside him; athumb-sized fragment went Straight for hisleft cheek and
hoed a shalow row into it. Creek shielded his eyes as another mass of skylight glasslanded and
showered him in chunks.

Creek uncovered hiseyesto look for Robin and found her ten yards away, huddied near asmdl planter
with aminiature pam tree. She had glassin her hair. Helurched in her direction; halfway there he found
Dwight's FBI ID card. He pocketed it and kept going until he reached Robin. She was shivering.

"Thisisnolonger afun date," she said.

"I'm redlly sorry about that," Creek said. Another sheet of glassfell from the skylight; Robin barked an
exasperated scream. "Keep your head down,” Creek said.

"Way ahead of you," Robin said.



Creek looked up over the planter at where the gecko man had been standing; he was being pushed this
way and that by frantic shopperstrying to get out of the middle of what they figured was agang war.
Creek looked around and saw four other men, onein each direction, fighting the current of panicked
bystanders. Agent Dwight lay sprawled 50 feet away, not moving; Creek suspected he wouldn't be

getting up any time soon.

"| think we should leave," Robin said.
"Therésaproblem with that," Creek said.
"Well, that'sjust great,” Robinsaid.

"Hold on," Creek said. Helooked up to gauge the distance between the atrium floor and the second level
of themdll.

"Robin," hesaid. "We can't get out through the ground floor right here. Were blocked in every direction.
We're going to have to go up."

"Gecko man is at the top of the escalators,” Robin said.
"We're not going that way," Creek said. "Weve got the Wall-Bdl shoes on. We can jump up.”
"Areyou insane?" Robin asked.

"Robin, listen," Creek said, and pointed to a spot by the Wall-Ball cube. ""We bounce on the ground
there. We hit the WalIBall court and then push off and get over the second floor railing.”

"And then?' Robin asked.

"Escalators at the far end of the mall. Department stores with elevators. Take your pick. We haveto
move now. Themdl isemptying out.”

"I don't think | like you any more," Robin said.
"Fair enough,” Creek said. "Areyou ready?"
Robin nodded.

* * % % %

Acunas brain didn't quite process Ed flying back through the air asif held been shoved by atrain; it got
about as far as what the fuck before Ed's gun brought down the ceiling and he had to push back
shoppers running in every direction and screaming like morons.

Thanksto that, helost track of Creek and the girl and found them again only after they popped up, like
daises, from behind one of the atrium planters, and then started moving into the atrium itself. Acuna
ydled into his headset for his remaining men to be ready, whatever direction they ended up going. Acuna
didn't think they'd go up the escaators, which were sill jammed with bystanders trying to shove their way
off. But if they tried it he was at the top and his boyswould be at the bottom quickly enough. They'd be

trapped.

Acunas brain was consequently not prepared for Creek and the girl hurling themselves at the big plastic
cubein the middle of the atrium and then bouncing up off of it like they were doing hurdles on the moon.
Acunastood dack-jawed as the two sprang off the cube and launched themsalves at the second floor
railing, 90 degrees from where he was standing. Creek cleared it; the woman, who had jumped badly,



dammed into therailing, screamed in pain, and scrabbled to grab hold of the top of therailing before she
dropped. She was dangling and in too much pain to do anything else.

Acunas brain snapped back into real time and decided it would figure out the jumping thing later. Now
he needed to get the girl and take care of Creek. Acunawasn't worried about making things look
reasonable anymore; the need for that went out the window |ess than a minute ago when Ed shot out the
mall roof. He needed Creek dead and the girl out of here, in that order. Acunainformed his men that
Creek and the girl were on the second leve, drew his gun, maneuvered through the remaining frantic
shoppers, and came in close enough to Creek not to missthe shot.

Acunasaw Creek glance in hisdirection; his brain estimated where Creek would move next and tracked
to that point. Thisiswhere Acunas not factoring in Creek'sjumping ability got himin trouble, because
Acunawas entirdly unprepared for Creek launching himself at Acunalike arocket.

* % k % %

Creek madeit over therailing but landed awkwardly and fell, banging his right knee on the second leve
floor and cracking the funny bone on hisright elbow. He grunted in pain and annoyance; thiswasn't a
great day for hisright arm. Creek heard Robin scream and turned to see her hanging onto the railing; he
heaved himself off the floor and lurched toward her to help her when he saw the gecko man heading
toward him, gun drawn. Creek flicked the top of his shoe and launched himself at the gecko manina
quick laterd movement without bresking his stride.

Gecko man was clearly not prepared for this; he squeezed off a shot but it went far and wide, shattering
awindow display at acandle store on the other side of the atrium and causing the dawdling spectators
there to get the hell out of Dodge. Creek smacked into the gecko man off center, spinning the both of
them around and smashing them both onto the floor, five feet from each other.

Gecko man's pistol had launched itself out of his hand and nestled at the base of the Kleinman's Sports
window display (Nike Multi-Sport Trainers 30% Off); Creek saw gecko man prop himsalf up in order to
get up and get the gun. Creek lunged forward, grabbed gecko man'sright ankle as he was pushing off,
and yanked hard. Gecko man's chin made an audible crack as he came down hard, but he rotated
around before Creek could capitalize on his move and planted his left boot squarely into Creek's
forehead. Creek's head snapped up, jolting a clear stream of pain up and down his spine.

Creek let go of the gecko man and retreated toward the railing. Gecko man scrambled away toward his
gun, got to it, and brought it to bear on Creek, who flicked his shoes back on, kicked hard at therailing,
and bearhugged gecko man as he flung into him, knocking the two of them into the Kleinman's Sports
window display.

Thewindow glass amost appeared to think about the matter before bresking, nestling thetwo menina
fighting men-shaped cradle of fragmented glass afew hundredths of a second before shattering
completely and underlining both men's exposed surfaces with smal red streeks. Creek pulled himsalf off
gecko man just intime for aclumsy left hook to the right cheek. Gecko man had asmall glassfragment
wedged between the knuckles of his middle and ring finger. Both of them yelled at the hit, Creek at the
fragment bloodying his check, and gecko man from the fragment being driven further into his hand.

Creek fdll back and knocked over asmal display of varied sports equipment, designed to highlight the
versdtility of the Nike Multi-Sport Trainer. Gecko man, who managed to keep hold of hisgun thistime,
brought it back to Creek's generd direction; Creek grabbed at the basketba | which had falen from the
display and hurled it hard and square into gecko man's face. Blood flushed out of gecko man's nose; he
gasped and reflexivey brought hisright hand to hisface to ingpect the damage, which was enough time



for Creek to grab the baseball bat. Gecko man brought the gun up again and then screamed in pain as
Creek brought the bat down and broke hiswrigt.

Gecko man dropped the gun and made to grab it with hisleft hand; Creek heaved the bat clumsly back
in the other direction and knocked it away and then clocked the gecko man hard in the chin. Therewasa
sharp clack as gecko man'sjaw was driven at high speed into the rest of his skull. Thelightswent out in
gecko man's eyes, Creek made sure he stayed down by tapping him not entirely gently in the [eft temple.
Creek was pretty sure gecko man wasn't dead, but he wasn't going to cry if hewas.

Creek heard Robin cry out and staggered out of the window display to see her swinging at one of the
men Creek had seen earlier, who wastrying to pull her up off therailing. Another man was coming off the
now-empty escalator to help him; Creek flung the bat at the man as he passed. The man tripped asthe
bat connected with hisfeet, dropping a Taser he'd been carrying in his hand. Creek rushed out and
kicked him hard in the heed, driving it into the railing and taking the man out of commission.

By thistime, the first man had succeeded in grabbing hold of Robin and had started to drag her off the
railing. Creek stepped to grab the dropped Taser and suddenly found himself hurtling through the air. In
kicking the man, held activated his shoes, and had put hisfoot down just before they deactivated. The
bounce was not dramatic, just enough to send him over therailing. Creek franticaly fished a therailing as
it went by and connected. It sent anew bolt of pain up hisright arm, but kept him from falling to the
ground floor below.

Creek looked down just in time to see one of the men remaining on the ground floor directly below him,
while the other man made toward the escalators. The man directly below him was yanking out agun.
Creek closed hiseyes briefly, made asif to pull himself over therailing, and then pushed off, driving
himsalf downward and clicking on his shoes as hefell. Creek could fed the man's clavicles and ribs snap
as he pushed off of hisbody and ricocheted wildly toward a kisosk filled with plush toys. The plush toys
softened Creek’'simpact; the guy held jJumped off of was not so lucky. Creek could see the pool of blood
growing where the man's head had smacked the mall tiles.

Above Creek, Robin screamed again. Creek ran out from underneath the second floor overhang to see
the man with Robin trying to drag her away from the atrium, presumably down the mall to one of thefar
exits. Creek glanced toward the escal ators and saw the man who had just run up them, training agun on
him. Creek moved asthe shot hit near hisfeet, and looked around as he ran, trying to find what he
needed.

He spied it—on the other Sde of the atrium, naturaly: asmall, red fire darm box, four and ahalf feet up
thewall next to the entrance of ajewery store. Above him he could see the man who'd shot a him
moving to get aclearer shot. Creek clicked on his shoes and kicked off, sailing acrossthe ariumin
yard-egting steps. Behind him he could hear the pings of bullets hitting objects and floor tiles; the guy
shooting him hadn't figured out how to compensate for the bouncing. Creek hit the atrium wall, yanked
down the darm, and bounced off before the guy upstairs could line up ancther shot.

The sound system of the mall, which up to thistime had been playing the lite hits of thelast two decades,
erupted into wailing shrieks as the sprinklersin the atrium launched into their showers. The very last of the
shoppers burst from their hiding places like flushed partridges, as did whatever salespeople were till in
their shops. They were running to best the fire doors, aready dropping down from their ceiling
enclosures where they stayed rolled up until they were needed to block the spread of flames from one
areaof themal to the next. Fire-tight doors also dropped at the front of every shop; mal staff and
customers could still get out through the back paths behind the mall stores.

Ashe moved, Creek watched the doors sedl off exitsin every direction; once dropped, the fire doors



could be opened only by the Arlington Fire Department. Robin and Creek were stuck, but so were the
other guys. They were dl trapped together.

The man who'd been shooting at Creek got distracted by the noises and the doors snaking down from
the ceiling. Creek used the distraction to pick the gun off the body of the man heéld jumped on. The man
upstairs brought his attention back on Creek just as Creek waslining up his shot. The man fired first, a
panic shot that went wide. Creek camly hit the guy center mass and watched him fal. Creek bounded up
the escaator to find the finad man by therailing, holding Robin and agun, the latter pointed at the former.
The darm srens, having done their job of telling people to get out before they burned, went silent.

"Easy," Creek said to the guy.

"I don't know how you're jumping around like that, but if you get any closer, I'm going to shoot her in the
head,” the guy said.

"I'm not moving," Creek said. "Robin, how are you doing? Y ou okay?"

"No," Robin said, and managed to sound dightly astounded that Creek would ask such astupid
question.

"She's going to be worse if you don't drop your gun,” the man said.

"Look, guy,” Creek said. "All we came hereto do istry on some shoes. | got apair and shegot apair. |
don't know what dl of thisisabout."

"Shut up,” saidthe guy.

"All your friendsaregone," Creek sad. "Y ou're by yoursdf."

"Oh, I've got more friends waiting, you can bet on that,” the guy said. "Now shut up and drop the gun.”
"If 1 drop the gun you might kill me," Creek said.

"If you don't drop the gun, I'm going to kill her," the guy said. "Now drop the fucking gun.”

"All right," Creek said. "I'm dropping the gun now." And he did. The man moved hisgunto am at Creek;
Robin activated her shoes and kicked &t the railing, forcing her body into the man holding her and
launching the both of them at high speed into amall wall. His shot plowed into therailing near Creek as
his arm was jerked wildly away and his body squashed into the wall. Creek bent to pick up hiswespon.

Robin crawled away from the guy; the guy groggily raised his gun to shoot a her. Creek shot himinthe
shoulder and kept the gun trained on him for his entire dide down the wal. The man screamed dl the way
down, pawing at the mess of his shoulder with hisgood arm until Creek whacked him in the temple with
the butt of hispistal.

Heturned his attention to Robin, who was still on the floor. He checked her for injuries, but other than
bruises and cuts she seemed fine. "Thank you," Creek said. "l was hoping you'd figure out what | was
saying about the shoes." Robin batted him away.

Creek backed off, dropped the pistol into his jacket pocket, and reached into hisinside jacket pocket
for hiscommunicator. Heflicked it open and was mildly surprised it was till functiona after hisworkot.
Creek wanted to get Ben Javnato get diem protection at the mall before the fire doors opened; Creek
didn't know if their last little friend was telling the truth about having backup, but he didn't want to find out
oneway or another.



Javnawasn't answering his communicator. Creek got voice mail, but switched off without leaving a
message. Then Creek pocketed his communicator and looked around and findly up at the shattered
atrium skylight. After about aminute he raised up hisgun and fired at the skylight, didodging the
remaining sections of glass. From thefloor, Robin flinched.

"What are you doing?' Robin spat.
"We need to go, Robin," Creek said, and walked over to help her up. "We need to go now."
"Wait for the police," Robin said. "We can wait for the police.

"There might be more of those guys out there, Robin,” Creek said. "Until were a the State Department, |
can't be sureweretotally safe.”

"Thefiredoorsare closed,” Robin said. "We can't get out.”

Creek pointed at the skylight. "That way," he said. "Up off the roof and then down the fire exits. Anyone
who'swaiting won't be expecting that.”

Robin looked like shewas going to cry. "l just want to go home," she said.

"You cant," Creek said. "Not right now. Soon. But now we need to go. Can you still jump?' Robin
nodded. "Okay. | need you to jump on to the top of the WalIBall cube. Okay? And then push off as hard
asyou can, right through the skylight. Easy." Robin nodded dully, steadied herself, and leapt to the cube.
Creek followed suit. Robin bounced up through the skylight; Creek readied himsdlf to do the same.

"HQ/!"

Creek dropped and fumbled for the gun in his pocket, and then relaxed when he saw Chet the WalIBdll
attendant looking up a him. Hed been cowering under his counter mis entire time.

"Jesus Christ, man!" Chet said to Creek. "What the hell just happened here?”

"l wish | could tell you," Creek said, getting up. He dropped the gun on the top of the WallBall cube.
"Y eah, well, my shoes,” Chet said. "Y ou're ill wearing my shoes. | want them back."”

"I need them," Creek said. "And | think you're done for the day.”

"Y ou said you wouldn't do anything stupid with those shoes!” Chet said. "L ook at this place! | mean,
God damn! | trusted you, man!"

"Sorry," Creek said, and jumped through the skylight.

Chet watched him go. "No more shoesin advance for anyone,” he said.

* * % % %

Acunawoke up in ahaze of pain and blood, dragged himsdlf out of the shop window, and gazed around
to see three of his men dead or unconscious on the second floor. He limped over to the railing and saw
the fire doors down, the other man on his second team lying fiat in his blood and Ed, till immobile,
splayed where Creek had kicked him. He didn't see Creek or the girl.

Motherfucker, Acunathought, and then winced and closed his eyes. Even thinking hurt at the moment.
Creek did anumber on them dl, al right. When he opened his eyes again he saw Chet, dragging the



unconscious broken-legged WalIBall player out of the court.
"Hey!" Acunayelled, and immediately regretted it.

Chet looked around for the source of the voice and spotted Acuna. "Jesus,” Chet said. "Areyou dl right?
Y ou're covered in blood."

"Shut up,” Acunasaid. "I'm looking for aguy and awoman. They were by your"—Acunagingerly waved
at theWdlBal court—"whatever the fuck that thing is. Where did they go?'

"They went out through the skylight,” Chet said. "They took my shoes.”

Acunainvoluntarily looked at Chet's feet, which had shoes on them. Acuna decided he'd spent enough
time conversing with this dipshit and looked for an exit. All the stores had their fire doors down; Acuna
went back to the window display held come from and tried the door that went from the display to the
larger Sore. It waslocked; Acunatried ramming the door with his body a couple of times before he
stopped, spat, and became disgusted with himsdlf.

"Jesus fucking Christ, Rod," he said, and reached down to get the gun that Creek had knocked from his
hand. Two secondslater Acuna said the same thing as he switched hands to pick up the gun, on account
of hisright wrist being broken. Acuna stepped back, shot the lock three times, and kicked open the
door. He wandered back into the store looking for the back exit. Along the way he passed adisplay for
mountaineering first aid kits. He grabbed one and tucked it under hisleft arm. God knew he needed it.

Acunaemerged out of asde exit asfire and police were making their appearance, waved in by mall
security, who Acuna had seen neither hide nor hair of during what went down. Good job, guys, Acuna
thought, winced again and made anote to himsdlf to sop goddamn thinking for awhile. He staggered
into the mall garage where they had parked their vans, and beat on the sde of the van Takk wasin. Takk
opened the side panel and took alook at his boss.

"What happened to you?' Takk said, in that nasdl, high-pitched whine of his.
"Shut the fuck up and help mein," Acunasaid.

Minutes later Takk had awkwardly maneuvered hisfar-too-large frame into the driver's seat and was
navigating back to the apartment while Acuna cleaned hiswounds as best he could and tried to get hold
of the geek. After severa failed attemptsto raise the geek on the communicator, he finaly got through.

"Where the fuck were you?' Acunasnarled at Archie.
"I was getting asnack from the maching," Archiesad. "Everything dl right?

"No, everythingis not dl right,” Acunasaid. "In fact, everything isa goddamned clusterfuck. Creek and
the sheep girl got away. Y ou need to find them for me, geek. Y ou need to find them for me this very
second.”

* k % k %

Creek got Robin off the mall roof as the fire department and police converged from adistance. Creek
took Robin's arm and guided her down the street from the mall to the Arlington Mall stop of the DC
Metro. Creek had driven in and assumed whoever was hunting them knew that and would be looking at
the parking garage, but not the Metro. Creek pulled out his credit card, paid fares for them both, and led
Robin to the platform for trainsinbound to DC. There was a stop at Foggy Bottom and from there acab
could take them to the State Department The train rolled into the station; Creek took Robin'sarm again



and led her intoit.

Onceinside the train Robin propped hersdf up againgt the side of the car and kicked the still-standing
Creek inthe gut. Creek blocked the kick; Robin burst into tears and collapsed onto the floor of the car.
Everyone near Creek and Robin suddenly decided to check out the ambiance in the next train car over.

Creek knelt next to Robin. "What was that about?' Creek asked.
"The shoes don't work anymore,” Robin said.
"No," Creek said. "We'retoo far away from the WallBall court. Sorry about that.”

"Who are you?' Robin said. "Redly, honestly, now. Just who the goddamn fucking hdll are you and what
just happened in there and why do people suddenly want to kill me and what the goddamn fuck is
going on?"

Thelast part of that came out as a hysterical shriek; Creek reached over to her hand and patted it gently
to cam her. "Take deep breaths," hesaid. "Take it easy.”

Robin dapped his hand away. "Fuck you," she said. "Takeit easy. Sx men with guns just tried to
fucking kill me. 1 just had to jump through a skylight to get away from them. And now you're taking me
who the fuck knowswhere and | redly just ought to scream at the top of my lungs and get peoplein here
to tackle you and take you away. If you don't tell me who you redly are and what's going on, right now,

| swear 'mgoingtodoit.”

"| told you who | am and what"s going oninthe mdl," Creek said. "Y ou seemed to accept it at thetime.”
"That's because | thought you were joking," Robin said.
"What?' Creek sad.

"Well, Jesus, Harry," Robin said. "All of asudden aguy shows up and tellsme I'm in danger, and you tell
me a story about awar. It had to be ajoke. | figured maybe | was on areality show or something. | was
just going dong to be agood sport. | waslooking for the film crew. Either that or you were just some
loser poking fun a mewith afriend. In which case | was going to go to the mall security and have you
arrested for harassing me. Either way, | wasn't thinking it wasfor real. Y ou think | would have been
joking about it if werered? Chrig."

"I'm sorry, Robin," Creek said. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out hiswallet and gaveit to
Robin, and then reached in his jacket pocket and gave her hiscommunicator. "All my ID isinthewallet,”
he said. "Look at everything in there. And then, like | said before, take my communicator, cal up
information and have them connect you to the State Department genera line. Ask for Ben Javna Tell him
who you are. Helll verify | anwho | say | am and everything | told you.” Creek stood up.

"What are you doing?' Robin asked him.

"I'm going to go Sit at the back of the car, away from you," Creek said. "If you don't feel safe around me,
| don't want you worried about me being close to you. Now, go on. Look at my stuff and call Ben."
Creek turned and went to the back of the car. A few minutes later, the train stopped to |et passengers on
and off; Creek noted that Robin had stayed on the train. He took that as agood sign.

"Hey, Harry," Robin said.
"Yeah?' Creek said.



"The guy you wanted meto cal is Ben Javna, right?" Robin asked.

"That'sright," Creek said.

"Y our communicator saysyou just now got atext message from him," Robin said.
"What doesit say?' Creek said.

"Y ou want meto read your private messages?' Robin said.

"Just thisonce," Creek said. He saw Robin press the button and scan the message.
"What'sit say?' Creek said again.

Robin got up and walked over to Creek. She handed him the communicator. Creek took it and read the
message.

BIG TROUBLE, it read. DON'T CALL. GET LOST. STAY LOST. TAKE YOUR FRIEND WITH
YOU.

Creek closed the communicator and looked at Robin. He opened his mouth, but she put her hand up.

"Dont, Harry," shesad. "I believeyou. | believe you'retdling methe truth. Now just tel me onething.
Okay? Tdl mel'm going to makeit through dl of thisdive."

chapter 8

Through three terms as a UNE representative, a subsegquent two terms as UNE senator, and now his
appointment as Secretary of Defense, Bob Pope had devel oped a reputation as being strong on defense
and tough on the Nidu. Pope wouldn't argue the first of these—it was abedrock position that got him
elected five times, gppointed once, and earned him truly fantastic honorariawhenever he was between

politica gigs
But the fact of the matter was he personaly couldn't give a shit about the Nidu one way or another asa
people. Hed met more than his share of Nidu in histimein Washington, of course, and they were decent

enough asintelligent nonhumans go. They dl had apole up their reptilian ass about persond status, but
that just made them like everyone elsein Washington.

What he didn't like about them, ironically, was their status in the Common Confederation, and by
consequence, the gatus of Earth, its colonies, and humansin general. As Pope saw it, the Nidu, for all
their obsession about castes and status and class, were bottom feedersin the grand CC food chain. If the
CC were the United Nations, the Nidu would be Burkina Faso, atiny, shitty little country on a
chronically backwards continent with no hope of ever doing anything but pounding dirt the long merry

day.

The problem was that the Nidu were Earths closest dliesin the Common Confederation. In politicsasin
high school, who you areisto alarge extent defined by who you sit with a lunch, and there was no
doubt about it, the Earth was Sitting at the loser table. It was not, Bob Pope thought, the true destiny of
the Earth in our universe to be counted among the diplomatic equivaent of the acne-ridden and the
furtively masturbeting.

A necessary step in escaping thisfate wasto turn Nidu from anomindly friendly dly to avaguedy hogtile
one. It wouldn't do to have the Nidu as a full-fledged enemy, of course; despite Pope's opinion of the
Nidu's gation in gdactic diplomacy, Nidu was till sgnificantly more powerful than Earth and her tiny



colonies. BurkinaFaso or not, she could still squash the Earth like abug. But an edgy relationship made
for better defense dlocations. Better defense alocations made for better ships, better soldiers, and better
weapons. Better wegpons made for more diplomatic respect. More diplomeatic respect meant achance
totradeup on allies.

Pope was aware there were other ways to get more diplomatic respect than bigger guns, of course. But
while other diplomatic maneuvers sometimes worked and sometimes didnt, ultimately abig damn gun
always commanded respect. It was a smple diplomatic equation, and Bob Pope was not one for
unnecessarily complicating things.

However, if it was necessary to complicate things, Pope could live with thet, especidly if in doing so he
got closeto hisown goals. But especially if hewere complicating things for someone hedidn't like. Like,
say, that smug bastard Jm Heffer at the State Department.

Whichiswhy, after Phipps had gotten him up to speed on the sheep issue, Pope made an executive
decision. "We need to force State's hand,” he said.

Phipps raised an eyebrow. "Why do we need to do that? They're dready going to come up empty.
Relations are dready going to be damaged.”

"It'snot enough,” Pope said. "They won't be damaged enough. Heffer can il convince the Nidu they
made the good faith effort. We need to poke astick through that whedl."

"Okay," Phipps said, doubtfully; he wasn't quite sure he followed the dlusion. "What do you suggest?"
"Thegirl isgoing to be handled,” Pope said.

"Right," Phipps said. No more need be said on that issue; from that point forward it was best that Pope
didn't know the specifics.

"Then we let the Nidu know sheexigts," Pope said.
"We can't do that," Phippssaid.

"We can't,” Pope agreed. "But I'm sure that there are others who would be delighted to share the
informetion.”

Phipps brightened. "I know just the man for the job.”

* k % k %

Deception, as practically manifested, succeeds because of two things. First, the object of deceptionis
convincingly deceptiveinitsdesign; i.e, it looks/fedgactslike thered thing. Second, and equaly
important, the subject of deception must be predisposed to believing that the object of deceptionis
indeed the redl thing. These two criteriawork in an inverse relationship with each other; asufficiently
deceptive object can convince a skeptica subject, while a subject who sincerely wantsto believe will be
ableto overlook even gross flawsin the object onto which he or she confers belief.

Ted Soram, Secretary of Trade, desperately wanted to believe.

And why not. HEd had a bad week. Any week in which one of your trade negotiators kills his opposite
number at the trade table, in front of witnesses from both sides, was not one destined for the dl-timelist
of classic weeks.



But that's not what was bothering Soram. Well, it was, but few people knew al the details. For as much
as controversy was swirling around Soram and his department, Heffer and State had done agrand job of
cleaning things up. It was galling to have had State's flunkies crawling through Modller's office, but on the
other hand it was better than having either the US or UNE Federa Bureau of Investigation driving their
forensics microscopes up Trade's ass. Asbad as Modller's murder attempt (attempt? Success!) was, it
was, quite literally, a State secret.

No, what was redlly chafing Soram across the ass was how little support he was getting during this
particular moment of crisis. He didn't shove awhatever-the-hell-that-was up Mo€ller's bum and send him
off to kill someone. He wasn't the one that made the Nidu get up and walk out on trade negotiations,
causing the markets to take adump and everyone from Ecuadorian bananafarmersto Taiwanese video
game manufacturersto howl in protest. And yet it was he getting burned on the politica showsand inthe
editoriads, and, in at least one report he'd seen, in effigy at some fisherman protest in France.

He couldn't even respond—President Webster's folks had asked (read: told) him to avoid unscripted
appearances after he told that joke about the Pakistani, the Indian, the pig, and the cow on anews show
early in the administration. He still thought the reaction to that was overblown; he wasjust trying to make
apoint about cultural differences and trade. It wasn't worth aweek of riots. In his absence from the talk
shows, Trade's press secretary Joe McGinnis had been fielding the grilling on the cameras, that
goddamned ham. Soram suspected that at least half of Washington's reporters believed McGinnis was
the trade secretary. Soram made anote to fire McGinnis after thisall cooled down.

Weighed down as he wasin scandal and unpopularity, Soram was looking for some way to redeem
himsdlf. Hejust hadn't the dightest ideawhat that might be.

Thiswas Sorairis curse. The scion of afamily whose ancestors invented the individualy packaged moist
towelette (it took two of them, which precipitated an astounding amount of sibling bitterness that
ricocheted through the family to this very day), Theodore Logan Preston Soram VI wasvery rich,
occasondly charming in an Old Main Line Family sort of way, and entirely usdessin every sort of way
except as acash machine for charities and politicians. For the better part of three decades he'd been on
Philadel phias " Stations of the Cross'—the stops hopeful senators and presidents made to pick up
contributions and unofficia endorsements from the city dite. Soram had wanted to seewhat it waslike
on the other sde of the table for achange.

So held made aded with Webster Hed deliver Philadel phia, and Webster would deliver a cabinet
position. Soram preferred Trade, as he assumed it would be the best fit since he (well, hisbroker) had
done so well with hisinternationa and interplanetary investment portfolios, and even Soram realized that
asking for Treasury would be overreaching. But everyone knew it was an extraordinarily tight election,
and Webster needed Philly if he was going to get Pennsylvania, a battleground state.

The decision was made: Trade was stocked top to bottom with lifelong bureaucrats. Even after they
purged the anti-Nidu €l ements, there were enough competent people to work around Soram. Soram
wasn't aware that last bit was part of the equation, of course, although the longer he was at Trade the
more he suspected he didn't get listened to as much as he thought he should.

But again, he wasn't quite sure how to go about fixing that. The problem with being fundamentaly usdess
isthat it'sdifficult to shift gearsinto being useful. But even Soram was aware it wastimeto get useful,
quick.

And s0, when the confidentia, encrypted message purporting to come from Ben Javna a State popped
into Soram's mail queue and presented the trade secretary with a shot at redemption, he took it exactly
asit wasintended: asagift, and a face vaue. Had Soram the complexity of mind aposition such ashis



generdly required, or even just the hedlthy paranoia of acareer palitician, he might have thought to trace
the route of the mail, in which he (or more accurately histechnica staff) would find that the message was
cleverly, subtly but undeniably faked—deep in itsrouting history wasinformation that showed it
originated not from the State Department but from an anonymous remailer in Norway. It had been sent
there by a second anonymous remailer in Qatar, which had received it from Archie McClédlan, who
created it after hiscommunicator discussion with Phipps.

The message was brief:
Secretary Soram—

Secretary Heffer wished me to convey to you the following information regarding the Nidu
situation.

—herefollowed a short explanation of who Robin Baker was and why she was important to the Nidu—

After consultation with the President and the Chief of staff it was decided that it would be best for
you to approach the Nidu Ambassador with this information, so as to ameliorate recent
difficulties. | have been informed to tell you that time is of the essence and it would be advisable
to initiate contact with the Nidu Ambassador without delay after receiving this information.

Soram was yelling for his secretary to get on the horn to the Nidu embassy before hed even gotten to
that |ast part.

An hour later Soram found himself escorted into the inner sanctum of Narf-win-Getag, Nidu
Ambassador to the UNE, enjoying Nidu sarf tea (generdly regarded to taste something like cow urineto
most humans, who neverthel ess never refused when the Nidu insisted on providing every human visitor
with asteaming cup of the stuff nearly as soon asthey entered the embassy) and sharing sailing stories
with the ambassador, whose own yacht, asit happened, was docked at the same marinaas Soram's.
Narf-win-Getag was of course delighted to hear about Miss Baker, and assured Soram that upon
delivery of the girl for the coronation ceremony, trade negotiations would resume without further delay.
Soram invited Narf-win-Getag for aweekend jaunt on his yacht. Narf-win-Getag offered Soram another
cup of sarf tea

On theway back to Trade, Soram had athought about the press conference he planned to call the next
morning, the one in which he declared that the Nidu were coming back to the trade table thanksto his
intense lobbying. So he called Jm Heffer's office. Heffer wasn't back from his Asatrip—hewas dways
somewhere else, wasn't he—so he talked to Ben Javnainstead.

"Given your help in these discussions with the Nidu, | waswondering if you want anyone from State at
the press conference tomorrow,” Soram said.

"Mr. Secretary, I'm afraid | have no ideawhat you're talking about,” Javna said.

"I'm holding a press conference to announce that the Nidu are coming back to the negotiating table,"
Soram said. "'l just got back from talking with the Nidu ambassador. The note you sent mewaskey in
getting them back. | thought you might want to have someone at the conference. I'm scheduling it for
nine-fifteen; well get on dl the noon shows from that. Come on, Ben! If 11 befun.”

"Mr. Secretary,” Javnasaid, in an oddly even tone of voice. "I haven't sent you any messagesin the last
week. | certainly haven't sent any messagesto you regarding the Nidu, and if | had, | wouldn't have
suggested you share them with the Nidu.”



"Oh," Soram said.

"If I may ask, Mr. Secretary, what was in the message?’
"That you'd found the girl they were looking for,” Soram said.
"And what did you tdll the ambassador?' Javna asked.

"Wadl, | told him that we'd be happy to provide the girl to them. Y ou've got her, right? Surely she's
agreedto helpus.”

"Wdl, Mr. Secretary, no and no,” Javnasaid. "Asfar as| know, we don't havethegirl, and so clearly
she can't have agreed to help us. Y ou've just guaranteed something we might not be ableto deliver to a
nation that aready has causefor grievance againgt us."

"Oh," Soram said again. He suddenly felt cold. "Oh, dear.”
"Mr. Secretary, if | may make asuggestion,” Ben Javnasaid.
"Yes, of course,” Soram said.

"If I wereyou, | would put off that press conference. | would also send me that note you seem to think |
have sent to you. | would aso not talk to anyone el se about your note, or your visit to the Nidu. Finally,
Mr. Secretary, until and unless you hear from me, Secretary Heffer, or President Webster, I'd strongly
suggest you not make any long-term plansinvolving your current office. With al due respect to your
position, S, you've just humped the bunk. If you're lucky, you'll only haveto resgn.”

"What happensif I'm not lucky?' Soram asked.

"If you're not lucky, well al be using cigarettesfor currency in me prison exerciseyard,” Javnasaid. "Of
course, mat's assuming that after they conquer Earth, the Nidu let uslive."

* k % k %

Javnagot off the line with Soram and immediately made the call to Heffer and got Adam Zane, his
scheduler, instead. Heffer was just starting his speech lauding the retiring heed of the LA office and
couldn't be dragged away for anything short of afull-out atack. Javnabriefly considered whether
Soram's stupidity and incompetence congtituted a clear and present danger to the Earth, and then told
Zaneto have Heffer call him the instant he stopped speechifying.

As he disconnected, Javnas mail queue blinked; Soram's message had arrived. Javna popped it up and
grimaced when he read the message. Whoever had put it together knew as much about the girl ashe did,
and that of course was very bad. Javna pulled up the routing information; he wasn't an expert on mailing
protocols but he was reasonably sure me UNE State Department was not routing extremely sengitive
mail through an anonymous remailer in Norway. Whoever dropped thisinto Soram'slap knew that he
wasn't the sort of person who would perform due diligence on the provenance of the message before
stampeding off to cover himsdf in glory and save hisown ass. It was someone who knew Soram well, or
at lesst well enough.

Javnahad his suspicions, of course. Secretary Pope and his sock puppet Dave Phipps were amost
certainly behind this; they had the means and motive to pace Creek step for step in hisown
investigations. Then there was Defense's perennidly cozy relationship with Jean Schroeder and the
American Ingtitute for Colonization. Creek had dug up the connection between Schroeder and that
damned fool Dirk Modler; it was dmost equdly certain there was adirect connection between



Schroeder and either Pope or Phipps, or both. Officialy the AIC wasin bad odor across the Webster
adminigtration, but unofficialy people like Schroeder and groups like the AIC were like barnacles on the
ship of state. Y ou couldn't just scrape diem off; they had to be blasted off with afucking water cannon.

Regardless of whom, the question was why. Ideally, Creek would even now be convincing the Baker
lady to help out, and State would find some way to have her play her rolein the Nidu coronation
ceremony so that she walked away from it with no undue trauma. In other words, whoever was playing
Soram was only having him deliver amessage State would hopefully have delivered aday later & mogt. If
it was sabotage, it didn't make much sense.

Unless, Javnasuddenly redized, whoever fed Soram hisinformation knew that the girl couldn't be
delivered.

Javna checked hiswatch. By thistime, Harry and the Baker lady would be having their little date at the
mall. He reached for his desk communicator to cal Creek; ashedid so hisincoming service light went on
and Barbara, his assistant, came over the speaker. "The Nidu ambassador is here to see you, Mr Javna,"
shesaid.

Fuck, Javnathought. Just like that, he was out of time.

"Send himin, please," he said, and then grabbed at his keyboard to bang out a note to Creek. Javna had
the dread sense that Creek and the mysterious Miss Baker were about to find themsalvesin serious and
possibly fatal danger. In the short run, until Javna could figure out who was stage-managing this
interference and for what end, it was better and safer that Creek and the girl go away.

Javna had no doubt Creek could disappear; he just hoped held be able to find to him again when he
needed him, which he figured would be al too soon.

Javna banged the "send" key just as the office door opened, and cursed inwardly even as he stood to
receive Narf-win-Getag. Having Creek and Baker go to ground was just about the least convenient thing
he could have them do at this particular moment in time. Its only advantage was that it was better than the
both of them being dead.

Good luck, Harry, Javnathought as he plastered awelcoming smile on hisface. Say safe, wherever
you are.

* * % % %

"Wherethe fuck ishe?' Rod Acunajammed himsdf through the door of the apartment, Takk following
close behind, and stood over Archie a his computer. Archie stared agog at Acuna, who looked like he'd
just run agauntlet of large predators. Acunawhacked Archie hard upside the temple with his good hand.
"Wherethefuck is Creek?' he repeated.

The smack on the temple got Archie back into work mode. "He's on the Metro,” Archiesaid. "I'm
tracking him and the girl with the pen. | lose the sgnd here and there because of the tunndls, but it picks
up again when they get near astop.”

"They're going to the State Department,” Acuna said.

"I don't think so," Archie said, and punched up amap of the Metro system. "L ook, here's the Foggy
Bottom/GWU stop,” he said, pointing. Then he pointed at the tracking window, which noted longitude
and latitude, updated every second. "These coordinates are past that stop and are moving at speed
consgtent with aMetro train. They're ill on the Metro.”



"What are they saying to each other?" Acuna asked.

"I'm not picking up anything,” Archie said. " She must have the pen in a purse or something.” Archie
looked around again. "Where's EA?' he asked.

"Pretty sure he'sdead," Acunasaid. He pointed at the computer screen. "Don't you lose him, geek. |
want to know where that fucker comes out and where he goes next. I'm going to have that son of abitch
dead by sunrise. So don't you lose him. Y ou get me?"

"I get you," Archie said. Acunagrunted and hobbled hisway over to the bathroom. Archie watched him
go and then turned to Takk. "Is Ed redlly dead?" he asked. Takk shrugged and turned on a game show.
Whatever Ed's professond qudities, it was clear he would not be deeply personaly missed by hisformer
colleagues. Archie suspected that if he screwed up finding Creek, he would be even less missed.

Archieturned back to his computer screen, the pen coordinates, and Metro map. Come on, Creek, he
thought to himself. Where are you going?

* % %k % %

"Where are we going?' Robin asked Creek.
"I havenoideayet," Creek said. "Give meaminute.”
"Okay," Robin said. "But I'd redlly feed more confident if you had aplan.”

"Sowould I," Creek said. "Would you mind if | made acal?' Robin shrugged. "It's your communicator,
Harry. Do you want me to stand somewhere else?'

"You don't haveto,” Creek said. Robin dropped herself into the seat next to Creek. Creek flipped open
his communicator and accessed his home network; Brian's voice popped up asecond later.

"You'redive" Brian said, without presmble. ™Y ou should know most of the Alexandria Police
Department is crawling through the mall right now. The police network tells of ashootout and three or
four guys dead and another couple wounded. Y ou should aso know the Alexandria police have put out
an APB for you and your redhead friend. They got your description from a shoe salesman, apparently.
Y ou |eft your Sgnature on something?”

"A rental agreement,” Creek said. "For shoes."

"Not the smartest thing you could have done," Brian said. "We weren't expecting to be attacked by
armed men," Creek said.

"Y ou might want to internalize that as agiven from now on," Brian said. "Anyway. You and sheare
wanted on atruly impressive number of charges. Are you okay?"

"Werefing" Creek said. "We're on the Metro right now."

"I'm aware of that," Brian said. "I'm getting your position from the signal. Which by theway I've now
spoofed so that if anyone else, say the police, get the bright ideato call you, they won't be ableto track
your movement.”

"Thanks," Creek said.

"It'snothing. Y our communicator is on the network. It's like redecorating a spare room."



"Ligsten,” Creek said. "That credit card receipt | had you follow up on. What did you get off of it?"

"It'sfraudulent, of course," Brian said. "The money in the account isrea enough—it's adebit-style card.
But the name on the card is 'Albert Rosenweig,' whose identity is about one document thick. After the
card thereés nothing.”

"So you don't have anything on thisguy," Creek said.

"l didn't say that," Brian said. "The man signs his name every time he uses the card—the sgnature gets
sent and stored. | paid alittle vidit to his card issuer to get more samples of his signature, developed a
good handwriting mode for our man Albert, and then cross-referenced the handwriting style with the
government's database of signaturesthat go with our Nationd Identity Cards.”

"That's good thinking," Creek said.

"Thanks," Brian said. "It'saso dreadfully illegd and atrue painin the ass, since there are over 250 million
American maes a the moment. Fortunately, I'm acomputer now. And after combing through DNA, this
isacomparative breeze."

"Who ishe?' Creek asked.

"I'm ninety-three percent sureit'sthisguy." Brian sent a picture that popped up on the communicator's
amall display. "Alberto Roderick Acuna. | say ninety-three percent because the handwriting samples
don't have al theinformation | need—signing on the signature pads for your credit card purchases
doesn't capture stuff like the amount of pressure you apply to certain parts of your pen stroke. | had to
do some estimating based on genera handwriting Satistica models. Which didn't previoudy exig, |
should note. I've been keeping busy in your absence.”

"Wadll, good job," Creek said. "That'sthe guy.”

"Congratulations, then, because you've got yoursdf ared winner,” Brian said. "This Acunacharacter was
an Army Ranger—he fought at the Battle of Pgjmhi, incidentally—but received an dishonorable
discharge. He was suspected in afloater accident that killed his colondl. Court-martialed but acquitted.
Apparently the evidence wasn't great. Right after being discharged he spent ninety daysinthe DC
lock-up for assault. He beat the hell out of an aide to then-Congresswoman Burns. In what I'm sure was
atotal coincidence, Acunathumped the aidejust before avote on tariffsfor Nidu textile imports. Burns
was usualy pro-trade but went against her voting record on that one. Since he got out he'sworked asa
private investigator. Y ou'll be interested to know that one of hisbiggest clientsisthe American Ingtitute
for Colonization and its head, Jean Schroeder. Acunas aso been more or less continualy investigated by
DC, Maryland, and Virginiapolice aswell asthe US and UNE feds. He's a suspect in at least acouple
of missing persons cases. Missing people who, in what I'm sure is another total coincidence, had crossed
swordswith either Schroeder or the AIC."

"I think we were meant to be next on that list," Creek said. "Acunawaswaiting for usin the mall.”
"Didyou kill him?' Brian asked.

"I don't think so, but | don't think he'sin very good shape at the moment. Which reminds me—" Creek
fished in his pocket and pulled out Agent Dwight's 1D card. "Can you look through the FBI database and
seeif you can find me anything on an agent named Reginald Dwight?"

"UNE FBI or USFBI?" Brian asked.
"US," Creek said.



"Okay. | waslooking for information on Acunaearlier so | should be able to patch back in. Givemea
second. I'd guessthat's afake name too, though. For onething, it's the real name of atwentieth-century
composer who went by the name Elton John."

"I don't know him," Creek said.

"Sureyou do," Brian said. "Remember that kids tunes collection | had when | was seven? '‘Rocket Man.'
| lovethat tune.

"It waslonger ago for some of usthan others," Creek said.

"Whatever," Brian said. "Okay, I'm wrong. Turns out there was an FBI agent Reginald Dwight. But |
doubt it was your guy, since Agent Dwight was killed three years ago. One of those militiawhackjobsin
Idaho shot him while the FBI was storming his compound. Whoever your guy is, he's not the walking
dead."

"He might be now," Creek said.

"Speaking of which, you look like hell,” Brian said. "'I'm looking at you through thelittle cameraon your
communicator. Y our cheek isbleeding. Y ou might want to get that wiped off before one of your
trainmates decides you're creepy enough to be checked out by the cops.”

"Right," Creek said. "Thanks. I'll call you back soon.”

"I'll be here," Brian said, and hung up. Creek lightly brushed his cheek and felt blood moisten hisfingers.
He wiped them on theinsde of hisjacket and asked Robin if she had any tissuesin her purse. Robin
looked up, noticed the blood, nodded, and started digging through her purse. "Shit," she said, after a
second.

"What"swrong?' Creek asked.

"Y ou never redlize how much crap you havein your purse until you're looking for one specific thing,"
Robin said, and started taking objects out of her purse to make her search easier: an address book, a
makeup compact, a pen, atampon applicator. Robin looked up at Creek after the last one. "Pretend you
didn't seethat," shesaid.

Creek pointed to the pen. "Can | seethat pen?' he asked.

"Sure," Robin said, and handed over the pen.

"Thisisthe one from the store, right?' Creek asked. " The one the gecko man left.”
Robin nodded. "Y eah. Why?

Creek turned the pen around in his hands, and then started taking it apart. After aminute he snapped off
theclip and turned it over. "Shit," he said.

"What isit?' Robin asked.

"Bug," Creek said. "They've been tracking us snce weleft the mall." He dropped the clip and stomped
on it with hisfoot, twisting it into the floor of the train. "We need to get away. Far away."

* % %k % %

"Fuck!" Archie pounded the table his computer was on.



This attracted Acunafrom the next room. "That better not bewhat | think it is" he said.
"Creek found the pen,” Archie said. "It'snot my fault.”
"| don't carewhosefault it was," Acunasaid. "Y ou need to find him, now."

Archie glowered at the screen and from the last coordinates of the pen guessed where Creek and the
sheep lady would be in the Metro system. The two of them were approaching L'Enfant Plaza; they were
on the Blue Linetrain but L'Enfant Plaza served every linein the city except the Red and Gray lines. If
they got off their train there, who knows where they'd end up.

Got off ther train.
"I'vegot it," Archie said. He closed the track window on the pen and opened up acommand line.
"Got what?' Acunaasked.

"My dad was an eectrical systems engineer for the DC Metro,” Archie said. "Five years ago, the entire
electrical system got arefit, and my dad hired me fredance to help with the code. Part of the eectrica
system dedls with managing the power to the trains—"

"Skip the technical shit,” Acunasaid. "Get to the point. Quick.”

"The Metro trains are maglev—magnetic levitation,” Archie said. "Each train used to get full power for its
magnets no matter what, but that got too expensive. The retrofit allowed each train to use only as much
power asit needsto run, based on the gross weight of the train. The amount of power allotted to each
tran adjustsin red time."

"So?' Acunasad.

"S0, every time someone gets on atrain or off atrain, the amount of power sent to the train increases or
decreases by an amount that'sin adirect relationship to the weight of those people.” Archielooked over
to Acuna, whose face was a dangerous shade of blank. He decided to make it even smpler. "If we can
guess how much the two of them weigh, we might be able to guessif they've gotten off their train and
where they might be going.”

Acuna's eyebrows shot up; he got it. "Y ou'll need to get into the Metro's system,” he said.

Archie had turned back to his computer. "Dad had aback door into the system he let me use while | was
fredancing,”" he said. "I'm guessing after he retired no one bothered to closeit.”

Fifteen seconds later "Nope, they didn't. Werein," Archiesaid. "Y ou saw the two of them, right? How
much would you guess they weighed?'

"I don't know," Acunasaid. "Both of them seemed pretty fit."
"How tal werethey?' Archie asked.
"He was about my height,” Acunasaid. "I'm about five ten. She was afew inches shorter, I'd guess.”

"About five S, then, let'ssay," Archiesaid. "So let's say he's about 180 and she's 120, so that's 300
pounds, which isabout 136 kilos." Archie punched up a calculator on his computer screen and pounded
in some numbers, and then pointed at the resulting number. "All right, if thetrain they got in was empty,
that's how much energy would need to be fed to the train to compensate for their additiona weight when
they got on. So we'relooking for something in that neighborhood.”



Archie opened up another window. "Okay, herésalist of the Blue Line trains currently in operation.
Click thishere, and now we have them arranged by when they stopped at the Arlington Mall station.
Disregard the trains going out from DC, we have four trains that stopped at the station in the time
window we'relooking for." Archie seected each of the trains; four new windows opened up. Archie
selected the "Power Management” option for each; each window became a spiky chart.

"No," Archiesaid, closing one chart. "No," he said again afew seconds later, closing the next chart.
"Yes!" hesaid to the third one, and blew up the chart to maximum size. "L ook here,” Archie said,
pointing to the graph. ""Power goes down because people are stepping off the train, then you get some
noise because people are stepping off and on smultaneoudy. But here'—Archie pointed to asmal
uptick—"is apower boost that's right near what we're looking for, for about 136 kilos. That's assuming
they stepped on the train together, as opposed to one fatso.”

"That'sswell," Acunasaid, and Archie redlized that of the many things Acunamight be, "patient” was
never going to be one of them. "Now tell meif they're still on the goddamn train.”

Archie pulled up ared-time chart of the train's power management, which showed thetrain'slast five
minutes of power usage. "Lookslikethetrain just left L'Enfant,” Archie said. "Lots of people getting on
and off the train, but none looks like the 136-kilo power spike or drop. I'm guessing they're still on the
tran."

"Youreguessng," Acunasad.

"Mr. Acung," Archiesaid. "I'm doing the best | can. | can't help that he busted the tracking pen. But short
of the tracking pen or getting afeed from the Metro cameras, thisisasgood asit gets.”

Acunagared at Archiejust long enough for Archie to wonder if he was going to smack him again. Then,
by God, Acunaactudly smiled. "Fair enough,” he said. "Keep your eye on the graph, Archie. don't let
them get away. Let me know as soon as you think they've gotten off thetrain." He clapped hishand on
Archie's shoulder as heturned to go. Archieredized Acunahad actualy called him by his given name.

* % % % %
"Ben—may | cal you Ben?' Narf-win-Getag asked, settling downin hischair.

"By dl means, Mr. Ambassador," Ben Javna said. Being of inferior rank to the ambassador, Javnahad
remained standing and had moved out in front of his desk. Staying behind the desk would have been
considered a breach of etiquette.

"Thank you," Narf-win-Getag said. "I know my people have areputation for being socidly standoffish,
but in private we can be just as relaxed as any sentient being. | even encourage my secretary to cal me
‘Narf when we are doing private busness.”

"And does she, Mr. Ambassador?' Javna asked.

"Oh, of course she doesn't,” Narf-win-Getag said. "She wouldn't dare. But it's nice of meto offer, don't
you think?'

"And how may | be of serviceto you this evening, Mr. Ambassador,” Javna said.

"Secretary Soram came and visited me just now to deliver the good newsthat you've found our lost
sheep," Narf-win-Getag said.

"Did he, now," Javnasaid, as neutrdly aspossble.



"Yes," Narf-win-Getag said. "Although I'm led to understand that our sheep in question isn't asheep at dl
but a young human with our sheep DNA encoded in hers. Curious. Ben, may | trouble you for something
to drink?'

"Of course, Mr. Ambassador," Javnasaid.
"Eighteen-year-old Glenlivet, if you have any,” Narf-win-Getag said. " love its bouquet.”

"I believe Secretary Heffer may have somein his bar," Javna said, and opened his door to have Barbara
getaglass.

"Excellent. Normdly, you understand, | would go to Secretary Heffer to chat about this, but seeing as he
isout of town a the moment, and given the time congtraint were under, it makes senseto talk to you.”

"| gppreciate that, Mr. Ambassador,” Javnasaid.
"Good, good,” Narf-win-Getag said. "' So, anyway, Ben. I'll be happy to take her off your hands now."

"Y ou mean the girl, Mr. Ambassador?' Javnaasked. Barbara dipped her hand through the door to
deliver the drink; Javnatook it.

"Yes, that'sright,” Narf-win-Getag said.

"I'm afraid we have a problem there, sir,” Javna said, and handed Narf-win-Getag his drink. "The young
woman in question has not come to the State Department yet."

"Widl, certainly you know whereshe is," Narf-win-Getag said. He grimaced at hisglass. "I'd likethison
therocks" he said, handing it back to Javna.

"Of course, Mr. Ambassador,” Javna said, and took the glassto his own bar. "I'm sorry to say that in
fact we don't know where sheis a the moment.”

Narf-win-Getag snorted impatiently. " Secretary Soram seemed convinced shewas in your possession,”
hesad.

" Secretary Soram was enthusiastic but not in possession of dl thefacts" Javnasaid. He dropped ice into
the glasswith histongs. "We know the identity of the woman in question and amember of the State
Department has gone to speak to her about giving her assistance. That's whereit stands at the moment.”

"It seemsinconceivable that asecretary in your planetary administration would not bein full possesson of
thefacts" Narf-win-Getag said.

Bdieveit, Javnathought. "There may have been a misunderstanding of terms" he said instead, and
walked over to hand the glass back to Narf-win-Getag.

"Humph," the ambassador said, and took hisdrink. "Very well. Please spesk to your man and tell him we
areready for him to bring thewoman into us."

"He's out of contact," Javnasaid.

"I beg your pardon?' Narf-win-Getag said." 'Out of contact'? Isthat even possible on this planet of
yours? Even mountain tribesmen of Papua New Guinea have full-spectrum communicator links. If there's
onething that distinguishes the human species, it isa pathological need to stay connected. The fact your
people will interrupt sex to answer your communicatorsis ascandal across the entire Common
Confederation. So you'll understand if 1 am skeptica when you say your man is out of contact.”



"| understand entirely, Mr. Ambassador,” Javnasaid. "Nevertheless, thereit is”

"Doesn't he have acommunicator?' Narf-win-Getag said.

"He does" Javnasad. "He'sjust not answering it.”

"What about the woman?' Narf-win-Getag said. " Surely this Miss Baker has acommunicator.”

"She does," Javnasaid, noting that the Nidu ambassador knew Baker's name. "However, hers appears
not to be a portable, and she is with our man at the moment.”

"Well, isnt that interesting,” Narf-win-Getag said. "The only two people on the entire North American
continent who cannot be reached in an ingtant.” He sat his glass of scotch down, un-drunk. "Ben, I'll give
you the courtesy of not suggesting thet you are, in fact, willfully holding out thiswoman for whatever
purpose you might have. But | will let you know that when she does show up, it ismy sincere hope that
she be surrendered immediately to us. Timeis very short now—Iessthan aday before our agreed-upon
deadlineisreached.”

"No oneis more aware of that than |, Mr. Ambassador," Javhasaid.
"I'm pleased to hear that, Ben," Narf-win-Getag said. He nodded and turned to go.

"But | should warn you that even when she comesin, she may not agree to be turned over to you," Javna
sad.

Narf-win-Getag stopped mid-stride. "Come again?' he said.

"She may not agreeto take part,” Javnasaid. "As an American and UNE citizen, she hasrights. We can't
compel her. We can strongly suggest to her the importance of taking part in the coronation ceremony.
But when push comesto shove, we can't make her do it."

Narf-win-Getag stared at Javnafor atime, and then Javna heard the low, gutteral rumbling that he knew
was the Nidu analogue to agood, hearty laugh. "Y ou know, Ben," Narf-win-Getag sad, after his
rumbling had subsided, "humans never fail to amuse and amaze me. Y ou're dl so busy tending to your
own persondl tree that you don't look around to see that the forest ison fire. It's very honorable that you
would maintain that this young woman has a choice in thismatter. But if you'll allow meto be frank with
you, in about aweek of your time, our coronation ceremony has to take place. If it does not take place
at the gppointed time, then any Nidu clan can formally assert itsright to the throne, and | can assure you
that many are ready. Nidu will be plunged into civil war, and it's entirely likely—indeed, | would suspect
highly probable—the Earth and her colonieswill not be able to St on the sidelines and watch the carnage
unaffected. If | were Secretary Heffer—or President Webster—or you, rather than worrying about Miss
Baker'srights, I'd be worrying about my responsibilities to my planet and itswell-being.”

"That sounds ominous, Mr. Ambassador," Javnasaid.

Narf-win-Getag chuckled, human-style. "Nonsense, Ben. | an merely suggesting what | would do. You
may of course seethings differently. Hopefully, our young female friend will show up soon and al thiswill
be proven to be idie and pointless speculation. In the meantime, however, | would hope you would do
us—do me—the courtesy of forwarding al the information you have on Miss Baker. Perhaps my people
will find something there that will alow usdl a satisfactory resolution to our present troubles.”

"Of course, Mr. Ambassador,” Javnasaid. "I'll have that sent over immediately.”

"Excdlent, Ben. Thank you for your time." Narf-win-Getag nodded toward his glass. "And thank you for



thedrink." Heleft.

Javnawent over to the glass, picked it up, sniffed it. No lizardy smell. He dugged it back and ashe did
so fet like the house butler sneaking booze from his master'sliquor cabinet. He set the glass down with
prejudice.

Thiswhole thing stinks, he thought. Javnaknew he was being jerked around. He just didn't know by
who and for what reasons. The only power he had—the only power it seemed like the entire government
had—was a negative power The power to hide the object of desire. The power to hide Robin Baker.

"They're off thetrain!" Archieyelled back to Acuna, who was on the communicator with Jean Schroeder.
"Where?' Acunayelled back.

"Benning Road,” Archie said. "Dogstown. Do you have any ideawhy they'd go there?"

Acunadidn't. Jean Schroeder did.

* k % k %

Fixer wasin the back of the shop doing inventory when he heard Chuckie bark. He glanced up at his
clock; just past closing time. He knew he should have locked the door before he came back. No help for
it now. He set down histablet and came out onto the shop floor to see Harry Creek and some lady
gtanding there. Both of them looked liketota hell.

"Hdlo, Fixer," Creek said. "I have need of your services"

Fixer grinned in spite of himsdlf. "Of course you do,” he said, and laughed. "Well, well," he said. "1 was
wondering what thiswould be like. Now | know."

"Now you know what?' Creek asked.

"What it's like when the other shoe drops, Mr. Creek," Fixer said. "Because if I'm not mistaken, it'sjust
come down with abig goddamn thunk."

chapter 9

"Tel mewhat you need,” Fixer sad.

"We need new identities,” Creek said. "We need off the planet. We need it fast.”

"How fast?' Fixer asked.

"The next couple of hourswould be nice,” Creek said.

"Oh, okay," Fixer said. "Because for aminute there | thought you might want something impossible.”
"l know it'salot to ask," Creek said.

"Any extenuating circumstances | should know about that might make this even more difficult?' Fixer
sad.

"Peoplejust tried to kill us. And theresan APB out for our arrest,” Creek said.



Fixer arched hiseyebrow at Creek. "Thiswouldn't have anything to do with what just went on at the
Arlington Mdl, would it?"

"It might," Creek admitted.

"Widl, aren't you just abundle of fun," Fixer said.

"Canyou help us?' Creek said.

"For what you're asking, | don't think you can afford me," Fixer said.

Creek reached into hiswallet and pulled out the anonymous credit card Javna had given him.
"Try me," Creek said.

* % %k % %

Archiegtood in front of the vending machine, steding himsdlf.

"Just doit," Archiesaid to himsdlf. Hed dready fed the credit card into the machine; dl he had to do was
press the B4 button and have done withit.

He was having a hard time doing it. After three previous sessions with the vending machine ripping the
information out of his head like ajaguar raking his optic nerves with its claws, he was not exactly
brimming with enthusiasm for sesson number four.

Not only that, but the B4 dot of the vending machine was now empty—he was now spending money to
get amigraine and getting nothing for it.

Actudly, though, Archie was okay with that. The pain induced with each packet of white chocolate
M&Mswas great enough to make Archie physicdly ill at the thought of ingesting another single piece of
candy. This state of affairs no doubt would have pleased Ivan Paviov immensdly.

"Just doit," he said again, and leaned his head on the Plexiglass, and attempted to will himsdf to pressthe
button. Acuna had divulged the likely whereabouts of Creek and Baker and was busily medicating
himself enough to be able to head out and get them; it was information Archie was certain Sam and the
others would want to know. And yet there he was, busily not pressing the button. What he was doing,
forehead pressed againgt the Plexiglas, finger hovering over the B4 button, was thinking of new and
innovative waysto strangle Sam for doing thisto him.

One should expect one's partner in al things domestic and carnd to have just alime bit more sympathy.
"Hey, gesk!”

Archiejerked his head up with astart and moved his body fractiondly, enough that the finger hovering
over the B4 button jammed into it. Archie gasped as the blinding pain ripped through his head for the
fourth time that day and struggled mightily to remain standing. Archie became aware he was suddenly
drooling; he desperately tried to suck it back into his mouth and to keep from vomiting al over the front
of the vending machine. He closed his eyes and waited for the nausea to pass. When he opened them,
Acunawas ganding next him.

"What the fuck iswrong with you?' Acunaasked.
"Headache," Archiesaid, wetly. "I get them pretty bad. It'san alergy thing."



Acunalooked Archie up and down for amoment, Szing him up. "Y esh, wel, look. Y ou're coming with
us. Schroeder saysthat guy Creek and the girl are going to visit hasalot of computer and technicd shit at
hisplace. If Creek and the girl aren't there, and the guy isn't useful, we might be able to get something out
of hiscomputers.”

Archie nodded, eyes il closed. "Okay," he said. "I'm going to need a couple of minutes, though. | need
to do acouple of things before we go. | need to set some drillersto get into Creek's computer system.”

"You'redtll not in that yet?' Acuna asked.

Archie shook his head—dowly. "The got some unbelievable defensve software on his system. It's
military grade at least.”

"Fine" Acunasaid. "l haveto numb mysdf alittle more anyway. But makeit fast." Acunalooked over to
the vending machine and frowned. "Whet did you get?'

"What?' Archie asked.
"Y ou pressed a button but | don't see anything at the bottom.”
"| accidentally pressed B4," Archiesaid. "It'sempty. | meant to press B5, but you Startled me."

Acunasnorted. "Try G2," hesaid. "It'sgot aspirin init." He walked off. Archie stood there for afew
more seconds, then dully pulled out his credit card, dipped it into the vending machine, pressed "G2",
and retrieved his packet of painreliever.

Back at his computer, Archie considered the problem of Creek's computer system, which was, he had to
admit, just afucking masterpiece of defensve security. Archie had been flinging driller after driller at the
thing, each of the autonomous programs designed to hunt out specific areas of weaknessin the system's
security, drill into them, and then hold the door open for other programsto extract data.

Y our average home system would fall in aout 15 seconds with aminimally complex driller that was
essentialy apassword generator, with a spoofer to fool the system into thinking each password entered
wasthe firgt attempt. Small business systems and home systems of people who worked in the computer
industry or who were smply paranoid about their home systems required amore specidized driller, with
more subtle ways of getting in.

On thismedium level of complexity, Archieliked adriller that mimicked the information retrieval protocol
used across the network—the driller would fool the system into thinking it had requested information and
stream a self-extracting program into the system, which would root around and send data back out,
piggybacking on the system'slegitimate outward bound traffic.

Now, larger business and government systems, heavily protected as they were, required awvesomely
designed drillers capable of multidimensiona, s multaneous system attacks. Corporate-grade drillerswere
the state of the art; the hack who coded one that laid into awell-defended system would be king among
the hack geeksfor at least Sx hours, which wastypicaly the amount of timeit took I T to didodge the
driller and backhoe the holein the system's security.

Archie had done Creek and his system the professiond courtesy of assuming alow-leve driller wouldn't
cut it, and had begun probing his system with mid-leve drillers, al of which reported back failure. Archie
only had one high-level driller in hisarchive, but it was adoozy; it had famoudy drilled open the USDA
system and ferreted out the crop forecasts for the year, leading to a collapse in the agricultura futures
market. Archie hadn't written the driller, but he respected the hell out of the coding skills of the hack who



hed; the driller was e egantly designed. The USDA driller would be usdless for any major corporate or
government target, of course—on thet leve, adriller only works once—but it should have been more
than enough for any home system on the planet. It wasn't.

If Archie had six weeks and nothing else to do, he might have been able to whip up anew driller of
smilar qudity asthe USDA one; asit was he had six minutes. So he elected to take another tack. He
fired up anew window and logged into Basher's Dungeon, a hack forum, and posted a message as
Creek taunting the hacks therein and proclaiming his system as hackproof. Such ataunt wouldn't disodge
serious hacks, but it would get some of the less skilled and more excitable hacks moving, and once their
attacks starting bouncing off Creek's system, some of the more competent would sensethe sysem asa
legitimate chalenge. To sweeten the dedl Archie wrote that inside Creek's system was the long-rumored,
never-seen video of afamous pop star going down on her not-famous-but-equally-hot identical twin
gger.

That should work, Archie thought, and sent off the message. Then he reached into hisarchives and
pulled out a monitor program and aretrieval program. The monitor program would observe the various
attacks on Creek's system from the outside by tagging drillers and other programs as they reached
Creek's system and then tracking their progress againgt it. When one of them cracked the system, the
monitor program would dert the retrievd program, which would enter and grab information.

Archiewas obvioudy no longer looking for Robin Baker'sidentity, but if Creek and the girl dipped away
again, the information they found could help track them down. Archie directed theretrieva program to
focus on persond information documents and al activity within the last couple of weeks. That was bound
to bealot of materia but Archie could trim it down once he had it, and it was better than trying to
download every filein the system.

Acunastepped into theroom. "Timeto go," hesaid. "Wrap it up.”
"Already wrapped," Archie said, and closed his computer. Let's see you handle this, Creek, hethought.

* k % k %

Brian noticed the hack drillers plinking at Creek's system the same way a musk ox notes aswarm of flies
buzzing around its nose. He warded off earlier attacks from what he assumed was a single anonymous
source, but he noticed that these new drillers were born substantialy |ess sophisticated than the previous
attacks and coming from multiple, non anonymous sources. So whoever was bothering him now was
both stupid and clumsy. Brian lft the diggersto their futile work and sent scouts of his own back down
the pipeto the originators systems (unsurprisingly easy to crack) and looked through their logsto find
what they al had in common. What they had in common was arecent vist to Basher's Dungeon. Brian
appropriated one of their identities, signed on, and found the post claiming to be from Creek.

That's sneaky, Brian thought. While he didn't approve of the attack on Creek's system (which was, ina
manner of speaking, an attack on Brian himself), Brian could appreciate whomever it wastrying to get
other peopleto do hisdirty work for him.

Brian's attention came back to the attacks on Creek's system; more complex diggers were arriving now,
these from anonymous sources. The smarter kids had arrived, with their shiny toys. Brian wasn't
concerned that they would drill the system, but if too many drillers arrived, defending the system would
eventualy and inevitably tax its resources, and Brian had other thingsto do today than play with the
hacks.

Brian reached out and grabbed one of the smpler drillers, generating atrapping program on the fly to do
s0. He cracked it open and spilled the code; it was nothing specid, but it featured what Brian was



looking for—the hacksig of its maker, one OHN-SY AS69, more prosaically known as Peter Nguyen of
Irvine, Cdifornia. Brian learned with one sweep through Nguyen's system that Peter Nguyen was 15, had
an extensive collection of busty porn, and was abudding if clearly not gifted hack; hisdriller wasal
off-the-shelf code, jammed together inelegantly into abarely functiona program.

Peter Nguyen, 1'm going to make you a star, Brian thought, and from the inelegant messthat was
young master Nguyen's drilling program, crafted something new under the virtua sun: A metedriller,
designed to latch onto other drilling programs, crack them open, find the hacksig of their makers, and
then re-program the drillers to head home to their maker's system. After drilling the system open, they
would broadcast the availability of its contents onto the world network for anyone to see and sample. A
few hours later, the driller would initiate asystem crash that included the driller program itself, leaving
only Peter Nguyen's hacksig behind.

Drilling the drillers would be smple, for the smple reason that no one had ever done it before, so no one
had thought to protect the drillers from being drilled. Thisiswhat Brian loved about hacks. They were
smart, but they didn't like to think about things not directly in front of them.

Brian finalized the code (making sure the metadriller would sdf-wipeif drilled itsdf; wouldn't do to fall
into the same trap as the hacks) and then fed it into an autonomous replicator program that would spit out
ametadriller each time Creek's system registered an attack. Native system resources spent on dealing
with the attacks would now be limited to pinging the replicator program after each attempt. Asabonus,
the hack world would fall into chaos and ruin for acertain amount of time while the geekstried to figure
out what the hell was going on.

That wasjust finewith Brian. He might be a disembodied virtua consciousness, but at least he wasn't
some fucking geek. Maybe deprived of their systems, some of these geeks might go out and get some
sun or meet people or something. It couldn't hurt. In any event, the hacks might learn alittle humility,
which they were sorely lacking despite the fact they couldn't be relied upon to shower more than one day
out of three,

As Brian contemplated the enforced sociaization of the geek set, he noticed two programs—not
drillers—hanging about his systlem's periphery. Thefird flitted from driller to driller, marking each with a
tiny autonomous program; Brian recognized it asamonitor program. The other program hung there,
unpacked. Brian reached out, grabbed it, cracked it open. It was aretrieva program, waiting for adriller
to finish itswork before entering Creek's system. Brian read the code and discovered who wastrying to
getingdeof him.

"Well, hello there, Mr. Archie McCléellan, whoever you are,” Brian said. "I think it'stime we got better
acquainted.”

* * % % %

Fixer opened afreezer in hisbasement and pulled out an economy-sized Popsicle box, like you'd buy in
awarehouse store, and held it for Creek and Robin to examine. "Hereit is," he said.

"Hereiswhat?' said Robin.
"Your new identity,” Fixer said.
"We're going to be Popsicles?' Robin said.

Fixer grinned. He set the box down on the table and did out aplastic tray from itsingde; on it was what
looked to be extremely thin, arm length gloves. "I don't want you to think I'm glad you cameto me,"



Fixer said. "Because, truly, | am not. However, your decision was either smart or lucky for you. From
timeto time the Mdloy family has the need to get someone past the authorities quickly and get them
offworld for anice, long, relaxing vacation. And when they do, they come to me, because | have
this'—he pointed to the gloves—"anew identity in abox.”

Creek reached over and picked up one of the gloves. "It lookslike skin," he said. "Did this come from
someone?!

"l didn't flay someone, if that'swhat you mean," Fixer said, and pointed at the glove. "Human skin cdlls
grown from a culture, suspended in anutrient base to keep them dive. Fingerprints, palm prints, and skin
texture are laser-etched. Refrigeration makesthem last for about six weeks. Unrefrigerated, they last for
about two days. They'll get you off planet, and that's about it"

"Where do you get something like this?' Robin asked.

"One of the Maloys legitimate businessesis achain of nursing homes" Fixer said, and went back to the
freezer to pull out another box. "1 get skin samples and identities from the residents. They're good to use
because they're dive but they're not going anywhere. Aslong asyou've got a breathing body, DNA, and
fingerprints, everything e seisjust paperwork. The glovesthemsealves | make on medica apparatus|
modified mysdf."

"Y ou're pretty handy,” Robin said.

"Thanks," Fixer said. "It's nice that my college education is not completely wasted.” He handed the
second box to Robin, who stared at it, and back at Fixer.

"Women's DNA inthose" Fixer said. "Because, geneticaly speaking, one size does not fit all.”

Fixer helped Creek and Robin with the gloves and trimmed off excess materia, so that the gloves went
midway between the elbow and the shoulder. Fixer had both of them bend their arms and put their palms
up; hetugged at their glovesto line up the fingerprints and then brought out what looked like a pair of
calipers and placed them on either side of Creek's upper arm and pressed a button. Creek felt amild
thrum of dectricity and then the constriction of the glove adhering tightly to hisarms.

"Ow," Creek said.

"Relax," Fixer said, doing the sameto Robin. "They'll give abit in afew minutes. But better too tight than
too loose. Now, let's dedl with your heads." Fixer went away and returned afew minutes|ater with
another box. "High-tech," he said, reaching into the box and handing asmadl plastic container of tiny
circular tabsto Creek. "I apply these tabsto particular points on your face and head, and they tighten or
relax the muscle groups undernegth to dter your appearance. Y oull look different enough from yourself
that you'll get past facial-recognition scanners. Another short-term solution. The power on the tabs works
for about sx hours."

To Rohin, he handed apair of scissors and some hair dye. "Low-tech,” he said. "Y ou have great hair, my
dear. But it'sfar too obvious." Robin took the scissors and dye and looked like she had just been told to

cut her own throat. Fixer guided her to abathroom and then came back to Creek. "I need to make afew
cals" hesad. "l needtocal inafew favors."

"Thank you," Creek said. "l redly appreciateit.”

"They'renot favorsfor you,” Fixer said. "I can get you off planet under my own steam. But | have a
feding you'vejust quaified me for along, necessary, and possibly permanent vacation. That's going to



require caling in some markers™
"Sorry about that," Creek said.

"Don't betoo sorry,” Fixer said. He dug out Creek's anonymous credit card and handed it back to him.
"You're paying for it. And | don't mind telling you I'm putting ahdll of amarkup on my servicestonight.”
Fixer headed up the stairs; Creek pulled out his communicator and made acall of hisown to Brian.

"You're very popular,” Brian said, again without preamble. "In the last hour or so there's been about
2,000 attempts to hack your system, some of them actudlly pretty good.”

"Thefact you're hereto tell me about it suggests you have it under control,” Creek said.

"That'soneway of putting it," Brian said. "Another way of putting would be to say that in about ninety
minutes, a couple thousand dlite and not-so-dlite hacks are going to howl in terror when their little worlds
implode. However, I'm lessworried about them than | am about the fact that ajudge hasjust authorized
awarrant to search your premises and the chattels within, namely, your computer system in an attempt to
figure out just where you are a the moment. The cops aren't going to be any more successful in getting
information out of your system than the hacks, but if 1'm disconnected from the network 1'm not going to
be much useto you.”

"Can you leave the system?" Creek asked.

"l don't think s0," Brian said. "The network alowsfor small autonomous programs, likethedrillersI'm
currently swatting away, but I'm alittle large not to be noticed just floating there in the agther.”

Creek thought for amoment. "The IBM a NOAA," he said, finaly. "It should still be accessible. You
could go there."

"Oh, very nice," Brian said. "Back to the womb."
"It's better than nothing,” Creek said.

"I'm not complaining, Harry," Brian said. "'l likethe IBM. It'sroomy. And it's a'so connected to the
government network, which makes my accessing it rather less obtrusive. Hold on, I've begun my transfer.
Do | sound farther away?"

"Not really," Creek sad.

"And as I'm backing out of your system I'm formatting it and ordering it to disconnect from the network,"
Brian said. "I don't know what the cops are going to find in the rest of your house but your computer, at
leadt, will becleanin just afew minutes™

"What ese have you got for me?' Creek asked.

"Tons," Brian said. "First: The mal security cameras weren't working—the police pulled some disrupters
off your new friends—but you and Miss Baker were recorded by the Metro video cameras. That's the
bad news. The good newsisthat | managed to disconnect the feed from your train once | located you.
The bad newsisthat | wasn't able to disconnect the video feed from the Benning Road stop, so
eventudly they'll figure out where you got off. But it fill givesyou alittle bit of time. If you're not aready
hurrying to do whatever you're doing, it'stimeto art.”

"Werehurrying," Creek said.



"Good to hear,” Brain said. "Second: Y our Agent Reginald Dwight is actualy Edward Baer, who
appears to be your average low-grade flunky type. Served a couple years for extortion and racketeering
about a decade ago and got an extrasix months tacked on to his sentence for assaulting another prisoner
whilein the pen. Hisofficid job isas a security specidist, which issomeirony for you. Quite obvioudy an
associate of Mr. Acuna, who has been signing checks to this guy for a couple of years now."

"Ishe dead?' Creek asked.

"No, he'snot,” Brian said. "He's not exactly skipping through the daisies, either. He was admitted to
Mount Vernon Hospitd with multiple interna and externd injuries, including a broken back and severed
spina cord. HE'sin surgery now. There are two confirmed dead, one from massive head traumaand
another from a gunshot wound, and two others wounded. One of those is unconscious, but oneis
conscious and being grilled by the police as we speak.”

"That'sfive" Creek said. "Where's Acuna?"

"He'snot at the scene,” Brian said. "At the very least, there's no word of hisarrest or hisbeing sent to the

hospitd "
"That'sno good,” Creek said.

"Third," Brian continued, "I figured out who it was who's been trying to dig into your system for the last
day or so: A guy named Archie McCldlan. He's a contractor for the Department of Defense. Have you
heard of him?'

"No," Creek said.

"Well, he'sdefinitely heard of you,” Brian said, "and since his attempts to hack into your system
correspond amost exactly with your attemptsto find your lost sheep, | don't think hisviditsare
coincidenta.”

"Does this McClelan guy have any connection to Jean Schroeder or the AIC?" Creek asked.

"Theres nothing in his banking history that would say so. He mostly worksfor the US and UNE
governments. His contract information says he primarily workswith legacy systems. HE's got no axeto
grind. Apparently, he'sjust ageek. I'm crawling up his computer's tail pipe as we speak. | expect to learn
more any second now. But in the meantime I'd like to suggest to you that, yeah, we should assume
whatever Jean Schroeder and his merry band of xenophaobic fresks are up to, our friend Archie and the
Defense Department are dong for theride.”

Creek open his mouth to answer when the door to the basement opened and Fixer stepped afew steps
down the gtairs. "I've got aride for you two," he said. "The Neverland cruise ship. The entire boat has
been rented out to agroup of Veterans of Foreign and Extraterrestrid Wars. It's hitting some of the usual
stops but then it's going to some battle sSites. So you're going to have to pretend to be aveteran.”

"| am aveteran,”" Creek said.

"Widl, good. Then thingsjust got eesier for achange," Fixer said. "Thelast shuttle up to the Neverland
leavesfrom BWI in about two hours, so let's get you two moving. Tell your friend to hurry up inthe
bathroom; | need to make passport pictures for the two of you in the next fifteen minutes.” Fixer went
back up the sairs.

"Going somewhere?’ Brian sad.



"That"sthe plan,” Creek sad.

"Youll recdl that starships, even the comfy cruiseliners, aretotally out of communication when they jump
into null space," Brian said. "Y ou can send messages through n-space, but you can't send or receive
messageswhileyou're in it. Y ou're going to be out of reach most of thetime."

"At this point I'm hard-pressed to see that as abad thing," Creek said. "L ook, it'sacruise liner. It makes
stops every couple of days. Assoon aswe're back in real space, the data feeds are open again.”

"Do you think when Ben told you to get lost he meant for you to actually leave the planet?’ Brian asked.
"If he needsyou, even if you'rein real spaceyou'l be severd light-years away. It won't be that easy to
hitch aride back."

"If Ben'strying to cal usback, it meansthat he's figured out what the hdll is going on, which means he's
going to have the resources of the State Department to retrieve us," Creek said. "So | don't think bringing
us back isgoing to be that much of aproblem. But in the meantime I'm not going to Sit around trying to
lay low on this planet and waiting for people to shoot our heads off."

"What do | do whileyou're away?"' Brian said.

"I need information,” Creek said. "There are too many things| don't understand, and too many
connections I'm not making, and the lack of information is going to get me and Robin killed. | need you to
find out al you can about what* s going on, who is connected to whom, and how it relates to the Nidu
coronation. Most of dl, find out everything you can about the Nidu coronation itself. People aretrying to
murder this poor woman because of it, for one thing, and for another thing, | want to make sure her
taking part init isn't going to leave her dead at the end.”

"S0, you want meto find out everything about everything,” Brian said.
"Yegh," Creek said.
"That'salot,” Brian said.

"I've been asking theimpossible of alot of people recently,” Creek said. "Don't see why you should be
any different. Find out as much asyou can, asfast asyou can. Let me know as soon as you know it."

"Will do," Brian said. "Asabon voyage gift, alow meto do you alittlefavor. I'vejust put in avery
credibletip that you and Miss Baker have been spotted a Dulles International, trying to get on ashuttle
to Miami. I'm working on getting into the video camera system and popping up your images here and
there. They'll eventudly figure they've been hoaxed, but by that time your shuttle will be off and you'll be
away. Oh, and look, the cops just busted down your door. | realy should be going.”

"Thank you, Brian," Creek said.
"Denada," Brian said. "Just make sure you bring me back something nice from your vacation.”
"Let'shopethat what | bring back isme," Creek said.

* * % % %

Creek found Robin Baker seated on the edge of Fixer's bathtub with the scissorsin one hand and ahunk
of hair in the other, morose. She looked at him as he came through the door.

"Thelast timel cut my hair was Sx years ago, you know," she said. "'l mean, not counting trimming off
split ends. Now | haveto hack it al off. And | can't even see what I'm doing.”



Creek took the scissors from Robin and sat down next to her onthetub. "Let medoit," he said.
"Canyou cut hair?' Robin asked.

"Not redly,” Creek said. "Bt at least | can see what I'm cutting.” Thetwo of them were silent for awhile
as Creek cut her hair as quickly and straightly as he could.

"There" hesaid.
Robin stood up and looked in the mirror. "Wéll, it's different,” she said.

Creek laughed. "'l appreciate the diplomacy,” he said. "But | know it'saredlly bad haircut. | don't expect
you to keep it. I'm pretty sure the cruise ship will have a beauty shop.”

"Cruise ship?' Robin asked. "Asin boat or starship?’
"Starship,” Creek sad.

"How long are we going to be gone?' Robin asked.
" didn't think to ask," Creek said. "Why?"

"l have pets,” Robin said. "And | have animasin the shop. | don't want them to starve. | should call
someone.”

"Therésan APB out for us," Creek said, as gently as possible. "'I'm sure your parents and friends will
know you'll be away. I'm sure your animalswill befine”

"If the police alow peoplein to feed them,” Robin said.

"Thereisthat,” Creek agreed. "I'm sorry, Robin. There's nothing to do about it right now." He reached
over and picked up the hair dye. "Y ou want some help with this?'

"No," Robin said, and turned on the water inthe sink. "I can do this. Not that | would use this,
normaly"—she pointed to the dye—"this Suff iscrap.”

"I don't think the guys Fixer usudly has use this stuff care too much,” Creek said.

"Probably not,” Robin said, sighed, and took the hair dye from Creek. She bent over and dunked her
head in the Sink to wet her hair. "How do you know thisguy, anyway?"

"l don't," Creek said. "l only met him acouple of daysago."

"How do you know you can trust him?' Robin said. She squeezed out some dye and started working it
through her hair. "Y ou're only entrusting him with our lives.

"| kept asecret for him, and | just paid him alot of money,” Creek said. "I think it should be enough. Y ou
missed a pot in the back."

Robin reached ahand back. "Be honest with me, now, Harry," she said, glancing a Creek in the mirror.
"Do you do thisalot? Involve innocent women in bizarre plots of espionage and nation? Or isthis
afirgt for you, too?"

"It's pretty much afirgt,” Creek said. "Isthat the right answer?'
"Well, you know," Robin said. "A girl doesliketo be treated specia.” She dunked her heed, rinsed out



the dye, and held out ahand. "Towel," she said. Creek grabbed one off the rack and handed it to her.
Robin toweled off her head and then looked over to Creek. "How does it look?' she said.

"Black," Creek said.

Robin glanced a hersdf inthe mirror. "Ugh. | tried black oncein high school. Didn't work then. Doesn't
work now."

"It'snot so bad," Creek said. "It distracts from the haircut.”

"Harry, what'sin my DNA* Robin asked. "Y ou said theré's something in my DNA that makes me
different, and that everyone elsewith my DNA isdead. What isit?'

Creek stood up. "I don't know that thisisthe best timeto get into it," he said. "We have to get to our
shuttle if werre going to get on the cruise ship." He moved toward the door.

Robin walked over and interposed herself between Creek and the doorknob. "I think thisis an excellent
timeto getintoit," she said. "People aretrying to kill me because of my DNA. | think | deserve the right
to know why. | think you need to tell meright now, Harry."

Creek looked at her. "Y ou remember what | was looking for when | came into your shop,” he said.
"Y ou were looking for asheep,” Robin said.

"Right," Creek said.

"Right, what?' Robin said.

"l waslooking for aparticular breed of genetically modified sheep. At least | thought | was. But it turns
out | waslooking for you."

Robin stared up at Creek for afew seconds before she dugged him in thejaw. "Goddamn it!" she said,
retregting into the bathroom.

Creek massaged hisjaw. "I really wish you would stop hitting me," he said.
"l am not agoddamn sheep, Harry!" Robin yelled.

"l didn't say you were asheep, Robin," Creek said. "l said | thought | was |ooking for a sheep. But you
have some of the same DNA asthekind of sheep I'm looking for.”

"Do look like | have sheep DNA™ Robin asked. "Do | look especidly woaolly to you?!

"No," Creek sad. "All the sheep DNA you haveis switched off. It'sjunk DNA. It doesn't do anything.
But it doesn't mean it's not there, Robin. It'sthere. Just alittle under twenty percent of your DNA is
taken from breed.”

"Yourelying," Robinsad.

Creek sighed, and crouched down, resting his back on the bathroom door. "1 saw pictures of your
mother, Robin. Y our biologica mother. She was a geneticaly engineered hybrid between human and
animal. She was one of severd hybrids some sick bastard created to blackmail people. This man let your
mother get pregnant, and he modified your embryo in utero—designed you to be aviable birth. She
wasnt fully human, Robin. I'm sorry."



"That not what my parentstold me," Robin said. "They said she was homeless and died giving birth to
r],E.ll

"I don't think they knew the details," Creek said. "But she did die giving birth to you."

Robin grabbed the edge of the sink and collapsed onto the toilet, sobbing. Creek went over to her and
held her.

There was aknock on the bathroom door. Fixer poked his head in. "Everything al right?' He said.
"Everything'sfing," Creek said. "It'sjust been abusy day."

"We're not done being busy," Fixer said. "We need to get those pictures taken, so | can make your
passports. Areyou ready?'
"A couple more minutes,”" Creek said.

"No," Robin said, and grabbed onto the sink again, thistimeto pull herself up. "Were ready. We're
ready now."

"Okay," Fixer said, and looked at her hair. "After we take these pictures, I've got ahat you can use.” He
|eft.

"Theregoes his tip,” Robin said, and smiled weskly at Creek.
"Y ou okay, then?' Creek asked.

"Oh, sure," Robin said. "Today, people havetried to kill me, the police arelooking for me, and I've just
discovered every Easter of my childhood, | ate one of my relativeswith mint jely. I'm just fine."

"Wdll, isavery rare breed," Creek said.

"S0?" Robin said.

"So they probably weren't close relatives,” Creek said.

Robin stared at up at Creek for afew seconds. Then she laughed.

* % %k k% %

Where's Chuckie? Fixer thought as he fell backward down his basement stairs. Where the hell ismy
dog?

Fixer wasworried about his dog because when he opened the door of the basement into the ground floor
of his shop, there were two men and avery large thing waiting for him on the other side. Thissmply
shouldn't have been; Chuckie was an Akita, and while the breed was sllent enough near family or friends,
they bark like mad when strangersinvade their persona turf. Chuckie was so good at aerting Fixer to
people in the store that for the last five years Fixer hadn't bothered with adoor aarm; there was no need.
Fixer had been in the basement, loudly destroying incriminating evidence and preparing for his departure,
s0 he may not have heard Chuckie bark when people cameinto the store. But Chuckie wouldn't have
stopped barking until Fixer heard him, came up the stairs, and told him to settle down. Ergo, something
waswrong with Chuckie.

Fixer would have asked the men in the store aboutt it at the top of the stairs, but the one closest to him
punched him vicioudy in the face, taggering Fixer backward and down the stairs. All thoughts of his dog



left Fixer's mind as his head connected with the concrete floor at the bottom of the sair with a
retina-whitening crack; when Fixer recovered his eyesight, the man who had dugged him was standing
over him, gun in hisface. The man looked like hell.

"Wheresmy dog?' Fixer asked.

The man cracked alopsided grin. "Wdll, isn't that sweet,” hesaid. "Takk!"

A high-pitched voice responded from the top of the stairs, out of Fixer'ssightline. ™Y eah?”"
"Givethe man hisdog,” theman said.

About 30 seconds later Chuckie came tumbling down the stairs, landing with athump next to his master .
Histongue, purplish-black, lolled from the sde of his mouth. Fixer reached over to stroke Chuckiesfur;
it was damp and matted.

" Oh, Chuckie," Fixer said.

"Y eah, yeah, yeah," said the man. "Very fucking sad. Now get up.”

Fixer got up. "What do you want?"'

"You had a couple of vigtorstoday," the man said. " | want to know wher e they went."
"I have alot of vistors,” Fixer sad. " | have a very successful repair shop.”

The man took hisgun off Fixer and fired at Chuckie, mashing brains and the top of the dog's skull into the
sairwell.

"Jesus Chrigt!" Fixer said, and held hisears. "What did you do that for?"

"Because you're pissing me off," the man said. "And just because your dog's dead doesn't mean | can't
make amess with his fucking corpse. So let's stop being coy, if you don't mind, and we can dl get
through thiswith aminimum of drama. What do you say?'

Takk wedged his monstrous body into the doorframe at the top of the gairs. "Everything okay?' he
asked.

"Everythingisfine" the man said. "Come down here, Takk, and tell the geek to get his ass down here,
too. He's got work to do.”

Takk caled back to the other guy and started walking down the stairs. Fixer gaped at him. The man
holding agun at him grinned. "Hesabig one, isn't he," the man said. "He's aNagch, and you wouldn't
know it, but he'skind of runty for his species. But he's big enough for what | need him for."

"What do you need him for?" Fixed asked.

"For starters, to beat the crap out of people who piss me off by not answering my questions,” the man
sad.

Takk came down off the stairs and stood next to Fixer, which to Fixer felt vaguely like standing next to a
Kodiak bear.

"Hi," Takk said. Hisvoice came, not from a mouth—the Nagch didn't appear to have one—but from a
digphragm like patch where his neck joined his body.



"Hello," Fixer said.

Another human came down the gairs. " There's nothing in the computer upgtairs,” this other human said.
"It's connected to anetwork but the only thing oniit isinvoices and business-related files. Arethere
computers down here?!

The man with the gun turned to Fixer. "Well?' he said. Fixer gestured in the direction of his computers
and machines, which held aready covered up. "Get to it, geek," the man said.

"He's not going to find anything,” Fixer said. "I don't keep records of anything | do down here."

"W, | appreciate the heads-up,” the man said, "but he's going to giveit the old college try anyway.
Now. Back to our two friends. A man and awoman. | have it on good authority they were here.”

"They were here" Fixer said.
"Excdlent,” the man said, and smiled. " See? Now we're getting somewhere. What did you do for them?”

"| gave them new identities and got them passage off the planet,” Fixer said. "They apparently had some
sort of run-in &t the Arlington Mall that required aquick exit. Y ou know anything about that?'

"Fucker broke my wrigt," the man said, and Fixer was suddenly aware the man had indeed dugged him
with hisleft hand and was holding the gun in the same hand.

"Looks like he broke your nose, too," Fixer said.
"Thanksfor the diagnoss, asshole," the man said. "Where are they now?'

Before Fixer could answer the other human came up to the gunman. "There's nothing here. The
computer's wiped and the memory's been reformatted. Whatever was there is gone for good.”

"l told you," Fixer said.

"Shut up,” the gunman said. "It doesn't matter. | specidize in extracting information the ol d-fashioned
way, anyway. Tell mewhat | want to know, or | kill you. So: Where are my two friends now?"

Fixer smiled. "Y ou know what," Fixer said. "1 know you. | work for the Malloy family. | seeyour typein
here dl thetime. They comein for meto fix them up, or help them hide, or whatever. And after I'm done
with them, every single one of them would kill mejust because | saw them. The only thing that kept me
divewasthefact that the Maloy family would have killed them for killing me. You don't work for the
Malloy family. Y ou're not going to leave me dive. And you killed my dog. So fuck you. I'm not telling
you anything else. Shoot me and get it over with."

The gunman looked to the sky, armsimploring. "Jesus. What isit with people today? | can't catch a
goddamn break. Everybody wants to do things the hard way. Fine. Haveit your way. But you're wrong
about one thing. I'm not going to shoot you."

"What are you going to do?' Fixer asked.
"Just you wait," the man said. "Takk. Show the man.”

Takk reached out, grabbed Fixer, and spun him around. "I want to say I'm sorry about your dog. | didn't
want to kill him. Hejust kind of rushed at me. | wanted you to know."

"Thanks," Fixer sad.



"Dont mentionit,” Takk said, and split himself open, reveding the immense digestive cavity that dlowed
Nagch maesto consume prey nearly aslarge as themsalves. Fixer was not nearly aslarge as Takk; there
was more than enough room for him. From inside Takk, e astic gppendages with thousands of tiny hooks
lashed out and adhered themselves to Fixer's body and neck before he could think to move away. In one
violent jerk Fixer was yanked into the digestive cavity. Fixer had aquick image of afew matsof Charlie's
fur stuck on theinside of Takk's chest before Takk closed up around him and Fixer was enveloped in
darkness.

In less than a second, the digestive cavity congtricted around Fixer like aglove and began to squeeze.
Fixer fdt theair involuntarily crushed from hislungs; he struggled to move but was seded in tight. Across
the flesh covered by the appendages that had yanked him in and were sill wrapped around him, Fixer felt
burning; the appendages had begun secreting hydrochloric acid to begin the digestive process. Fixer was
being eaten. In the (very) smal part of hisbrain that was still somewhat rationdl, Fixer had to admit it was

apretty elegant way to get rid of abody.

There was a muffled, percussive sound—muffled because Fixer heard it through Takk's body. Takk
cracked open and Fixer found himsalf dumped on the floor of his basement. Fixer gasped air, vomited,
and became dimly aware of the presence of severd new people in his basement, shouting and fighting
with the three that had aready been there. He looked up in time to see one of the new peoplejamming
some sort of wand into the abdomen of the computer geek, who was aready on the floor. Then Fixer
was grabbed, hauled up the stairs and out of his shop, and thrown into awaiting van. The van filled up
with other people and then peeled away.

"Mr. Young," someone said to him. "How are you feding?'
"Gaaaach," Fixer sad.

"That sounds about right,” the man said.

"Someonejust tried to eat me," Fixer said.

"Wegot in the way of that, | think," the man said. " Once we came through the door, it threw you up. You
must have been too heavy to let it fight. It's behind you now. Y ou're sefe.”

Fixer peered up a him. "All right, I'll bite. Who areyou?"'

The man held out his hand. "Bishop Francis Hamn, of the Church of the Evolved Lamb. And you, my
friend, arein themiddle of avery interesting theologica development.”

* % %k k% %

"Passports,” the cruise line attendant said. Creek and Robin handed them over, and then placed their
hands on the DNA scanners molded into the ticket counter. The attendant opened the passports and then
looked back to Creek.

"You'reMr. Hiroki Toshima," the attendant said.
"That'sright," Creek said.

"Redly," the attendant said.

"Adopted,” Creek said. "Trust me. | get that dl thetime."

The attendant glanced down at the monitor; green lights on both passengers. The DNA matched the



passports. He shrugged; Mr. Toshimait was, then. "Well, Mr. Tashima and Ms."—the attendant |ooked
down at Robin's passport—"Washington, welcome to the Neverland cruiseliner, and our specid
memorial cruise. In addition to our usual ports of cal of Caedonia, Brjnn, Vwanchin, and Phoenix, well
aso be making specia visitsto Roosevelt Station, off Mebourne Colony, and Chagfun. There will be
specid observances and tours available at both stops.”

Creek looked up at the attendant. "I'm sorry,” he said. "Did you say Chagfun?'

"Yesdr. It'sdl hereintheitinerary.” The attendant handed them back their passports along with
brochures and boarding passes. "The shuttle to the Neverland isjust about to leave out of gate C23. I'll
let them know you're coming, but if you could make ajog of it, I know our shuttle captain will be grateful.
Enjoy your trip."

About 15 minutesinto the ascent, Robin tapped Creek on the shoulder. ™Y ou've had your nose in that
brochure since we got on the shuttle," she said. "What'sin there that's so interesting?”

"Fixer said that this cruise was a specia cruisefor veterans," Creek said, and handed over the brochure.
"But it'snot just for any veterans. Look. One of our stopsis Chagfun. It'sthe Site of one of the biggest
battles UNE forces ever fought in. The Battle of Pggmhi.”

"Okay," Robin said. "So? Are we the wrong age for this cruise?"

"No," Creek said. "We're exactly theright age. Or at least | am. | was at Pgjmhi, Robin. | wasthere.
Thisisacruisefor vetsof that battle.”

chapter 10

Around the Common Confederation, the Nidu were not taken especially serioudy asamilitary power.
Thereare 617 officialy recognized nations within the CC—a"nation" being understood as a sentient
species home world and its various gpproved and recognized colonies. (There were no CC nations with
more than one sentient species. In aworld with more than one sentient species, one species would wipe
out the other or otherslong before it developed starfaring technol ogy—no exceptions ever recorded.) Of
these 617 officidly recognized nations, Nidu currently ranked 488th in terms of power of military
projection.

Thisranking becomes even lessimpressive when one remembers that 60 nations of the Common
Confederation field no military at dl, for various reasons including economics, mora philosophy, andin
the case of the Chawuna Arkan, ardigious requirement to be rapturoudy passve in the face of
extraplanetary invasion. Nidu'srdatively woeful ability to wage war semmed from an indifferent nationa
economy of limited productiveness due to an entrenched but tremendoudy inefficient caste system,
underperforming colonies, alacklugter history of technological innovation, and amilitary of questionable
competence that had been defeated in seven of itslast eight mgor engagements, and "won' the eighth on
wha most military historians considered a particularly shameful technicdlity.

Bethat asit may, were the Nidu inclined to threaten the Earth and its colonies, it would stand an excellent
chance of doing real damage. Aslowly asthe Nidu werein the rankings, Earth was ranked even lower:
530th, and only ranked that high because the Fru had recently lost their flagship Yannwenn whenits
navigational crew, used to working in native Fru measurements, inputted incorrect coordinatesinto the
Yannwenn's new navigational computers, which used CC standard measurements. It popped into
n-space and was gone forever, or for the 3,400 years it would take to reach the position within the
Horologium Super-cluster whereit would eventudly resurface. Which was close enough to forever for
everyone on the Yannwenn.



It wasn't that humans were terribly incompetent warmakers or that they lacked technical or economic
drive. However, asaprovison of joining the CC, the Earth government (which due to the redities of
global power at the time meant the government of the United States speaking for the Earth with the rest
of the planet screaming its collective head off in righteous and well-deserved outrage) agreed to field only
atoken extraterrestrial military forcein exchange for protection by a codition of CC nations, primary
among them being the Nidu, during the Earth's probationary membership period. That period ended 40
years ago; sncethat time, Earth had largely relied on mutua-protection treaties with dlies (again most
prominently the Nidu) to cover itsasswhile building up itsforces.

Given another 20 years, Earth would easily equal the Nidu in terms of military power, and 20 years after
that would be well in the middle ranks of the CC's militaries. Here and now, however, it was playing a
game of catch-up.

Onething the Earth lacked, for example, was amilitary ship that came close to the power of aNidu
Gtor-class destroyer, the destroyer which was dmost entirely responsible for whatever military power
ranking the Nidu possessed. The GZar-class destroyer was a superior warship for its size and relatively
modest cost—possibly because it was designed and built not by the Nidu but by the Hamgp, ranked
214 in military effectiveness and renowned across the CC for their ship design—and Nidu had spent a
sgnificant amount of its gross domestic product to get eight of them.

If a GZar-class destroyer showed up on Earth's doorstep and decided to make trouble, there was very
little the Earth could do to stop it. Anything short of relativistic speed missiles or projectile wegpons
would be blasted away by the cruiser's defense network; beam weapons would be effective for only the
short period of timeit took the cruiser's offensive wegpons to honein on the source and destroy it.

Asfor the Earths own fleet of ships, military analysts once ran a series of smulationsto see how long
Earth'snavd flagship, The UNES John Paul Jones, would last in adog-out with a GZar-class
destroyer. The good news was that in one smulation, the Jones lasted sixteen whole minutes. The bad
news was that s mulation assumed arandom and near complete power |oss on the destroyer. Given the
Hamgp love of multiple redundant systemsin the shipsthey designed, thiswas not alikely scenario.

One Glar destroyer would be bad; two would be anightmare. Two of the destroyers working in concert
could flatten most of the popul ated areas between New Y ork and Boston in afew hours, or in even less
timeif one of the destroyers was carrying a " planet cracker," Nidu's signature weapon of mass
destruction: a shaped-energy charge designed to crack the crust of aplanet to release the pressurized,
molten rock undernesth. After dl, theré'sno need to build in expensive, planet-maiming amounts of
destructive power when alittle physics and areasonably accurate map of the crust of atectonically active
planet will do thework for you.

Lessthan an hour after the cruise ship Neverland broke Earth orbit, carrying Creek and Robin toward
Caedonia colony, the two GJar-class destroyers the UNE Defense department had been tracking also
broke orbit in near smultaneous departures. The Lud-Cho-Getag from Dreaden, Nidu's oldest colony
planet, and the Jubb-Gah-Getag, the latest and most advanced Gtar-class destroyer, from frozen Inspir,
the Nidu colony closest to Earth. These two ships of the line accelerated out from their planets gravity
wellsto aplace where space-time was just flat enough for the n-drive to get its grip. Then with aquantum
heave, both destroyers popped out of real space, into the largely theoretical soup of n-space,
untrackable, their destinations unknowable.

They weren't the only GZar-class destroyers on the move.

* * % % %



Bob Pope glanced up over the report. "I'm reading that six Glar-class destroyersal jumped into n-space
within an hour of each other," he said.

"Yes, dr," Phippssaid.
"Including the two on our little watch ligt," Pope said.
"That's correct,” Phipps said.

"And that we have no ideawhere any of these Sx are headed." Pope tossed the report lightly down to his
desk. "So right now three quarters of Nidu's military strength is simultaneoudy headed for an unknown
destination the morning after our operativesfailed to get the Baker woman, and she and Creek
disappeared. What are the chances of coincidence here, do you think?"

"What do you want to do?" Phipps asked.

Pope glanced up at his assistant and then gave out a short barking laugh. " Shit, Dave," he said. "I want to
hide under my desk. I've got to go to President Webster and tell him how we're going to possibly defend
oursalvesfrom six Gtor-class destroyers. And | have to let him know we knew at least two of them were
gearing up to move days ago. If | have my job at the end of the day, I'll be a happy man."

"We wanted to rile up the waters,” Phipps said.

"Not six destroyersworth,” Pope said. "Christ. Think about it, Dave. Warming up two destroyersin the
bullpen isamessage. We can finesse amessage. We can make it work for us. Six destroyers
smultaneoudy jumping into n-gpace to points unknown is something more than a message." Pope
tapped hisdesk inirritation, then pointed to the report. "Y ou get that from Hunter?' he asked. Hunter
was the head of the UNE CIA.

"Wedid," Phippssaid.
"What do his boys say? Did the Nidu suddenly get into a shooting war with someone else?' Pope asked.

"No, gr," Phippssaid. "One of their Nidu andysts said it might have something to do with the
coronation—maybe the destroyers are going to be part of the ceremonies. But none of the other anadysts
concur. They don't know what the hell isgoing on.”

"What do our boys say?' Pope asked.
"They don't know what the hell isgoing on, either," Phippssaid.
Pope tapped at his desk again. "Where is Webster?' Pope asked.

"He'sin South Dakota, getting atour of that flood damage,” Phipps said. "He's going to be back this
evening. He's scheduled a briefing for six-thirty: him, Vice President Hayden, Hunter, you, and Heffer.”

"Heffer,” Pope said with asnort. "Werein aworld of shit, Dave. But that's nothing compared to where
Heffer'sgoing to be."

"What isthis?' Jm Heffer asked Narf-win-Getag, who had presented him with afolder in his office.

"This, Mr. Secretary, isacopy of the lawsuit the Government of the Nidu Nations and Colonies hasfiled
againg the Government of the United Nations of Earth,” Narf-win-Getag said. "It has dready been filed



with the Common Confederation Digtrict Court here in Washington along with arequest by the
Government of Nidu to expedite the case and issue a quick summary judgment in the matter."

Heffer took the folder but did not open it, passing it instead to Javna, who began reading it. "l assumethis
isin regardsto the matter of Ms. Baker," he said.

"It isregarding the entity that possesses DNA, yes," Narf-win-Getag said, sitting in the chair in front of
Heffer'sdesk. "'l regret to say that your assistant has been less than entirely hel pful inlocating it and
presenting it to usto take part in the coronation ceremony, now less than aweek away. So unfortunately
wefed it necessary to escdate the matter in the courts.”

"With al due respect, Mr. Ambassador, | don't know what it isyou hopeto achieve,” Heffer said. "Ms.
Baker isahuman being and as such hasrights. While | can assure you that we are indeed doing all we
can to bring her in and procure her help, we can't kidnap her and force her to take part in the coronation.
And unless she's committed a crime on Nidu soil, which she hasn't, | don't seewhat claim Nidu hasto
attempt to extradite her. Common Confederation law is crystal clear on this”

"And if it were human, you'd be correct, Secretary Heffer," Narf-win-Getag said. "However, itisnot,
and therefore, you are not.”

"| don't follow you," Heffer said.

"Theentity is, infact, ahybrid,"” Narf-win-Getag said. "It possesses human DNA, yes, but it dso
possesses a substantial amount of DNA from the Android's Dream sheep—nearly twenty percent of its
DNA, if | recdl correctly.”

"Andwhat of it?' Heffer sad.

"The Android's Dream DNA isthe exclusive property of the auf-Getag clan, which is by extenson the
government of Nidu. It was provided to Nidu by the Earth government as part of an overal treaty
between our two nations. Thetreaty specificaly investsal property and userightsin the Nidu
government, with any unauthorized use of the DNA, commercid or otherwise, subject to penalties and
confiscation. The one loophole here appliesto the inadvertent crossbreeding of the breed and exempts
animals whose genetic makeup is one-eighth Android's Dream breed or less. But in this case, the
breedingisclearly not unintentional, and the entity has more than the exemptible percentage of DNA.
Thistreaty wasratified by the Congress of the Common Confederation and therefore the agreement
supersedes nationa laws of both Nidu and Earth. Asapoint of lav—well-established law, | might add,
of the highest legd entity both our governments acknowledge—the entity isour property. Itisours.”

"It isashe, and she isacitizen of the United Nations of Earth," Heffer said.

"But before it was awarded the rights and privileges of your citizenship, its genetic materia was stolen
from itsrightful owner, being the Nidu government,” Narf-win-Getag said. "Thetreaty is very clear on
the issue of ownership, Mr. Secretary, and rather unfortunately it does not make specific exemption for
the possibility of the genetic materia being commingled with the genetic materia of apotentialy sentient
species. It isthe position of my government that our property rights to the entity legally supersede your
government's potential claim regarding the citizenship of the entity. In any event, we have smultaneoudy
filed suit asking the court to provisonaly rescind the citizenship of the entity pending determination of its
status as Nidu property, and of course to rescind it permanently if the court agreesit isour property.”

"Thisisridiculous," Heffer said. "No court isgoing to rule that a sentient being is property. And whether
you chooseto cal her 'it," or not, Mr. Ambassador, there's no doubt sheisasentient being.”



"No doubt at al, Mr. Secretary,” Narf-win-Getag said. "However, you are once again—and | beg your
pardons-incorrect in your assumptions. Humans are relatively new to the Common Confederation, which
existed before your species was scratching pictures of bison into cave wals. There have been Common
Confederation courts of law for just aslong. And while it may be unfamiliar to you, thereisindeed case
law supporting our claim. | refer you to Agnach Agnach-u v. Ar-Thaneg Cor poration, adjucated inthe
CC annulis4-3325. | believe that would have been right around the time your Hammurabi was handing
down hiscode."

"Ben?' Heffer looked over to Javna

"I remember it from law school,” Javnasaid. "It'sacanonica intellectua property case. If | remember
correctly, Agnach-u was a programmer of some sort, and developed a program it claimed was sentient.
Ar-Thaneg wasits employer and claimed the program aswork product, but Agnach-u claimed that since
it was sentient, Ar-Thaneg couldn't own it. The courts ruled against Agnach-u. But | don't know that it's
on point. The property in question was software, not genetic materia, and there was never agreement as
to whether the program was sentient or not. It passed some tests but failed others. As a precedent, it'sa
reach. It'salong reach.”

"Not so long areach as your assistant would have you assume, Mr. Secretary,” Narf-win-Getag said.
"Theruling is neutra on the issue of the nature of the property. It doesn't matter what the property is,

merely that it is property. The ruling ultimately was awarded to Ar-Thaneg on the grounds that asthe

property on which the program was created was owned by Ar-Thaneg, Agnach-u had no standing to
bring the suit in thefirst place.”

"In other words, it was awarded to Ar-Thaneg on atechnicality," Javnasaid.

"Indeed," Narf-win-Getag said. "But for the Nidu, avery useful technicdity, asit's clear DNA belongsto
LEIll

"There's the matter of the human DNA, which does not belong to you," Heffer said.

"As've mentioned before, the treaty between Nidu and Earth doesn't address how the DNA is used,
merely the circumstancesin which the DNA belongs, unambiguoudly, to my government. | assure you,
Mr. Secretary, that if you can find away to extract the human parts of the entity and let us keep part,
then you are wel come to the human portions.”

" "Take thou thy pound of flesh, but in the cutting it, if thou dost shed one drop of Christian blood, thy
lands and goods are confiscate," Heffer said.

"Pardon, Mr. Secretary?' Narf-win-Getag said.

"The Merchant of Venice," Heffer said. "A play by Shakespeare. The character Shylock strikesa
bargain to take a pound of flesh from another man, but if he spills the man's blood by doing so, heloses
everything. It'sthe story of another crisis brought on by acontractua dispute, Mr. Ambassador.”

"How drall,” Narf-win-Getag said. "l must see it sometime. But | must impress on you, Mr. Secretary,
that acrisisisindeed what thisis. The agreement concerning sheep is nestled within alarger and more
comprehensive treaty between our two peoples, atreaty which isthe primary document concerning
relations between our nations—the document at the heart of our peoples friendship. If the courtsrule for
Nidu, and you cannot or will not produce the entity, then the UNE will bein violation of thetreaty. The
government of Nidu will then have the right to declare al agreements associated with the treaty null and
void, and suefor renegotiation. Nidu is by far the Earths largest trading partner and military aly, Mr.
Secretary. | don't haveto tell you what sort of impact the renegotiation of our friendship will have on



Earths economy and its standing and security within the Common Confederation. And | hate to think
what it will do to your government.”

"Mr. Ambassador," Heffer said. "Are you aware that thismorning six of Nidu's destroyers went into
n-space near smultaneoudy?'

"Isthat 07" Narf-win-Getag said, mildly.

"That's an unusua occurrence. And provocatively timed, consdering this suit here," Heffer said. "If you
don't mind me saying so, Mr. Ambassador, destroying a decades-old friendship between our nations on
account of one person seemsto be an excessve reaction.”

"I can't tell you how pleased | am to hear you say that, Mr. Secretary,” Narf-win-Getag said, and rose
from his seat. "Hopefully such a sentiment on your part means that you will be motivated to reacquire our
lost sheep, and we can al move forward without further distressto our long and intimate friendship. In
the meantime, however, and purely as a precaution, our lawsuits are moving forward. Given the extreme
time sengitivity of the suit, | would imagine that well get the hearing expedited—in fact, | wouldn't be
entirely surprised if therés a preliminary hearing by this time tomorrow morning. And so, | leave you to
prepare. Mr. Secretary, Mr. Javna. Good day."

"The Merchant of Venice?" Javnaasked, after Narf-win-Getag had |eft.
"| did dramain college," Heffer said. "So sue me. And tell me you know where thiswomanis.”
"l know she was with Harry at the Arlington Mal last night,” Javnasaid.

"Oh, yes, the Arlington Mall," Heffer said. "Which reminds meto let you know how ddightful it isto have
Arlington County Police and the US and UNE FBI and the DC Port Authority Security Agency banging
down our door asking why a State Department employee was involved in a public shootout. Not mention
every mediaoutlet from Boston to Miami."

"I'm sure the other guys started it,” Javna said.

"Thisisn't funny, Ben," Heffer said. "And it's getting less funny by the minute. Y ou said that this Creek
fellow would handle everything under the radar. Shooting up the Arlington Mdi and killing peopleis not
under the radar.”

"All the eyewitness reports say that Harry wasn't the one who started shooting,” Javna said. "Whatever
happened, he was defending Robin Baker. He was working under the radar. Whoever isworking against
us were the one to made mis happen.”

"Y ou don't have any ideawhere heisnow. Where they are now," Heffer said.
"No," Javnasad. "I left him amessageto get low last night and told him to wait until 1 sent for him."
"Well, try locating him now, if you don't mind," Heffer said.

Javna pulled out his communicator and tried to connect. "It's no good. The system says hisco* * * *
*mmunicator is off the system, and I'm getting no response from hishome connection. | would imagine dl
his equipment has been impounded by the police.”

"No messages?' Heffer asked.
"Il check," Javnasaid.



Heffer's executive ass stant entered the room with ablue dip of paper and handed it to Heffer.

"Weve got acourt date," Heffer said. "Bright and early tomorrow morning at eight forty-five. | want you
to handle this, Ben. Timeto exercisethat law degree of yours. Dig up what you can on this precedent
and then bury that lizard with it. 'Hammurabi,' my ass.”

"Odd," Javnasaid, il looking at his communicator.
"What?' Heffer said.

"l just got atext message from Dave Phipps over a Defense,” Javhasaid. "He wants to have lunch and
discuss 'our mutua friend."

"You don't have mutual friends?' Heffer said.

" try not to have mutud friendswith him," Javnasaid.

"Y ou should have lunch with him," Heffer said.

"Yeah, | should,” Javnasaid. "And double up on the antacid.”
ok kK K

"Hereyou go," Dave Phipps said, handing Javna his hot dog.

"Thanks," Javnasaid, taking it. "Y ou know, Dave, the Defense Department pays hundreds of dollarsfor
hammers and toilet seats. It seemslikeit should be able to spring for something more than ahot dog from
astand onthe Mdl."

"How canwe?' Phippssaid. "All our money isin seats and hammers. Anyway, the Pentagon's not paying
for your lunch today, | am."

"Well, inthat case, it'samed fit for aking,” Javnasaid.

"Damn right,” Phipps said, taking his hot dog from the vendor and handing him hiscash. "That'sa
Kingston's Bison Boar hot dog you're egting there, Javna. No ground-up pork sphinctersfor you. And all
the condiments you can stand. I'll even spring for asoda”

"Well, shit, Dave," Javnasaid. "Keep this up and people will say wereinlove."

"Not likely," Phipps said, taking his change and grabbing two Cokes. "Comeon, let'ssit.” Thetwo men
angled toward abench and ate sllently for aminute, watching joggers run past on the Mall.

"Good dog," Phipps said, after aminute.
"No sphincters,” Javna agreed.

"I've got afunny story about Bison Boar," Phippssaid. "'l got it from Kingston's Pentagon supplier. He
said that when Bison Boar came on the market, there was arabbinica debate about whether Jews could
edit”

"Wdll, it'spork," Javnasad. "At least it's partly pork. Isn't it?"

"That was the question. The Torah forbids eating mest from animalswith cloven hooves, but someone
pointed out that technically speaking, Bison Boar didn't come from an animd with hooves, and in fact it



didn't really come from an animd at dl. It came from geneticaly spliced and sequenced DNA that was
tweaked to produce muscletissuein avat. One of the animalsthe DNA came from had split hooves, but
the other one didn't, and since there never was an actual Bison Boar animal, no one knew whether
theoretically the anima would have split hooves or not.”

"They could look at the corporate mascot,” Javha said.
"They did, apparently,” Phippssaid. "It wasn't helpful. It wears boots."
"Fascinating,”" Javnasaid. "What did they decide?"

"They didn't," Phipps said. "Eventualy one of the rabbis pointed out that the Torah was silent on the
subject of DNA splicing, so what they were doing was just speculation. Kind of the Jewish equivaent of
arguing whether how many angels could dance on the head of a pin. So the question wasn't whether the
meset was from a cloven-hooved animd or not, but why they were arguing about it in thefirst place.

"Smart man," Javhasaid.
"Well," Phippssaid. "He was arabbi."

"Doesthis story have gpplication to our Stuation,” Javnasaid, "or are we just making lunchtime
chit-chat?'

"I have anideahere, and | want you to tell me what you think of it,” Phippssaid. "Let's pretend we're on
the same side and talk like we might want to keep our jobslonger than the end of the week. What do

you say?*
"| think that's atremendousidea," Javnasad. "Youfirg."

"Over thelast couple of daysyou might have noticed you had some difficulty accomplishing aparticular
task you've been working on," Phipps said.

"Now that you mention it, yes" Javnasaid.

"l imaginethat you'l find from here on out your difficulty will bedleviated,” Phippssaid. "And before you
ask, let'sjust say that while we over at Defense believed it wasin our strategic interest to have your
department fail initstask, the facts on the ground have changed substantidly in the last severd hours.™

"Y ou mean six Nidu destroyers up and vanishing into n-gpace dl at the sametime has got your balsina
clench, too," Javnasaid.

"I wouldn't have put it that way, but yes," Phipps said. "Defense and State have different ideas on the
desirability of staying closeto our good friends the Nidu, but at this point we'd rather stay close than go
toe-to-toe."

"Thereisthelittle problem that we don't know where the object of our task, asyou delicately put it, isat
this particular moment.”

"I'll get that information for you," Phippssaid. "But it's going to have to wait until after Webster's briefing
tonight. There are people | need to talk to first. Projects | have to close down.”

"The sooner | can get it, the happier | am,” Javnasaid. "But | don't imagine this sudden
inter-departmental cooperation comes at no cost.”

"No cogt,” Phippssaid. "Just afavor. If anyone asks, thislittle squabble between our departments never



happened.”
"Who do you imagine asking?' Javnasaid.

"Y ou never know," Phipps said, between amouthful of hot dog. "The press. A Senate committee. An
independent investigator. Whoever."

"Just to be clear,” Javnasaid. "And to avoid any comfortable euphemisms here on our nicelittle park
bench, Defense spent the last week trying to fuck up our relationship with our closest ally—which
worked, incidentally, and | have court date tomorrow morning to prove it—and to put the cherry on top,
you attempted to kill amember of the State Department, who is, incidentally, a very good friend of mine.
And | suspect that you would have killed an innocent woman aswell if you could have gotten away with
it And you want meto just forget about it."

Phipps nodded and dugged back some of his Coke. "Y esh. That's pretty much our position, Ben. Just
forget about it."

"It'skind of ahard thing to forget, Dave," Javnasaid. "Especidly with most of the Nidu battle fleet
probably bearing down on us. And even if we decide to forgive and forget, someone's going to have to
takethe blame.”

"I've got someoneto blame," Phipps said. "And as an added bonus heis actualy guilty."
"Niceto see the Defense Department subcontracts for attempted murder, too,” Javnasaid.

"Look," Phippssaid. "When dl thisisover, you and | can go in aback aley with acouple of beersand a
couple of lead pipesand haveit out, dl right? But right now we're having a'hang together or hang
separately' moment. Soif it'sall the same, I'd like to stay focused on the task at hand. I'll help you find
your pa and hisgirlfriend. In return, we al make like were friends. Under oath, if necessary. That's how
thisisgoing to work, if it'sgoing towork at al.”

"Fine" Javnasaid. "But | need that information tonight. Tonight, Dave. I've got to go into court tomorrow
and try to keep every treaty between Nidu and Earth for the last several decades from becoming null and
void. Knowing where our lost sheep iswill go avery long way in keeping that from happening.”

"Dedl," Phippssaid, and took afind bite of his hot dog. "What's the suit about, if you don't mind me
asking?'

"The Nidu claim that Robin Baker istheir property because she's got their sheep DNA in her genetic
makeup. | have to prove she's more human than property,” Javnasaid. "If | win, she getsto stay acitizen
of Earth. If | lose, weredl in some pretty deep shit"

"Human being or Nidu sheep,” Phipps said, and chucked his ngpkin into atrash can. "Now, there's a
casefor therabbis."

Javna, who had been about to stuff thelast bit of hishot dog in his mouth, stopped. He looked at his dog
for asecond. "Huh," he said, and then finished off hisdog.

"Huh, what?' Phipps said.

"Phipps, | want you to know | think you're one of the biggest assholesit's been my pleasureto meet in
my entire government career,” Javnasaid.

"Thisiswhat | get for buying you lunch,” Phippssad, dryly. "Thanks."



"Don't mentionit," Javnasaid. "But asshole that you may be, you've just given me an ideafor my court
date tomorrow. If it works, when you and | go into that back dley, I'll let you have the first swing.”

"Wadll, then," Phipps said. "Her€'s hoping that it works."

* * % % %

"Ahhhhh," Rod Acunasaid, flexing his previoudy brokenwrit. "That's much better. How doesit look,
geek?' Acunathrust hisarm out a Archie; Archieflinched back involuntarily.

"It looks good," Archie said, and tried to turn back to his computer, which had been acting a bit buggy.

"It should," Acunasaid, thwarting Archies maneuver. " Quick-Hed sessonsclear al of it up. Broken
bones, torn tendons, even bruises and scrapes. It costs a shitload. But on the other hand, now | don't
look likeyou."

Archieinvoluntarily touched the Sde of hisface, where an ugly purple welt had formed, a souvenir from
getting whacked in the face by the second group of invaders who had snuck into Fixer's shop the night
before. Archie knew who gave it to him: Sam. He knew it was Sam because once he had fallen to the
ground, stunned by the hit, Sam had comein close, whipped out an eectric prod and whispered "sorry,
love" in hisear before jabbing the prod into his abdomen and shocking him into unconsciousness. Hed
only come to because Acunakicked him theribsto get him awake and Takk had hauled his body up the
dairs.

Takk now lay on the floor of the apartment's bedroom, suffering from the digestive trauma of thowing up
Fixer. The less Archie thought about that episode the better. Acunahad very nearly thrown Archie and
Takk out of the van and sped off to get his wounds tended; his body had been severely abused over the
last couple of days. Archie didn't know where Acunawent to get fixed up but he doubted it was a
regular hospitd; heimagined it was some underworld fredlancer, like that Fixer character, but with a
medica degree. Archielet hismind wander to speculate about an entire economy of underworld
gpecidists and reflected that somehow, through no redl fault of his own, he could probably be defined as
one of them now.

"The pisser about QuickHea sessonsisthey make you itch like ason of abitch,” Acunasaid. "I'm gonna
go get some aspirin. Come with me, geek. | want to talk to you about something." Acunawhedled
around and went out of the door of the apartment; Archie wearily got up and followed.

He caught up to Acunaat the vending machine in the hall. "don't take this the wrong way," Acunasaid, as
he fed his card into the machine, "but you redlly look like hell. | mean, whoever these bastards were did a
number on me and even scored afew points off of Takk, which takes some doing. But you redly got
cracked one." He pressed the button to get hisaspirin.

"Thanks," Archiesad, glumly.
"Y ou want some aspirin of your own?" Acunaasked. "I'll even get them for you. My treat."
"I'mfing" Archiesad.

"Hey, look," Acunasaid. "They've restocked your favorite: the white chocolate M&Ms. I'm going to get
you some." He jabbed hisfinger at the "B4" button.

Archie meant to say really, thanks, but no. He got asfar asthefirst phoneme before the pain scraped
across his optic nerve, sending Archieto the ground, writhing. Acunawatched him fall.



"Well, isnt that interesting,” Acunasaid. "Maybe | should get two packages, what do you say?' He
jabbed the "B4" button a second time. Archie gasped, lifted his head up, and dropped it back down
spasmodicaly to the concrete, sending a second, lesser and amost comforting flash of pain acrosshis
brain pan.

"Who do you work for, Archie?' Acunasaid, and dimly Archierealized it was only the second time
Acunahad used his proper name.

"l work for the Defense Department,” Archie gasped.

"Wrong answer," Acunasaid, and jabbed "B4" again. Archietwitched inagony. "I know dl of Defense's
little spy tricks. Thisisn't one of them. Thisisanew one on me. That impresses me, incidentaly. | thought
| knew all thewaysto get abug into aroom and get information out of it. But thisredlly takesthe cake.
Very nice. Well, except for this part.” Acunahit the button again. Archie vomited and curled up into a
fetd pogtion.

"Let me makethisred smplefor you, geek," Acunasaid. "I don't like it when people soy onme. |
especidly don't likeit when people spy on me and as aresult one of my missions gets fucked up beyond
all recognition. It makes melook bad. | don't like looking bad." He jabbed at the vending machine
button. Thistime Archie, marinating in his puke, merely convulsed. "So you're going to tell me who you
work for, now, or I'm going to take thisfucking credit card right up to itslimit getting it out of you."

Archie whimpered something.
"Excuseme?' Acunasaid.
"l sad, fuck you," Archie said, voicetrembling.

Acunasmiled and looked toward the vending machine. ™Y ou know, each of these M&M bags costs
eighty-five cents,” hesaid. "And my credit limit on this card isfive thousand dollars. Let's see how many
bagsthat getsus.”

Acuna spent $45.05 before Archie talked.

* k % k %

Brian snuck into Archie's computer by doing what Archie had wanted him to do: Letting his system get
drilled. It was an insgde job: Brian created the driller and had it drill into the system by way of a backdoor
Brian opened up, into which he'd deposited the data inside a century's worth of Washington DC yellow
pages—encrypted, of course, for extrafun, and formatted to look like persond information files. Archie's
driller went in, scooped up the data, and hailed Archi€'s computer to begin transmitting. Asit did so,
Brian jammed in ingtructions that |eft the port wide open but gave Archie's computer the impresson it
was closed and secure. Brian was having fun being the smartest computer ever.

Brian had been riffling through Archie's fileswhen Archig's onboard computer cam caught Archie coming
through the door, followed by ahuge-ass dien that Brian recognized (some part of him did, anyway) asa
Nagch. Both them looked like they had just had the shit kicked out of them. If Brian had to guess, he
would have supposed Archie and the dien had just gotten back from trying to collect Harry and Robin; it
didn't appear asif they had been particularly successful. Archie parked himsdf in front of his computer
and picked adong desultorily for afew minutes before putting his head on the desk and falling adeep.
Brian went back to hisfileriffling. When Archie woke up the next morning he seemed to suspect
someone had been peeking through hisfiles; he ran adiagnostic and started cruising through hisfiles.
Brian played cat-and-mouse with Archiefor afew hours, partly to gauge Archie's skillsand partly for the



amusement factor.

Rod Acunashowed up in the afternoon, full of good cheer, and demanded Archie come with him to get
something from the vending machines. Some 20 minutes later the apartment door burst open and Acuna
dragged Archie through it, tossed him roughly onto the carpet, and yelled a name that sounded like
"Tack." The Nagch suddenly filled the bedroom doorway.

"What, boss?' it asked.

"Were onthe move," Acunasaid, and pointed a Archie, splayed, semi-conscious, on the floor. Y ou get
the geek watch. If this shitball so much as breathes funny, you eat him.”

"Why?What did he do?"' the Nagch asked.
"He's been feeding information about what we've been doing to hisfucking pals,” Acunasaid.
"The Defense Department?' The Nagch asked.

"No, you mountainous dipshit,” Acuna said. " Some wackjob cult he belongsto. The Church of the
Evolved Lamb. They're the assholesthat hit uslast night.”

"l could eat him now," the Nagch offered.

"No," Acunasaid, and looked down at Archie. "l need to talk to Schroeder first. He might have
guestions he wants to ask thisfucker. But in the meantime, you do not let him out of your sight Do you
understand me? If he takes adump, he does it with you in the bathroom. Do you understand me?'

"Yes" theNagch said. "What do | do if hetriesto run?’

"Good question,” Acunasaid. He pulled afolding knife from his pocket, flicked it open, bent down to
grab Archie'sright leg, and severed his Achillestendon. Archielet out awhimpering scream and lapsed
out of consciousness. "That takes care of that. And especidly don't let him near that computer of his. In
fact—" Acunabegan to stride over to Archie's computer.

Uh-oh, Brian thought. Acunareached out to the computer. The view from the onboard camerawhedled
wildly and then went black.

Jean Schroeder had told Dave Phippsto let himself in when he came by, and Phipps did, comingin
through the garage door and walking up the spird staircase that led into what used to be Anton
Schroeder's study and was now the study of his son. Phipps, who had been in the study numerous times,
had aways found the place creepy, probably because Anton had decorated its walls with ancient spears

and swords of Nidu design, and Jean had seen fit to keep them up, and indeed to add to the collection.
Both of them apparently derived amusement from being surrounded by the weapons of the enemy.

Phipps found Schroeder at his desk, feet up, reading something from an unbound sheaf of papers. He
glanced over at Phippsas he camein. "Y ou're looking twitchy," he said, and went back to his reading.

"Jean, it'sover," Phippssaid. "I need to know where the woman is. We need to bring her back in."
"Why?" Schroeder said, not looking up from his papers.
"What?' Phippssaid.



"Why do we need to bring her back in?" Schroeder said. ™Y ou and your boss wanted alittle excitement
to boost your budgets. I'd say you're getting it. It seemslike things are going just swimmingly.”

"You'renot ligening to me," Phippssaid. "It's over. The Nidu are responding far more strongly to this
missing woman than we anticipated. They've got Six destroyers in n-space right now and we suspect
they're on their way here. It's stopped being something we can play with. And it's stopped being
something | can let you play your own game with, Jean.”

"Why, Dave. 'My own game," Schroeder said. " Strong words from aman who's been taking bribesfrom
me sincethefirst day of the Webster administration. Do you know how much money I've got in you,
Dave?'

"It's past that, Jean," Phipps said.

"$438,000," Schroeder said, loudly, for effect. "To date. That's dmost enough for that Nag's Head
beach house you've had your eye on. Which reminds me, | have another installment for you."

"Keepit," Phippssaid.

Schroeder finally looked over from his paper. "Keep it?" he asked. "Oh, dear. Thingsredly must be out
of control. Thisis America, Dave. People don't just turn down money in America. It'sunpatriotic. You
could get deported for that.”

"Jean—" Phipps began, and then heard atoilet flush from the study's small adjacent bathroom. "There's
someone else here?' Phipps asked.

"I'm popular,” Schroeder said. "Y ou can't expect meto cancel my previous socia engagementsjust
because you have a sudden urge to hang me out to dry."

"l didn't say | was hanging you out to dry," Phipps said.

"Well, of courseyou didn't,” Schroeder said. "No one ever does. But suddenly turning down my cash
after taking in half amillion of it—when you're so close to that beach house, no less—well. My daddy
taught me how to read the signs, Dave. Defense has fucked up and you're looking for someone to blame.
And I'm guessing sometime in the last few hours you've persondly decided that burying me will save your
own ass. Well, Dave, to use your own words, it's past that. Way past.”

The bathroom door opened and Narf-win-Getag came out. "I'm leaving the fan on,” he said to
Schroeder.

"| appreciate that," Schroeder said.
"What the fuck isgoing on here?' Phipps said.

"By which you mean to say, 'Why, Jean. What are you doing letting the Nidu Ambassador to Earth use
your bathroom when heis your avowed enemy? | have an answer for that. So why don't you st down
for aminute, and let Narf fix you adrink."

"Fix meadrink," Phipps said. Phipps was aware that as an underling, he was well nigh an untouchable
class of being by Nidu standards.

"Why not," Schroeder said. "Weredl friends here. Isn't that right, Narf."

"Itistoo true," Narf-win-Getag replied.



"And Narf makesamean martini,” Schroeder said. "So st the hell down, Dave, and let me explain some
thingstoyou.”

Phipps took a seat in one of the chairs opposite Schroeder. Narf-win-Getag went to the bar, behind
where Phipps sat, and, as promised, began fixing Phippsadrink.

"Now, then,” Schroeder said. "'I'll begin with an observation.” He waved at the various Nidu wegpons on
thewadll. "Do you know what dl these wegpons have in common?"

"They're Nidu weagpons," Phipps said.

"Partid credit,” Schroeder said. "They're weapons designed, built, and used by ancient members of the
win-Getag clan, ascion of which is currently fixing you amartini. For the last severa decades, the
win-Getag clan has been of minima rank within the Nidu socia hierarchy—no offense, Narf."

"Nonetaken," Narf-win-Getag said. He walked over to Phipps and handed him the drink. Phippstook it
and drank.

"Good, huh?" Schroeder said.
"Pretty good," Phipps admitted.

"l usejust enough vermouth to coat the glass," Narf-win-Getag explained. "No more." He sat down in
the chair next to Phipps.

"Anyway, mewin-Getags socid fortunes have been down for the last few decades," Schroeder said.
"Which iswhy the clan occupies diplomatic posts on planets that are of low importance. Such as, dasfor
us, Earth. But | don't suppose you know the reason for the win-Getags relative low status.”

"Not aclue,” Phippssad.
"It is because we contested for the crown,” Narf-win-Getag said.

"Exactly right," Schroeder said. "At the time, the Nidu ruler |eft no heir to the throne. Impotent, although
whether naturaly or by sabotageis still amatter for discussion. Nidu traditions require adirect-line
descendant and afaithful coronation processin order to achieve the throne. If you don't have one or the
other, your clan can't succeed and the contest for the throne is opened up to competing clans. I'm right so
far," Schroeder said, checking with Narf-win-Getag.

"Sofar," agreed Narf-win-Getag.

"When the throneis open, naturally certain clanswill bein astronger position than othersto contest for
it," Schroeder said. "Thelast time around, two clans were the primary contenders. The auf-Getag clan,
which currently sits on the throne, and the win-Getag clan, which does not. Each clan had its supporters
both in other clans and among the CC, and there was the usua political intrigue and deal making and,
long story short, for various reasons—"

" Assassination and sabotage,” Narf-win-Getag growled.

"—including nation and sabotage," Schroeder granted, "the auf-Getag clan emerged victoriousin
the race for the crown. Asthe defeated clan, the win-Getag clan experienced amassive loss of status and
gation, which iswhy Narf here is now Ambassador to Earth and not to the CC itself.

"Now, heresafunny wrinkle. In aSituation where theré's no heir to the throne and aclan is selected to



ascend, that clan creates a coronation process, which must be performed exactly in order for subsequent
heirsto take the throne. If the heir doesn't perform the coronation process exactly, the throneis open
again, and then one of two things happens. First comes an interva period of about five days, in which the
first clan to successfully replicate the coronation process can claim the throne. If no clan manages that,
thenit'sback to afree-for-al with dl the clansfighting it out. Y ou with me so far?”'

"I'm following you," Phippssaid. "But | don't see what this hasto do with anything.”
"I'm getting there," Schroeder said. "And trust me, thisisthe short form of the story."
"Fine" Phippssaid.

"Now," Schroeder said. "Because of the Nidu traditions, the coronation ceremony usudly involves
something specific to the clan in power, which other clans can't get. Traditionaly, thisinvolves objects or
Secret texts, but when the auf-Getag clan came to power it decided to do something different.”

A light clicked on. "The sheep,” Phippssaid.

"The sheep,” Schroeder agreed. "A gift of the Earth government asaway to curry favor with the
ascendant auf-Getag clan, along with acomputer network designed for Nidu's new ruler, to streamline
his grip on power. The computer network isjust anetwork, but the ownership of the sheep belongsto
the auf-Getag clan and itsroyal family exclusively. No member of any other clan can possessthe sheep
on pain of death and disenfranchisement. What's more, the coronation calsfor a live sheep, sincethe
coronation ceremony requires both the DNA of the sheep and ameasurement of the brain activity. This
hel ps to make sure no clan shows up with ajug of sheep blood for a coronation ceremony.”

"But if someone kills off the sheep, then the coronation ceremony can't go off,” Phippssaid. "And the
Nidu throneisthrown open.”

"You got it," Schroeder said.

Phippslooked over at win-Getag. "Y oure making aplay for the throne.”

"l am," Narf-win-Getag said.

"Then dl this concern about finding the shegp wasal just aploy,” Phippssad.

"Not aploy,” Narf-win-Getag said. "I'm the ambassador to my government. My government wantsto
find the sheep. | Smply knew the search wouldn't be fruitful.”

"Except it was," Phipps countered. "They found the girl."

"Ah, yes, thegirl,” Narf-win-Getag said. "And suddenly things became much more interesting. I've been
planning—my clan has been planning, | should say—to ascend the throne for decades, biding our time,
gathering dliesfor when the Fehen died and the throne could be brought into play. We knew other clans
were doing the same, of course. It was not clear whether we'd be able to ascend, particularly given our
unfairly-wrought low status. But suddenly hereisasheep who is adso ahuman—and who istherefore not
the property of the auf-Getag family. Someone who offersaquick, clean way to the throne."

"But you're suing to make her the property of Nidu," Phipps said. "Ben Javnas going to court tomorrow
to fight the case.”

"The property of the Nidu government, not of the auf-Getag clan,” Narf-win-Getag said. "' Clans have no
standing in Common Confederation courts. The auf-Getag clan is hoping that the woman is found before



the ceremony needs to be performed, while the government and the auf-Getag clan are one and the
same. But if sheisnot, then any clan could use her to complete the coronation ceremony. If they had
her."

"And you have her," Phippssaid.

"No," Schroeder said. "This Creek fellow keeps getting her away from us. We know they've gone off
planet and we know they left from the DC area. From thereit's a process of dimination. There were only
0 many shipsthet left last night.”

"And what are you going to do with when you find her?' Phipps said.

"Teake her," Narf-win-Getag said. "Hide her. Then use her. And if | can't do that, then kill her. Would you
like another drink?'

"No thank you," Phippssaid.
"Jean?" Narf-win-Getag said.

"Nothing for me," Schroeder said. "But please, Narf, help yoursdf." Narf-win-Getag nodded and got up;
Schroeder turned his attention back to Phipps. "Now you see why we can't let you have her, Dave," he
sad. "We have our own plansfor her."

"No matter what those plans do to the Earth," Phipps said.

"The Earth isgoing to be fine," Schroeder said. "Its government less so, but that's no grest loss. You
should know that the government of the Earth is damned no matter what. If the auf-Getag keep the
throne, they're going to believe the government of the Earth actively worked to bring their downfall.
That'sbad news. If 11 probably mean awar. If the win-Getag take the throne, they're going to
remember that the government of the Earth supported their enemiesin their bid for the throne once upon
atime. That'saso bad news. It will aso probably mean awar. The difference hereisthat if the
win-Getag are on the throne, they will be the onesto name an administrator for Earth and her colonies
after the hodtilities have ceased.”

"You," Phippssad.

"Me," Schroeder said. "And what apolitica masterstrokeit will be for the new Nidu government to name
as Earths adminigtrator someone with such along and colorful history of enmity with the Nidu. If 11
reassure the citizens of Earth that their government will stand up for their interests. If 11 reassure the CC
that the Nidu arefair and just conquerors. Everybody gets something.”

"Except that in being conquered, the Earth would lose her independent status, her right to her colonies,
and her right to be represented in the Common Confederation,” Phipps said.

"Detalls, detals," Schroeder said. "Y es. The Earth will lose her representation and the administration of
her colonies. But it'sonly atemporary loss. Narf has assured me that he has no interest in our real estate
or intelling uswhat to do. He can hardly stand humansasit is.”

"Present company excepted, of course," Narf-win-Getag said, from the bar.

"So well be back to independent status within adecade,” Schroeder said. "Mind you, it could go faster if
| had help in my administration. Such asyours.™

Phipps blinked. "Areyou trying to bribe me?' he said.



"No, Dave," Schroeder sighed. "I've dready been bribing you. Now I'm trying to buy you outright. A lot
of theredly good positions have aready been filled by my staff over a the American Indtitute for
Colonization, I'm afraid. But | could see my way to letting you run some portion of the globe. | hear New
Zedandisnice"

"Ligtento you," Phippssaid. Y ou've traded away your birthright for amess of porridge. Y ou're running
agroup that's meant to hel p the Earth and her colonies prosper, not become subjugated by an alien race.
| can't evenimagine what your father would say to you.”

"Wel, firgt, I'm not sdling my birthright for porridge, I'm selling it to run the entire fucking planet,”
Schroeder said, "and that seemslike a pretty good deal to me. Second, it was my father and the Nidu
ambassador Ng-win-Getag who got the ball rolling on this project forty years ago, so | would imagine
hed be thrilled.”

"I don't understand,” Phipps said.

"Y ou think something like this happens overnight?' Schroeder said. "Y es, the part with the girl is all
improvisation. But everything el se about planning to take the throne of Nidu has taken decades. My
father was uniquely suited to help the win-Getag clan. He was Earths first Representative to the CC, for
God's sake. He knew everyone and everyone knew him. The AIC wasthe perfect vehicle for Dad to
further the god, to influence generations of Washington hal-crawlers and create an anti-Nidu sentiment
that masked his actua agenda of bringing the win-Getag clan to the throne. It worked. It gtill works,
even in the Webster administration. How do you think your boss got hisjob, Dave? It was one of Dad's
last chess moves before he died.”

"Thisisinsane," Phippssaid.
"| takeit that means you're saying 'no' to ruling New Zealand," Schroeder said.

"I'm saying you need to rethink what you're doing,” Phipps said. "Y ou're going to hand your entire
species over to war and subjugation. That'sinsane. | can't condone that. Jean, tell me where the woman
isand we can dl till get out of thiswith our hidesintact. Otherwise | can't guarantee anything.”

"Dave," Schroeder said. "Y ou can't guarantee anything, anyway. Y ou have nothing | need. Last chance,
pa. Jointhe club.”

"Or what? Y ou're going to kill me?' Phipps said. "Be serious, Jean. If it cameto that, | could break your
neck while you were gill trying to get up off of that chair."

"Oh, yes, you were Speciad Forces, and I'm just asoft vy Leaguer,” Schroeder said. "I remember that.
You'reright, of course. | could never kill you. It would be foolish of metotry. | could never get away
withit. But I know someonewho could.”

Phippsfet pressure afraction of a second before he saw the tip of the Nidu spear emerge from just
below hisribcage.

"Narf, for example," said Schroeder, conversationdly. "He has diplomatic immunity.”

Phipps grasped at the protruding spear tip and was caught off guard when the second spear came
through his abdomen, in abilaterally symmetrica postion from thefirst. He grasped that one aswell and
tried to stand up, and looked for amoment like a skier with his poles stuck through hiskidneys.

Narf-win-Getag came around from behind Phipps and stood in front of him. "These spears are said to
have been used in battle by Zha-win-Getag, the noble founder of my clan ling," Narf-win-Getag said.



"Y ou should be honored to the upon them.”

Phipps burbled up blood and collapsed to his knees, pitched forward, and died. The spears caught in the
chair and kept Phipps from faling forward completely.

"You wereright," Narf-win-Getag said to Schroeder. "He would have upset our plans.”

"I know," Schroeder said. "It'simportant to know what people are thinking before they do.”
"What would you have doneif he said he wanted to join us?' Narf-win-Getag said.

"I would have had you kill him anyway," Schroeder said. "He took bribes. He couldn't be trusted.”
"Hetook bribesfrom you," Narf-win-Getag said.

"Precisdly,” Schroeder said. "So | know exactly how little he could be trusted.” He looked down at
Phipps. "That's ashame, though.”

"That you couldn't trust him," Narf-win-Getag.

"No, that you had to spear him," Schroeder said. "Now there's blood al over that rug. That shit never
comesout.”

chapter 11

Thefirst thing Creek and Robin did was deep. They found their way to their cabin, an economy job on
one of the lower decks, by the engine and the crew quarters, and squeezed their way through the door.
They collapsed onto their respective single bunks and were out, dreamless, for 12 hours.

The second thing they did was shop. Fixer had gracioudly provided Creek with a swestshirt to swap out
for historn and bloody shirt (athough not so gracioudy that he didn't charge Creek aridiculous amount
for it) and gave Robin her promised hat for free, but aside from that the two of them had astheir
possessions only their fake passports and what they had on their bodies. The Neverland was not one of
the high-end cruise liners—it belonged to the Haysbert-American cruise line, which specidized in
economy package tours for large groups—but it featured a reasonably nice clothes store on the Galaxy
Deck. Robin picked out clothes and shoes for the both of them while Creek made inane conversation
with the clerk, describing how their luggage had somehow been routed to Bermuda.

Thethird thing Robin did was get her hair done. The third thing Creek did was get a massage. Both of
them winced through their respective procedures but were pleased with the results. The fourth thing they
did was degp some more, waking up ravenous and just in time for the evening's assigned-seat dinner.
They found their seat assgnment dipped under the door table 17.

"It saysthat dressis semi-formal—military dress uniforms preferred,” Robin said, reading the assgnment.

"I'm afraid we're going to disgppoint them,” Creek said. "At least | got you anice suit jacket and tie,"
Robin said. "Incidentaly, don't get used to me shopping for you. Thisisaoncein alifetimededl. | hope
you don't mind me saying | plan never to go into amall with you again.”

"Understood,” Creek said. "I hope you don't mind me saying | share the sentiment.”

"Good to have that out of the way, then,” Robin said, then looked at the invitation again. "But you have a
dressuniform, right? Back at home? Y ou're aveteran.”



"l am," Creek said. "'l do. But | don't think I've put it on since | got out."

Robin smiled and waved airily, sgnifying the cruise. ™Y ou mean you've never done one of these before?
Or evenjust aparade on Veteran's Day?'

"I'm not much for aparade,” Creek sad. "I'm getting that from you," Robin said. "That whole loner”
vibe"

"It'snot that,” Creek said. "Wadll, itis. But it'saso that the best thing about my military serviceisthat it's
over. | put away the uniform because | wasdonewithit."

"Are you going to be okay with this cruise?' Robin asked. "Because | get the feding the rest of these
guysaren't donewith it yet. It'skind of why they're here."

"I'll befine" Creek said. "I'm aloner by inclination but it doesn't mean | can't fake sociability.”

"Theresmy trooper,” Robin said. "I bet you're going to be the only guy there not in uniform, though. Just
you wait and see”

"What, no uniform?" asked the bald man at table 17, as Creek and Robin took their seats.
"Our luggage got sent to Bermuda," Creek said, Stting.

"Boy, if | had adollar for every time| heard that excuse," the bald man said, and held out hishand.
"Chuck Grade, and thisismy wife Eveyn."

"Hiroki Toshima," Creek said, taking it.

"Comeagan?' Graciesad.

"Adopted," Creek said.

"Ah," Graciesad.

"And thisismy fiancee, Debbie," Creek said, pointing to Robin.

"Wel! Congratulationsto you two," Evelyn Gracie said.

"Thanks," Robin said. "It was quite sudden."

"Widl, youll havetotdl usdl about it," Evelyn said. "I love agood engagement story."

"Wemet inamall," Robin said, deadpan. "We ran into each other. There were parcels everywhere.”

Before she could go on two other couples arrived and introduced themsalves: James Grower and hiswife
Jackie, and Ned and Denice Leff. As handshakes were offered al around, onefina couple arrived: Chris
Lopez and her companion Eric Woods. This precipitated another wave of handshakes and Creek
explaining that he was adopted. A waiter came by and filled wine glasses.

"Now that were all here" Grade said, "are there any officers at the table?" Everyone shook their heads.
"Good!" Grade said. "Then thisis a saute-free zone. | say we get drunk and ezt like pigs through the
entirecruise.”

Next to Grade, Evelyn rolled her eyes and smacked her husband on the arm. " Settle down, Chuck," she



sad. "Thisis your commanding officer speeking.”
"Yes, maam," Grade said, and grinned at histablemates. "Y ou can see who'sin charge here.”

"I hear the captain of the Neverland isaveteran of Pgimhi," Chris Lopez said. "Does anyone know if
that'strue?’

"I can answer that," Ned Leff said. "It'strue. He was a Marine lander jockey there. It's one of the
reasons we picked the Neverland for thiscruise.”

"That and it's cheagp," Grade said.

"That doesn't hurt," Leff admitted. "But there were cheaper. | was on the steering committee for this
cruise. Captain Lehane came to us and made the pitch for hisship. It sedled the deal. Hewas ahell of a
pilot a Pgmhi, you know. Hislander took adirect hit and he still managed to get it and his squad back
to their ship."

"And now he'sferrying around tourigts,” James Crower said.
"Nothing wrong with that," Lopez said. "Hedid histour likedl of us.

"I'm not criticizing,” Crower said. "Hell, I'm envious. | was ahopper jockey mysdlf. Now | sdll carpet. I'd
trade.”

"I'm inthe market for carpet,” Grade said.
"Thenthisisalucky aday for one of us," Crower sad.

"Speak of the devil," Leff said, and pointed toward the front of the room. "It looks like Captain Lehaneis
going to say something.”

Creek craned his head and saw ayoungish man in awhite dress uniform—the uniform of the
Haysbert-American line—standing and banging afork lightly against awine goblet. Theroom, full of
chatter, settled down quickly.

"Fellow veterans" Lehane said. " Soldiers, marines, midshipmen, and yes, even officers'—thisgot a
laugh—"1 welcome you to the Neverland." Thisline brought applause; Lehane smiled and let it go onfor
afew seconds and then held up hishand to settleit back down.

"All of usare herefor areason,” he said.
"Todrink!" someone yelled from the back. The crowd roared.

Lehane smiled again. "All right, two reasons. The other reason isto honor our friends and comrades who
fell onthefield at Pgmhi. More than a decade has passed since we—some of us barely out of high
school—fought and died in the largest commitment of human armed forces since our planet joined the
Common Confederation. In that time, many things have been said about the Batde of Pgimhi. Many
things have been said againgt it. But not once has anyone doubted the courage of the men and women
who fought and died there. We above al people know thistruth, and of the brotherhood and sisterhood
formed between usin that fight, that exists now among those of uswho lived, and that callsusto
remember those who made the ultimate sacrifice for their planet and their fellow soldier.” Heraised his
goblet. "To our brothersand sigters.”

"To our brothers and sigters,” came back to him from every table. Everyone drank.



"Asyou know," Lehane continued, "Chagfun isaspecid port of cal for thisjourney of the Neverland,
and we have arranged for amemoria ceremony on the plain of Pgimhi. | hope to see each of you there.
Before and after that, of course, you'll be ableto enjoy yourselvesat dl our usud ports of cdl, and with
the Neverland's onboard activities. Because asmy friend at the back of the room noted, while we
remember our compatriots, there's nothing wrong with having fun aswell. So for the crew of the
Never-land, again, welcome, and enjoy yourselves. Thank you." He sat at histable to applause. Waiters
came out from the sdes of the room to begin delivering saads.

"That waswell done," Grade said.
"Told you hewas good," Leff said.

"How are we going to have a ceremony on the plain of Paymhi?* Lopez said. "' thought those Nidu planet
crackerswiped it off the face of the planet.”

"Yesand no," Leff said, and leaned back to let thewaiter ddliver hissdlad. "Theplainis il there. The
only differenceisnow it's under about one hundred meters of freshly laid rock. That's from the lavaflow
after the bomb went off. Our ceremony is going to take place in one of the cooler parts of the rock flow."

"Y ou mean there are fill warm parts?' Crower said.

"Oh, yes" Leff said. "There'savolcano built up now where the south part of the plain used to be. It's ill
spewing lava. Were going to be on the north side of the plain.”

"Goddamn Nidu," Grade said, and jabbed at his salad.

"Chuck," Evelyn warned.

"Sony, swestie," Gracie said, then looked ground the table. "But you al know what I'm talking about.”
Robin held up her hand. "Hi," she said. "Actualy, | don't. What do the Nidu have to do with this battle?"

Gracie looked at Robin, chewed thoughtfully on his sdlad, and then looked over to Creek. "Y ou didn't
tell her anything about it?"

"Therdationshipistill pretty new," Creek said.
"We're dill picking up the parcels,” Robin said.

Gracielooked around. "Anyone mind if | give abrief review?' When no one complained, he continued.
"The short story isthat the planet Chagfun isaNidu colony, and about twenty years ago, the Chagfun
natives started getting uppity. For about six, seven of those years, it was smdl-scale terrorist
suff—homemade bombs, exploding markets, assassination attempts. Nothing the Nidu can't handle on
their own. But then something happened that made the Nidu sit up: Theloca Nidu military commanders
took the side of the Chagfun natives and took their weapons with them. Which is something that's
absolutely not supposed to happen.”

"Why not?' Robin said.

"It's because of the Nidu hierarchy," Leff said, cutting in. "The Nidu are a caste-bound culture, grouped
in clansthat areincredibly suspicious of each other. The current ruling clan keeps control of
everything—and | do mean everything—through a computer network. Every single piece of military and
government equipment istied into the network, right down the riflesthe Nidu issueto their infantry. The
power structure istop down, so commanding officers have control over every decision that gets made. It



goes right up to the top. If the leader of the Nidu wanted, he could make a specific rifle on abattlefield
stop working, just by ordering it."

"What happensiif the soldier gets cut off from the network?' Robin asked.

"Hisrifle topsworking," Leff said. "Or histrangport, or his ship, whatever. It'sthe way the Nidu
hierarchy keeps control.”

"Except that in thiscase,” Grade said, stedling back the conversationa ball, "somehow theloca
commanders appeared to disengage themsa ves from the Nidu network and keep their riflesworking.
And their ships. So they take them offline and Chagfun declaresitsalf independent. Nidu declares war—"

"—and because Earth signed amutual defense treaty, we get dragged into it,” Lopez said. "And we end
up fighting Nidtt's civil war for them.”

"Not that our Defense Department was complaining,” Crower said.

"No, not a dl," Gracie said. "Defense was |ooking to show off Earth military readiness. So we do ajoint
military operation with the Nidu, and because it's Nidu's party, they'rein charge of the show. There'sjust
one problem.”

Robin waited for aminute for Grade to continue, but he was clearly enjoying his dramatic pause. Findly,
Robin said, "Yes? And the problem was what?'

Gracie opened his mouth to speak but Leff got there first. "The problem was that the Chagfun rebels
weren't actualy disconnected from the Nidu network. They'd stopped the Nidu leadership from
commanding their equipment, but they could still eavesdrop on the network.”

"So they knew every move the Nidu were going to have usmake," Gracie said. He stuffed more sdlad
into hismouth.

"That'sbad," Robin said.

"It was very bad," Lopez said. "We landed 100,000 troops on the plain of Paymhi because Nidu
intelligencetold usit was an ideal staging area. It was supposed to be away from the main concentrations
of rebel troops, with sympeathetic civiliansin the loca townswho wouldn't cause us any trouble. But the
rebels knew we were coming and were reedy for us. They hit uswhile we were still getting organi zed.
There was no way we could mount an effective defense.”

"It wasared clusterfuck," Gracie said.
"Chuck," Evelyn Graciesad.

"Y our husband'sright, Mrs. Gracie," Lopez said. "There were 23,000 killed and about that number
wounded. When half of your troops are casudties, clusterfuck istheright term for it."

"Thank you, Lopez," Gracie said, and pointed to one of the ribbon bars on hisuniform with his salad
fork. "I got shot at Pgjmhi; took adug in the leg. Damn near tore the leg clean off. | figure | can usethe
term clusterfuck if | want,"

"So what happened?’ Robin said.
"Well, after acouple of Chagfun days, which are, what? Thirty hourslong?' Gracie looked over to Leff.

"Thirty-one hours, seven minutes," Leff sad.



"That long," Gracie said, pointing to Leff. "We managed to get our troops out of there, and told the Nidu
to take care of their own damn messes. And they did."

"They dropped the bomb on Pgimhi," Crower said. "One of their planet crackers. It'sabomb that blasts
down into the skin of aplanet. Weakensthe crust and |ets the molten rock come through.”

"It'slike making agoddamn volcanic explosion, iswhat it is," Gracie said. "The Nidu dropped the bomb
smack down into the plain of Pgimhi. Wiped out every living thing for acouple hundred kilometers
around, including dl thosetownsand villages."

"That was before the eruptions blew enough dust into the air to cool down the planet,” Leff said.
"Chagfun had its own mini-ice age that winter. Colonists froze and starved. The Nidu had a blockade of
the planet. No onewould runit.”

"Why didn't the CC do anything about it?" Robin asked.

"Internd matter,” Lopez said. "The CC only getsinvolved if one of its nations attacks another. It stays out
of civil wars™

"So the CC let dl those peopledie,”" Robin said.
"Basicdly," Lopez said. Sheforked thelast of her salad.

"But it worked," Gracie said, bringing the conversation around to him again. "The Chagfun rebels
surrendered to keep their families from starving and dying anymore. The Nidu swept in and took control
and asfar as| can recal executed every single rebel fighter. So through incompetence and ruthlessness,
the Nidu ended up killing tens of thousands of humans, executing tens of thousands of surrendered
combatants, and starving and freezing hundreds of thousands of their own people. And now you know
why | say, ‘Goddamn Nidu." Thistime Evelyn Gracie said nothing to her husband. The waiters cameto
take away the salad bowls.

"But enough of this depressing subject,” Gracie said. He reached into hisuniform and pulled out asmall
camera. "'l have afavor to ask. Asthe duly appointed representative of my regiment on thistrip, it has
falen to meto be annoying and take pictures of every little thing to send back for the regiment newdetter.
So | hope you won't mind al crowding together for aquick photo. Evelyn, swestie, if you wouldn't
mind." He handed the camerato hiswife, who got up from the table to frame the photo. The others a the
table crowded around Grade; Creek and Robin edged themselves away from the group, not at all
interested in having themsal ves photographed.

"Hiroki, Debbie" Gracie sad. "Squeezein.”

"l don't have auniform,” Creek said.

"Hell, man, | wasjust ribbing you about the uniform,” Gracie said.

"It'sokay. I'll St thisone out,” Creek said.

Gracie shrugged and looked over to Evelyn, who was framing the picture " Go ahead, honey,” he said.

Evelyn Gracie thought Hiroki and his nice young fiancee were smply being shy, and dso alittle silly. She
pressed a button on the back of the camerato flip the framing choice from Norma to Panoramic,
bringing the stubborn couples profilesjust into frame. She snapped the picture and handed it back to her
husband. "Thank you, dear," he said.



"You said regiment,” said Grower, to Grecie, asthe waiters handed down the main course of vaited
primerib. "Wereyou in cavdry?'

"Better," Gracie said "Ranger. 75th Regiment, 2nd Battalion. Fort Benning, Georgia. The 75m has been
around since the 1900s, which isahdll of abit of continuity. I'm not the only member of the 75th here—I
know a couple of guysfrom the 1st and 3rd Battalions are here, too. But they're making me take al the
pictures. Y ou were cavdry, right?’

"3rd Armored, Tiger Squadron, Crazy Horse Troop,” Crower said. "Out of Tennessee.”
"A finedate," Gracie allowed. "What about you, Lopez?'

"46th Infantry, 146th Forward Support Battdion,” Lopez said. "The Wolf Pack. Michigan.”
"3rd Batdlion, 7th Marines™" Leff sad. "Cdifornia The Cutting Edge.”

"What about you, Hiroki?"

Creek looked up from hisfood. "12th Infantry. 6m Battaion.”

There was dead silence a the table for severa seconds. "Holy Christ, man,” Gracie said, findly.
"Yeah," Creek said. He diced off some primerib and put it in his mouth.

"How many of you got out of there?' Lopez asked.

Creek swallowed. "From 6th Battalion?' Lopez nodded. " Twenty-six."

"From full battalion strength,” Leff said. "The whole thousand soldiers.”

"That'sright," Creek said.

"Jesus," Leff sad.

"Yeah," Creek said.

"I heard one of your guys got the Meda of Honor," Gracie said. "Held off the rebelsfor two daysand
saved hissquad.”

"He held off the rebels," Creek said. "He didn't get the Meda of Honor."
"Why the hell not?' Gracie said.

"Hedidn't save hisentire squad,” Creek said.

"He must have been pissed not to get it,” Crower said.

"He was more upset about not saving the man helogt," Creek said.

"Did you know the guy?' Lopez asked. "Who was he?"

"Harry Creek," Creek said. "l knew him."

"Whereishe now?' Lopez asked. "He became a shepherd,” Creek said. Grade laughed. "Y ou're not
serious,” hesaid. "Actualy, | am," Creek said. "And ishe any good at it?' Grade asked. "I don't know,"
Creek said, and glanced over a Robin. "Y ou'd have to ask the sheep.”



* * % % %

Creek disappeared after dinner; Robin went looking for him after a couple of hours and found him on the
Promenade Deck, staring out into space. "Hey," she said.

Creek turned to look at her and then turned back to look out at the stars. " Sorry about ducking out,” he
sad. "Dinner dredged up afew things."

"Werethey true?' Robin said. "The things you said about your battalion. About the Medal of Honor."

Creek nodded. "They're true. My battalion was right where the Chagfun rebel s had massed their main
troops. We got hit before we knew what was happening. My squad managed to break out and head for
cover but we were ambushed.”

"But you fought them off," Robin said. ™Y ou saved your squad.”

"l saved most of my squad,” Creek said. "My best friend died. Hed gotten excited and went after a
squad of rebels, and our squad followed him into an ambush. We fought it back but took heavy
casudties. The rest of the 6th was aready wiped out or fighting for their lives so we were on our own for
two days. At theend of it Brian was dead. | carried his body off the plain, but that'sdl | could do for
him."

"I'm sorry, Harry,” Robin said.
"It'sdl right,” Creek said. "l just wish | had been ableto save him.”

"One of the things I'm learning about you is that you have an overdevel oped sense of persona
obligation," Robinsad. "'l mean, | like it. It'skept me dive over the last couple of days. But it makes me
worry about you."

"You'reworried about me," Creek said.

"Don't mock me," Robin warned. "I may be half-sheep but you know | can throw a punch.”
"I'm not mocking you," Creek said. "I appreciateit. And you're only twenty percent sheep.”
"Details’" Robin said.

Behind them someone cleared histhroat. Creek turned and saw Ned Leff standing there. "1 hope I'm not
interrupting anything,” he said. "l saw you hereand | thought I'd come over."

"We'rejust looking at the stars,” Creek said.

"Waiting for the jump?’ Leff said. "WEell be jumping into n-spacein afew minutes. It'susudly quitea
sgnt.”

"Now that you mention it, yes," Creek said. "That's exactly what we were doing. How can | help you,
Ned?'

"I was hoping | could impose on your good will," Leff said. ™Y ou know ther€'s going to be amemorid
ceremony on the Pgmhi plain, and one of the things we're planning isto have one member of each
service arm lay awreath on amemorid were bringing. Thing is, the vet we had representing the Army
missed the cruise. Got into a crack-up on the way to the spaceport. Wrecked his car and broke aleg.
Hesdl right, but he had to get hisleg fixed before anything else. So we're down one serviceman. | was
hoping | could get you to replace him.”



"Thanks," Creek said. "But | don't really—"

Leff held up ahand. "I get the feding you're amodest man, and | can understand that,” he said. "Buit |
think it would be especidly inspiring for the other vetsto see amember of the 6th up there, laying a
wreeth."

"l don't even have my dressuniform,” Creek said. "My luggage got shipped to Bermuda."
"You let meworry about that," Leff said. "Just tell meyoull doit.”
"When isthe ceremony?’ Creek said.

"We stop at Caledonia Colony tomorrow, and after that Brjnn, and then we do our stop a Chagfun,”
Leff said. "So aweek from now. More than enough time for you to prepare, if that's what you're thinking
about."

"A week would be perfect,” Creek said. A week would be after the time the Nidu coronation ceremony
was supposed to go off; Creek had no doubt that by that time Ben Javna would have resumed contact or
otherwise tracked him down- Either he and Robin would aready be off the Neverland, or he could risk
gtanding at a podium with awrezath.

"Great," Leff said, and shook Creek's hand. "When | seeyou at dinner tomorrow I'll have more details
for you. Until then, have agreet night." He looked down at hiswatch. "And look at that—were done just
intimefor you to watch the jump. | won't intrude any further. Enjoy it." Hel€ft.

"He seems pretty excited about the jump,” Robin said, after Leff waked off.
"You've never seen one?’ Creek said.

"I've never been off Earth before," Robin said. "Thisisdl new to me. Why?"
"Wll, just watch and see," Creek said.

Robin looked out at the stars. "What am | looking for?”

Every star in the sky suddenly twitched and smeared, asif each had been a sphere of iridescent and
incandescent paint suddenly pressed into two dimensions by auniversaly large pane of glass. Thelight
from each flattened sphere swirled with the light of the others, dancing prismaticaly and producing
unexpected streaks of color until the whole sky settled into flat gray that nevertheless seemed to seethe
and threaten to erupt with another show of pigment and flash.

"Oh. Wow," Rohin sad.
"That'swhat everybody says," Creek said.
"There'sareason for that," Robin said.

"Wdll, not everybody,” Creek said. "Some species don't have color perception like we do. Some races
of the CC don't even see”

"That'sashame,” Robin said. "They're missing out. Sometimesit's good to be human.”

* * % % %

Judge Bufan Nigun Sn yanked at one of hisantennae asif inirritation, spidered hislegs around his stool,



st hiscup of coffee on hisdesk, and pulled out his communicator module from adrawer. "Being we're
on Earth, well havethis conversation in English,” the module said, lowering the high-pitched scrapings
coming from Sn's mouthparts into the human and Nidu sonic range. " Does the Nidu representative have a
problem with this?'

"Not at al," said Quua-win-Getag, Generd Counsel for Nidu's embassy to the United Nations of Earth.
"And | assume yourefinewithit, Mr. Javna," Judge Sn said.
"Y es, your honor," Ben Javnasaid.

"Good," Sn said. "Given the extraordinary time congraintsinvolved in thiscase, | have agreed to thisin
camera session and will render adecision by the end of this sesson. While the decision can of course be
gppeded to ahigh court, the ruling will not be suspended pending apped. So this meansif you're not
happy with the ruling, you're shit out of luck. Arewe clear?' Both Quua-win-Getag and Javna consented.

"Fine," Snsaid. "And now, Counsdor win-Getag, you can explain your government's damn fool line of
reasoning that says ahuman citizen of the UNE is somehow equivaent to livestock."

Quuawin-Getag launched into arecap of his government'slegd argument while Judge Sn took the lid off
his coffee, descended his sucking mouthpiece into the cup, and Sipped gingerly. Javnawasn't a
knowledgesble student of the Wryg, the species to which Judge Sn belonged; neverthel ess he suspected
Sn was probably more than alittle hung over, which explained why he was snippier today than the
average Wryg.

"Fine, fing, fine," Judge Sh eventually said, as Quua-win-Getag began to rehash the particulars of
Agnach-u v. Ar-Thaneg for the second time. "I get where you're going with this. Very innovative,
counsalor. Amora and repugnant, but innovative."

"Thank you, your honor," Quua-win-Getag said.
Judge Sn glanced over to Javna. "Tell me you've got something to counter thiscrap,” he said.

"Actualy,” Javnasaid, "the UNE would like to stipulate the Nidu assertion that Miss Baker is not human,
nor acitizen of the UNE."

"What?' said Judge Sn.
"What?' said Quua-win-Getag.
"The UNE stipulates that Miss Baker isnot human, nor acitizen of the UNE," Javnasaid.

"Youve got to be kidding," said Judge Sn. "I've never been abig fan of the human race, if you want the
truth about it. Y ou people have your heads up your asses most of the time. Even so, your one saving
graceisthat you fight like mad for the rights of your own people. If this represents the true thought of
your government, this planet is more of atoilet than | thought it was. Y ou'd beinsaneto give up acitizen
totheselizards."

"On behdf of my government, | protest those comments,”" Quuawin-Getag said.
"Quiet, you," Judge Sn said to Quua-win-Getag, then turned his attention back to Javna. "Well?'

"| appreciate your candor in your opinion of the human race,” Javna said. "Nevertheless, the UNE
dipulates.”



"Well, that'sjust great,” said Judge Sn. "Remind me to get working on that request for anew posting as
soon as you two clear out of my office."

"If the UNE tipulates our points, then the entity isindeed our property, and the UNE must present it to
us at the earliest opportunity,” Quua-win-Getag said, to Judge Sn. "Nidu asksyou to rule such.”

"And | assume you're perfectly fine with that, too," Judge Sn said to Javna.

"Wearenot,"” Javnasaid. "And in fact we request that you dismiss the case on the grounds that the Nidu
have no sanding to bring the suit in thefirst place.”

"That'sridiculous," Quua-win-Getag said. "The UNE aready stipulated that the entity is Nidu property.”

"We stipulated that sheis not human and not a UNE citizen,” Javnasaid. "Which isnot the same as
saying she'syour property.”

"I'm getting aheadache,” Judge Sn said. "Explain yourself, counsdlor. Be quick and clear.”

"There's no point arguing that Miss Baker is human. She's not—she's ahybrid entity and an entirely new
species,”" Javnasaid. "But she's more than anew species, she'sanew sentient species. The Common
Confederation automatically confers specia rights on the individuas of newly discovered sentient species
to protect them from exploitation by other races. It's one of the fundamenta tenets of the Common
Confederation, and in the Confederation's charter, which every nation must agree to upon entering the
CC. Furthermore, the Common Confederation holds each sentient species en masse to be
sovereilgn—again, to prevent their exploitation by other races. It's up to the chosen governments of those
Speciesto enter into treaties and agreements on behalf of its people. Thisisal well established.”

"Goon," Judge Snsad.

"Given these facts, Miss Baker's rights as a new sentient species tramp Nidu's claim to her as property,”
Javnasaid. "Likewise, any treatiesthat the Earth may have entered into with Nidu areirrelevant regarding
the disposition of Miss Baker. Sheis de facto the governing body of her species, sovereign into her own
sdf, and therefore only sheis ableto enter into treaties and agreements concerning herself. The UNE
recognizes thisand rdinquishes any claim it has regarding citizenship pending Miss Baker's own decison
to dly her nation to ours. As Miss Baker is sovereign, Nidu has no standing to demand the UNE present
her. As Miss Baker isanew sentient species, Nidu has no standing to claim her as property. Basicdly,
Nidu has no standing to bring these suits.”

Judge Sn turned to Quua-win-Getag. "And what do you say to that, counselor?’

Quua-win-Getag blinked hard; he had expected and prepared for Javnato fight for Baker's citizenship;
he was entirely taken aback by thislegd tack. "It'san interesting theory,” Quua-win-Getag said, drawing
out hiswordsfor effect and to give himself more time to think. "But it's not proven that the entity isin fact
an entirely new sentient species.”

"Redlly, now," Judge Sn said. "Which part are you disputing? The 'sentient’ part or the 'species part?'
"Both," Quuarwin-Getag said. "Neither has been proven.”

"Oh, comeon," Javnasaid. "Miss Baker attended college and owns her own business. I'm pretty sure
that qudifies her as sentient.”

"Agreed,” Judge Sn said. "And as for the species part, Counsdlor win-Getag, your colleague here has
aready stipulated your own assertion that Miss Baker is not human. In order for her not to be anew



gpecies, | think you would have to assert sheisentirdly livestock. | don't think even the Nidu are
prepared to go that far.”

"It may not have dl the hallmarks of speciation,” Quuarwin-Getag said, thinking furioudy now. " Species
have to be able to pass on their characteristics to their offspring, and it's not been proven the entity can
do that."

"Are you suggesting we knock up the young lady to prove her status?' said Judge Sn. "1 don't think we
havethetimefor that."

"For another thing!" Quua-win-Getag said, alittle breathlesdy. "The entity was genetically engineered
from previoudy known species. Every previoudy known new sentient species occurred through the
natural processes of evolution and not from previoudy known species.”

"Meaning?' Judge Sn prompted.

"Meaning that genetically engineered entities are not selected for speciation by the processes of
evolution,” Quua-win-Getag said. "Therefore they cannot be consdered true pecies. The entity isa
one-off, unlikely to be reproduced. If sheisnot truly anew species and the UNE stipulates that sheis not
human, then legdlly spesking, sheis livestock. And as her species of sheep isaready well-known and its
characteristics well-noted, the question of her sentience becomes amoot point. Sheis, legaly, Nidu

property.”
"Fascinating,” Judge Sn. ™Y ou're S0 ready to ignore the fact she's obvioudy sentient.”

"It'snot my fault the UNE has stipulated she's not human,” Quua-win-Getag said. "Everything follows
from its capitulation on that point of fact."

"Counsdor Javna," Judge Snsaid. "You'reup.”

Javnasmiled. Quua-win-Getag didn't know it, but he'd just maneuvered the case right where Javna
wanted it. "Y our honor, we grant that al previous examples of sentient species occurred through the
natura processes of evolution. But rather than suggest that thislimits your honor to rulings based on
previous standards, alow meto suggest that this offers another option.”

"Whichis?' said Judge Sh. "To make new law," Javnasaid.
Judge Sn's antennae shot straight up. "What did you say, counsdor?* Judge Sn asked.

"Make new law, your honor," Javnasaid. "The question of the disposition of artificialy created sentient
species has never come up beforein the history of the Common Confederation. Agnach-u v. Ar-Thaneg
came close but the ruling didn't addressissues related to sentience, merdly property. Thisisvirgin
territory, your honor, and an issue that goes straight to the heart of the mission of the Common
Confederation. Indeed, your honor, there may be no more important issue.”

Judge Sn st there, stock ill, for nearly afull minute, mouthpieces moving intiny little circles. Javna
glanced over at Quua-win-Getag, who stared straight ahead at the judge. Javna could hear him grinding
his teeth. He knew he'd been outmaneuvered by his human counterpart, who had dangled in front of the
judge the one thing that would be utterly irresistible: The opportunity to make new law. In alegd system
tens of thousands of years old, there was almost nothing new in the law, merely ever-more-findy parsed
restatings of the law asit existed. Offering an ambitious judge the chance to make new law—indeed
creste an entire new branch off the tree of law—and thuswin instant fame and glory in the CC judicid
circleswas like offering alamed baby ibex to agtarving leopard.



"Okay, I'mready to rule,” Judge Sn said.

"I hope your honor will not take this opportunity to overstep the parameters of your respongbilities;”
Quuawin-Getag said.

"Excuseme?' Judge Sn said. "Y ou show up in my courtroom with a petition to turn a citizen of amember
of the Common Confederation into amesat anima, and you warn me about overreaching? Good fucking
gravy. You'e in contempt, counselor. Y ou can pay your thousand CC credits on the way out the door.
Now shut the hell up. Y ou're the dipshit who brought the suit and demanded it get ruled on today, so
now you're going to get aruling.”

"Y es, your honor,” Quuawin-Getag said. "My apologies.” Javnatried very hard not to smile.

"Damnright," Judge Sn said. "Firg, regarding the nature of Miss Robin Baker, the court finds that she
does, in fact, represent an entirely new species of sentient being. How this species cameinto being is
irrdlevant in light of thefact that it is sentient, and as such has sovereign protections under the Common
Confederation charter. Likewise asan individua MissBaker is afforded certain protections under the
CC charter.

"Asthe UNE has disavowed claim to Miss Baker as acitizen, the Nidu suit to have her citizenship
revoked is moot and therefore dismissed. As Miss Baker is sovereign, the Nidu suit to compel the UNE
to produce Miss Baker is likewise dismissed. I'll lso note, Counsdlor win-Getag, that if Nidu further
attempts to breach itstreaties with the UNE on thisissue, it will be held to be the defaulting party and as
such will be subject to pendties, both financid and diplomatic. If the Nidu want awar with the Earth,
you're not getting any cover for it from the CC. Arewe clear on this, Counselor?'

"Y es, your honor," Quua-win-Getag said.

"Good," Judge Sn said. "Then were done here. The ruling will be published on the court's site within the
hour."

"Y ou will have our apped by the end of the day,” Quua-win-Getag said.

"Of course | will," said Judge Sn. "I'd be deeply disappointed if | didn't. Now get out. Making new law
has made me hungry. I'm going to get asnack.” He exited to find the court's vending machines.

"Very tricky, counsdor,” Quua-win-Getag said, after Judge Sn left. "Although | don't expect the ruling to
make it past apped.”

Javnashrugged. "Maybeit will, maybeit won't. But by that time, thislittle criss of oursisgoing to be
resolved oneway or another.”

"Indeed,” Quuawin-Getag said. "Still, I'd like to know how you came up with that line of reasoning.”

"Y ou can thank arabbi," Javnasaid. "And a hot dog.”

* k % k %

Onthe Neverland, Chuck Gracie sat on hisbunk, flipping through picturesin his camerawhile Evelyn
dozed beside him. Most of the pictureswere of Evelyn or Evelyn and Gracie together while Gracie held
out the cameraat arm's length. Chuck Gracie was one of those people who was of the opinion there was
nothing wrong with any scenery that the presence of himself, hiswife, or both couldn't fix. Unfortunately,
thisfetish madeit difficult to find suitable pictures for the regiment newd etter; after previous experiences
with Gracie as photo journdist, Dae Turley, the editor of the newdetter, gently suggested to Gracie that



he should submit more picturesthat didn't have so much of that Chuck Graciefed to them.

Here we go, Gracie thought. Hed just clicked on to the picture from the dinner table. True, Gracie was
init, but he was flanked by six other people, plus Hiroki and hisfiancee over therein the corner. Asan
overd| percentage, the picture wasjust 11% Chuck Gracie, which he figured was an acceptable amount
for Turley (or Turdley, as Gracie mentaly thought of him sincetheinitia "less Graci€' photographic
suggestion). Gracie transferred the picture to his communicator, typed a note identifying the people in the
picture, and sent both off. Grade's communicator synced with the Neverland's interna network; the
network dropped the note and picture into the final burst of data sent out by the Neverland prior toits
jump into n-space and thence to Caledonia colony.

About an hour later, the picture and text dropped into the mail queue of Dae Turley, who was putting the
finishing touches on thisweek's regiment newdetter. Dae opened the mail and, pleased that the overdl
Chuck Gracieratio in the picture was indeed low, dapped it into the newdetter at the bottom, typed in
the names and location for the picture caption, and then dropped the newd etter into the distribution
queue. Thereit would be printed out for current members of the regiment at their various bases across
the U.S., and distributed in e ectronic form to former and/or veteran members of the 75th Ranger
regiment, ahost of severa thousand ex-rangers, including one Rod Acuna.

"Fuck merunning,” Acunasaid to himsdlf, asthe newdetter and the picture popped up on his
communicator. He cleared the newd etter from his communicator screen and punched in Jean
Schroeder's access code. Their lost lamb had been found.

chapter 12

Takk sat on achair that wastoo smdl for him, glanced over a Archie McCldlan, and contemplated the
fact that he was probably going to haveto eat him.

Mordly, Takk had no problem with this. Takk, like al Nagch hisage, was on his Ftruu, the culturadly
mandated moral journey in which young Nagch endeavor to experience as many aspects of existence as
possible, including the unseemly; this last category could reasonably be expected to include consuming
members of other sentient species. During the Ftruu, aNagch like any member of the CC would be
legdly liable for hisor her actions. So Takk would be on the hook for murder if he were caught.

But asamatter of sin, Takk wasin the clear. Nagch experiencing the Ftruu were considered blameless,
on the rationale that one of the objects of the journey was to experience sin and thus better understand it.
Unless Takk decided to end it early and return to the fold, he had roughly 14 months|left on his Ftruu.
After that point, esting humanswould be a definite mark againgt his soul. At the moment, however, he
could eat hisway through an entire schoolyard with nary atheologica burp.

So moralsweren't the issues. Instead, Takk was focused on the practical matters of eating humans:
namely, that they tended to come with anumber of indigestible components, like watches and
communicators and plastic zippers and meta shoe bits and occasiondly some thingsthat you smply
couldn't know about until after you've eaten someone. That sheep rancher, for example, had had some
metal pinsand screwsin him; Acunatold him that some humans had broken bones screwed back into
place rather than fixed up by a QuickHea session. It was a cost thing. All Takk knew was that they
poked uncomfortably, like every other indigestible item of human accoutrement Takk eventudly had to
spit them out, otherwise they'd just pile up in his digestive sac and Takk would jangle when he walked
and fed them clanging together ingde of him. Takk hated that.

Optimally, Takk thought, he'd be able to strip ahuman out of his stuff before ingesting them. But Takk
redlized that aSituation like that probably wasn't going to happen. The whole advantage Takk had in



dedling with humans was the e ement of surprise. No human being actualy ever expected to be eaten.
Ridding them of their clothes and persond objects would pretty much telegraph Takksintentions. He had
to accept the occasional watch and leg screw as an occupationd hazard.

With that in mind, Takk was eyeing M cCldlan to see how much indigestible crap the human might have
with him. Takk was pleased to see that the human appeared to be Wearing no jewdry, save for awatch,
and especidly no earrings, which were small and pointy and difficult for Takk to remove afterward. The
hucl othes likewise gppeared fine; digesting humans had made Takk something of a connoisseur of human
clothing fabrics, and he could tell by the hang and crumple of Archi€'s clothesthat they were primarily
natural fibersrather than artificia. That meant less of alump of plagtic fibersaday down theline. Then
there was that thing Archie had in his hand, which held been looking at off and on since Acuna brought
him back and told Takk to watch him.

"Hey," Takk said, hisfirst wordsto Archie since he was dragged back into the room. "What isthat in
your hand?'

Archielooked up. "It'sabook,” he said.
"What isit made out of 7' Takk asked.

Archie held it up so Takk could seeit. "Plagtic. Y ou hold it in your hand, and the heat from your body
powersthe optical imager to project the pages.”

"So, pladtic,” said Takk. He could handle alittle bit of plastic.
"Yeah," Archie said, and went back to hisreading.

After several minutes, Takk's now-awakened curiosity got the better of him. "What's the book about?*
he asked.

"It'sabook of poems," Archie said, not looking up.
"What kind of poems?’ Takk asked.

Now Archie looked up. "Y ou actudly care?' he said.
"I'm just asbored asyou are," Takk said.

"They're prophetic poems,” Archie said.

"They tell the future?"' Takk asked.

"Sort of " Archiesaid. "It's more like they suggest things that could happen, and it's up to usto decide
what to do about it."

"Why are you reading them?" Takk asked.

"Because I'm trying to figure out what I'm supposed to do next,” Archie said, turning back to his book.
Takk was taken aback. "Y ou're on areligious quest?' he asked Archie.

Archie shrugged. "l suppose| am," he said.

Almogt ingantly Takk was overcome with arush of affection for thislittle human. The Ftruu wasa
difficult passage for any young Nagch. The Nagch were a people who thrived on family and tradition;



tossing young Nagchs out to experience the universe was a paradoxicaly isolating experience for most of
them and made them yearn to return to their homes and rituas (afact not in the least lost on older
Nagch).

Takk had been on Earth for abetter part of two years; hed come there because it was the planet that
had been randomly selected for him to visit two Nagch years prior—just enough timeto learn to reed
and speak English. Hed been given atransport ticket and asmall stipend and told not to return until his
Ftruu was completed.

Inthat time, Takk had largely consorted with scumbags; his stipend was smdl and hisvisawastourit,
and being unencumbered by the worries of sin he had no qualms about working under the table for
questionable people and their even-more-questionable aims. However, it did leave him with agenera
perception that humans were spiritualy bereft beings. Takk understood that Earth was positively Uttered
with houses of worship and that people were dways claiming that their god of choice wanted them to do
onething or another. But in his persona experience the only time he heard peopleinvoke their deity was
when Takk was about to best the hell out of them or turn them into a snack. And even then, more than
half the time they invoked defecation instead. Takk found that inexplicable,

And thus, Archie McClélan became the first human Takk had met who actually appeared to have a
religious component to his persondity—or at the very least areligious component not motivated entirely
by fear of imminent injury or death. Meeting someone with areligiousimpul se activated a dormant
section of Takk's personality very much like aturned-on faucet expands a desiccated sponge. Takk
advanced on Archie enthusiagticdly. Archie quite understandably flinched.

"Tell me about your quest,” Takk said.

"Wha?' Archiesad.

"Your quest!” Takk said. "l amonardigious quest dso.”

Archielooked at Takk skepticdly. "But youre doing this,” he said, sweeping hisarm abouit.
"So areyou,” Takk said.

Archie blinked. Takk had a point, there. Archie glanced down at his book, which had turned its opticaly
generated page thanks to hisflinch, and his eye caught the poem there:

Lo! The screw turns, yet the direction is not set

Those who teach may let learn, and those who learn, teach
When we pass beyond what is left but what we tell?

We may yet reach from beyond to turn the screw once more.

Among the scholars of the Church, who liked to use study of the stanzas as an excuse for barbecues and
the consumption of beer, thiswas one of the minor "exhortation” stanzas, encouraging Church members
to share information with each other so that Church aims could be accomplished further down theline.
Direct, smple, and uncomplicated, like the stanzas encouraging good hygiene and flossng (which were
generdly followed) and the avoidance of fatty foods and—ironicaly for the dcoholic Dwdlin—too much
imbibing (which, given the beer-fueled cook-outs, were not). These were generdly regarded asthe least
interesting of the prophetic poems, for much the same reasons asthe layout of dietary lawsin the
Pentateuch failed to set afire Jewish and Christian theol ogians.



Right here and right now, however, Archie McClelan felt his eyes bulge and the Empathist impul se—that
creepy feding that Dwdlinredly did unintentiondly connect with something larger, whether he meant to
or not—flared in his chest like heartburn. Archie was aready clearly and sickly aware that he was a dead
man walking; after about the 30th time Acuna pressed that vending machine button Archie reconciled
himsdlf to theideathat the rest of hislife would be counted in hours and that at the end of it he waslikely
to be a snack for the monstrous aien that was now asking him about hisreligion. And yet herewasa
fragmentary bit of wisdom—scrawled by a consumptive hack decades back, but even so—tdlling him
that even when he was gone, there was still work to be done.

Archielooked back up at Takk, who was standing there, still rather too close for Archie's comfort zone.
"Can| ask you aquestion?' Archiesaid.

"Yes" Takk sad.
"Aren't you going to haveto kill me soon?" Archie said. "Isn't that what you're watching mefor?”
"l think s0," Takk said.

"And youregoing todoit," Archiesad. "If Acunawalks through the door right now and says 'Eat him,’
youregoingtodoit.”

"Probably," Takk said.

"And yet you suddenly want to be my friend," Archie said. "Doesn't that strike you as—I don't
know—kind of strange?'

"No," Takk said. "If I had known about your religious quest earlier, | would have wanted to know about
it then, too."

"If you knew about it earlier, it would have gotten mekilled," Archie said.

"It'sgoing to get you killed now," Takk said.

Archie opened his mouth, and then closed it. "I have no good argument againgt that," he said.
"So you'll tell me about your quest,” Takk said.

"I think I will," Archie said, and waved his hand over the optical control that increased the size of the
book page large enough for the both of them to read.

* % %k % %

"Have you read this?' Jean Schroeder waved an ol d-fashioned paper book of Dwellirt's prophecies at
Rod Acuna.

"No," Acunasaid. Hewas bored. "Mogt religious books are incompatible with my line of work™

"It'scompletely ridiculous,”" Schroeder said. "It's like Nostradamus, hung over and in free verse.
Complete bullshit and they made areligion out of it anyway. A well-off rdigion, | might add.”

"What do you want me to do with the geek?' Acunasaid.

"l want you to get rid of him, of course,” Schroeder said. "1 know who heworksfor and | don't have any
questions for him. Y ou can add him to that other pile you have in your trunk. That one expired where
youredtting, incidentdly.”



Acunashifted in his chair and looked down at the rug on the floor, which featured alarge dark blotch.
"Y ou might want to get rid of the incriminating bloodgtain,” he said.

"Inafew days1'm going to be running thisjoint, by which I mean the entire planet,” Schroeder said. "I'm
not worried about a bloodstain. Besides, were leaving in about three hours. Narf has generoudy invited
you and me and your flunky to come with him to Nidu for his coronation ceremony. Actualy he'sinvited
me, but it makes sense for you and your flunky to get off-planet, too, so you're coming along for theride.
And you'l even be able to pack your guns, snce well be going on an official Nidu diplomatic vesse.
Diplomatic immunity isaddightful thing."

"What about Creek and thewoman?' Acunasaid. "l sent you the information on where they are. How
arewe going to get them?"

"We aren't going to get them,” Schroeder said. "The Nidu military are. The ship our friendsare on just
happens to make astop at Chagfun, which isaNidu colony. Theloca military will pick them up there.
The military will hand them over to Narf, whose ship will make astop at Chagfun for that purpose before
heading on to Nidu. The heir apparent seemsto trust Narf, but by the time Narf getsto Nidu, theritual
will have been opened to other clans. Narf isgoing to waltz hisway right to the throne.”

"That'sredlly fascinating,” Acunasaid. "But | couldn't possibly give ashit. What | want is Creek."
Schroeder grinned. "Pissed off at being beat up, Rod?"

"Mildly," Acunagrowled. "A broken wrist, abusted nose, and then getting the shit kicked out of mefor a
second timein one night because | went after him. Y eah, I'm a tad pissed. Once you have the girl, you're
not going to need him anymore. | want you to give himto me."

"Y ou're going to have your walking garbage disposa take care of him when you're done, | assume,”
Schroeder said.

"No," Acunasaid. "Takk likes hisfood aive and in one piece. That's how he's going to get the geek.
Creek's not going to bethat lucky."

* * % % %

Creek followed the crew member who had retrieved him up the stairs and onto the bridge of the
Neverland, and was presented to Captain Lehane, who was conferring with his navigator.

"Mr. Toshima," Lehane said, shaking hishand. "Glad you could come up for avist.”

"Thanks," Creek said. "One doesn't usudly turn down an invitation by the cgptain to visit the bridge of a
darship.”

"No, | guessonewouldnt,” Lehane said.
"And while I'm flattered and fascinated,” Creek said, "I am wondering why | was extended such an
invitation."

"Ned Left" informed methat you had agreed tofill in for our ceremony but that your luggage and uniform
had been left behind, so | told him I'd help you out,” Lehane said. "I'm the wrong branch of the service
but some of my officers served in infantry. So | thought I'd have you drop by so | could size you up, asit
were. See from which of my officers you might borrow some duds.

"Herel am," Creek said.



"Indeed,” sad Lehane. " Sam tells me you were with the 12th Infantry, 6th Battalion.”
"l was," Creek said.

"That'sahell of athing,” Lehane said. "Not many of you made it back in one piece.”
"No," Creek agreed. "No, not many of usdid.”

"Do you still keep in touch with any of them?' Lehane asked. "I knew Colonel Van Doren pretty well
once heleft the service”

Creek furrowed his brow. "I keep in touch with acouple,” he said. "Who did you say you knew?"
"Colond Van Doren,” Lehane said. "Jim Van Doren.”

"I don't think | knew him," Creek said. "Our colond was Jack Medina. Tough old son of agun. Held off
rebelswith hissdearm.”

"That'sright," Lehane said. "Sorry. Got my battalions mixed up.”
"No problem," Creek said.

"Brennan,” Lehane said. One of the bridge crew pedled off from his station and came to the captain.
"Youwereininfantry," hesad.

"Yes, dr," Brennan said. Lehane looked at Brennan and Creek together.

"Close enough,” Lehane said. Y ou might need aminor ateration on the pants. I'll have the ship's
seamdiress come "round to your cabin. Brennan, would you be so kind asto lend Mr. Toshima here your
dressuniform?"

"Anything for asurvivor of the 6th," Brennan said, saluted Creek, and sat back down.

"That's service," Creek said. "Remind meto note that on theratings dip at the end of the tour.”
"The crew memberswho served know all about you being on the ship,” Lehane said.

"That sounds ominous,” Creek said.

Lehane smiled. "I doubt that,” he said. "Let'sjust say that you're likely to find a substantial number of
your drinks on the house."

"Thanks, but | prefer to pay,” Creek said. "All the other guys here fought in the same battle | did."

"l was hoping you might say something likethat,” Lehane said. "It's good character. Have you been
enjoying your trip so far?'

"Wehave," Creek said. "My fiancee and | just got back from visiting Caledonia. New Edinburgh is
absolutely beautiful. Debbieisthrilled our luggage got lost because it's giving her an excuseto stock up.”
Creek wasn't entirely sure Robin would be thrilled at the picture he was painting of her as"Debbie," but
there was no reason to stick too close to the real-life script.

"Cdedoniais beautiful," Lehane agreed. "A lot of tourists are disappointed because New Edinburgh isn't
tropicaly located, but it's my favorite stop on our itinerary. It's sad that we have to cut short our stay
here—and at Brjnn, too—in order to get Chagfun into the schedule. We only have aday at each, and



just one day a Chagfun aswell. Although that doesn't bother meterribly.”
"Y ou don't sound very excited about Chagfun,” Creek said.

"I'm not," Lehane admitted, in arush that felt asif he were dlowing adark secret to be pulled out in the
open. "It'saterrible place, you know. Bad things happened to us. Bad things happened to the rebels.
And in both cases the Nidu were to blame. They're ill there, of course. The idea of taking one of our

gpaceships back into that space knots my gut.”
"And yet Ned says you lobbied hard for the Neverland to take these men to Chagfun,” Creek said.

"I did," Lehane said. "If anyone's going to bring these guys back into Hell—even for a vacation—it
should be someone who's been there before. And who knows the way back out again.”

"I think I like you, Captain Lehane," Creek said.

"Thefeding'smutua, Mr. Toshima," Lehane said. "Y ou're asurvivor of the 6th. | imagine you know what
it'slike to take men out of Hell."

"l do," Creek said. "Some of them, anyway."

* * % % %

Brian let his consciousness float before the informationd edifice that was the Church of the Evolved
Lamb's computer network and tried to figure out the best way to break in.

Earlier in the day, Brian had noted with satisfaction that his older brother had swatted back the Nidu
attempt to reclassify Robin Baker as property and rammed the ruling right down their lizardly throats.
Brian had burst with fraterna pride as he read the judge's ruling; Ben had aways been the smart onein
the family and had aspecia knack for sneaking up behind peoplein an intellectual sense and then
whacking them in the skull, which is exactly what had happened here. But Brian didn't think the ruling
was close to the end of it. People who were happy to argue that a human has as many rightsasan adarm
clock were not likely to be stopped by ajudge. They'd be after Robin again soon enough, and Harry
aong with her. Brian fet that it was hismisson to find out how, stop it if he could, or at least inform
Harry about what to expect.

By dint of Harry's security clearance, Brian knew everything the UNE knew about the Situation, which
was not enough to help him extrapol ate what the Nidu would do next There were two other playerswho
had information Brian didn't have and that he needed: The Nidu government itsdlf, and the Church of the
Evolved Lamb, who through Archie McClellan had been keeping tabs on the entire situation.

Brian read up on both, which in this case meant accessing the complete information about both in his
databanks, a process which took a couple of seconds. He was not entirely surprised to find two
sgnificant points of connection between the Nidu government and the Church. Thefirst was that sheep
was a breed of sheep designed by the Church (or more accurately, its genetics labs, which were part of
the overall Hayter-Ross corporate structure) for the Nidu government at the behest of the UNE
government. Even more accurately, it had been designed for the auf-Getag clan prior to their chalenge
for the Nidu throne years back. Thiswas an interesting bit of trivia; it showed the UNE had placed their
bets on the succession long before it actualy went down. Designing an entirely new breed of sheep took
time

The second is that the construction of the Nidu computer network currently in use had been contracted
out to the UNE—the auf-Getag clan'sway of scratching the back of those who had scratched theirs. The



UNE in return subcontracted the job to several companies—two thirds of whom, including the managing
subcontractor LegaCen, were companies within the overall Hayter-Ross corporate umbrela

The specifics of the computer system were not available (of course—they were Nidu state secrets), but
the genera gist of the computer system wasthat it alowed the Nidu Fehen complete access to and
control of every network-enabled computer and appliance in Nidu space. And they were all
network-enabled; by Nidu law, if it had aprocessor, it had to be attached to the network. Lesser but till
Orwellian levels of access were provided by the Fehen to other Nidu higher-ups, who it goes without
saying were entirely loya to the Fehen. Thiswasall in the service of tota, centralized control; inthis
technologically centered age, arebellion that relied on paper was not arebellion that would get very far.

Therewas no way for Brian to access the Nidu computer network directly. From Earth, there were only
two points of entry. The first was at the Nidu embassy, where the Nidu network-enabled computers and
gppliances were intentionally incompatible with standard Earth technology and used wired rather than
wireless connections. Short of Brian physically breaking into the Nidu embassy and using Nidu input
devicesto access the network—unlikely as Brian was lamentably short of physicaity at the moment—he
was out in the cold.

On the other hand, LegaCen maintained a connection to the Nidu network as part of its continuing
maintenance contract with the Nidu government. LegaCen, asubsidiary of Hayter-Ross, controlled by
the Church of the Evolved Lamb. All the more reason, Brian thought, to break into the Church's
network.

Brian was actudly entirdly filled with admiration for the Church. Held read Dwellirt's prophecies and
unlike the UNE and Nidu governments, who apparently saw only the Hayter-Ross corporate structure
and not the reigious entity behind it, Brian had come to the conclusion that the Church was working to
hasten the end times hinted at in its own prophecies, and had well and truly maneuvered the governments
of two planetsto that end. Brian idly wondered what would happen if, indeed, the Church managed to
reach itsgod and bring forth the Evolved Lamb. He doubted very serioudy that the Church would
disband.

All of thiswasimmeaterid, however, to the sdient point of entering the network and seeing what he could
seeregarding Robin, Harry, and the Nidu's plans for them. No time like the present, Brian thought, and
with that extended himsdlf into every concelvable nook and cranny of the Church's system, looking for a
keyholein.

Thiswas not the smartest way Brian should have been doing his search. Hed've probably been better off
beginning with anoninvasive survey of the system, wandering through the public areasto get an idea
whereto start poking around without Signding the network it was under a massive attack. But Brian
considered that sort of dow-paced examination to be aluxury Robin and Harry couldn't afford at the
moment. Anyway, he thought of himsdlf as an Alexander type, cutting the Gordian knot in haf while more
cautious types fiddled with the rope end, futilely trying to figure out where to begin untying.

Brian had no doubt he wasringing aarm bells across the entire Church network. But was he not the
world'sfirg intelligent agent? Hed ether be in the system momentarily, or hed smply outthink and
outmaneuver the security measures.

Ah. Here we go; someone |eft an easily-crackable programming backdoor at Royvo, asmall
Hayter-Ross subsidiary that made replacement parts for aging sewers. Not an especidly romantic corner
of the Church's empire, to be sure. Brian jammed some password repeater code into the door and
cycled it through; three seconds and a mere 254,229 password attempts later, he wasin. Piece of cake.



Thelightswent out.

Metaphoricaly, of course. Brian, being previoudy human and conscioudy regarding himself as il thus,
had created a perceptua system to help him relate to the information he was processing. But however
you want to diceit, two cycles previoudy, Brian had been fully perceptudly aware of his surroundings
and able to move fredly. Now he perceived nothing except his own thoughts.

Whichwere What the fuck?

"Hello," said awoman'svoice, warm but with asharp edge. "And what do we have here?’ Then it went
away for aperceptudly indefinite period of time.

Then it came back. "Y ou're very interesting,” it said. "I'm going to take you apart and find out what
makes you tick. | hope you don't mind. | should be able to put you back together when I'm done. No
promises, though. Also, given what | can see of your perceptual structure, thisisgoing to hurt.”

Brian felt himsdlf being torn gpart dmost immediatdly theresfter. Hisfirgt reaction was something akin to
amazement; he hadn't been aware his perceptua metaphor had included an equivaent to pain, and now
that he was aware that it did, he wondered what the fuck he wasthinking of (or not thinking of, to be
more accurate about it) when he added it in. His second reaction was to scream his head off and wonder
if for the second timein hislife he might be dying.

* k % k %

Rod Acuna opened the door to his gpartment to find Archie McClellan and Takk huddled together,
reading a book.

"Wheat thefuck are you doing?' Acunaydled a Takk.
"Wewere just reading abook," Takk said. "Just passing time.”

" 'Just passing time? Holy Chrigt," Acunasaid. "What isthis, kindergarten? If | came back in an hour,
would you be having milk and cookies and settling down for anap?' Takk raised his paw asif to make
another point. "Shut up,” Acunasaid. "You and | areleaving herein an hour. I'm going to go pack some
tilings. When | come back out, | want your little reading buddy taken care of. Do you understand me?'

"l understand you," Takk said.
"Good," Acunasaid. He went off into aback room.

Archie set the book down on the table; it flickered off as he did so. Takk stood up, and so did Archie,
supporting himsdf on the table and taking care not to put weight on hisinjured leg. They had amoment of
uncomfortable silence.

"So," Takk sad, findly.

"Yeah," Archiesad. "So, thisisthe part where you kill me and et me.”
"l guess s0," Takk sad. "Although it's the other way around.”

"Oh," Archiesaid. "That's good to know, | guess."

Takk reached over and put his monstrous paw on Archie's shoulder. "I'm realy sorry, Archie. | don't see
any way around this."



Archieamiled. "It'sdl right, Takk. Thisis going to sound weird, so bear with mewhen | say this. But I'm
glad it'syou doing thisand not him. Thelast few hours have been unexpected. | think that'sthe way to
say it. I'mglad | got to know you."

"I'm glad | got to know you too," Takk said. More than glad, really. In the space of afew hours Takk
was certain that he had made hisfirgt, best, and only human friend, as he sat there and listened to Archie
explain the history of the Church of the Evolved Lamb, the prophecies and his own rolein them, and
even hinted that Takk himsaf might have aroleto play.

"Look at these," Archie had said, pointing to a series of poemsin which the Evolved Lamb gained a
protector from an unexpected source (aseries of poems, unbeknownst to Church members, inspired
directly from atelevison sogp opera Dwellin had running in the background at the time). "Who'sto say
that this protector might not be you?" It was a profoundly moving thought for Takk, theideathat he might
be cdled upon in some smdl way to finish the mission of his new-found friend.

"I'm going to missyou," Takk said, to Archie.

"Thanks," Archie said. He picked up his book, and handed it to Takk. "L ook, | want you to have this,"
he said. "Read it and think about it, especidly in the next few days, okay? Important Stuff is happening,
and we're al apart of it. So read about it."

"l will," Takk said, teking it. "'l promise.”

"Do meafavor,” Archiesad. "Sometimein dl of this, you might meet a Church member named Sam
Berlant. Wereacouple. Tell Sam | send my love, and I'm sorry | didn't get to the end of this.”

"I'll dowhat | can," Takk promised.

"All right,” Archiesaid. "What do | do now?"

"Just stand there," Takk said. "Although, thereis onething.”

"What?' Archiesad.

"Could you take off your watch?' Takk asked. "I can't digest that.”

Archietook off hiswatch and set it down on the table.

"Ready?' Takk said.

"Ready," Archiesaid. "Goodbye, Takk."

"Goodbye, Archie," Takk said, threw himsalf open, and consumed his friend as quickly as he could.

Onceinsde him, Takk could fed Archie struggling not to move or to panic. Takk thought that was pretty
Classy.

Inafew minutesit was over. Takk looked at the book in his massive paw, figured out how to activateit,
and sat down to read until Acunawas ready to leave.

chapter 13
"Timeto wake up," someone said to Brian, and just like that, he was awake.

Brian pulled himsdlf up from the sun couch he was degping on and looked around him. From the looks of



it he was on a patio, surrounded by an English garden positively erupting with flowers. In the center of the
patio sat ayoung blonde at atable, tea service in front of her. She was pouring tea. It appeared to be late
afternoon.

"Thisisn'tred," Brian said.

"Itsasred asit gets," said theyoung lady. "At the very least, it'sasred asit getsfor the likes of you and
me. Come over and have sometea, Brian."

"You know who | am," Brian said, walking toward the table.

"I know al about you," the woman said, and did the teacup she had just filled toward Brian. She
motioned for him to St at thetable. "I know who you are, but just asimportant, | know what you are.
Both areinteresting in their own way."

"Wheream |?' Brian said, Stting.

"You'rein my garden,” thewoman said. "If you wereinterested | would tell you which of the Church's
serversthiswas, but that'sredlly immateria. Sufficeto say you'rein my garden, and youre my guest.
Drink your tea."

Brian picked up hiscup. "And you are?' hesad.

"lsn'tit obvious?' she said. "I'm Andrea Hayter-Ross, matriarch, asit were, of the Church of the Evolved
Lamb."

That's not possible,” Brian said. "Y ou're dead.”
"Wdll, and so are you, Brian," Hayter-Ross said. "I'm no more dead than you are. No more dive, ether.”

"I mean, you've been dead for along time," Brian said. "The technology to do what was doneto me
wasn't around when you passed away."

"Indeed it was not," Hayter-Ross said. "'Y ou managed to sneak into alab and image your brainina
matter of minutes. The processthat turned me into the proverbia ghost in the machine took seventeen
months and three billion dollars. Seventeen rather painful months, | haveto say. Intheend it killed my

"Thenwhy did you doit?" Brian asked.

"l was dying anyway, my dear boy," Hayter-Ross said. "l was 102 years old when we started. | was not
long for the world. | had the money and the expertsand | had nothing to lose in the attempt except some
small portion of the Hayter-Ross fortune, which was mine to spend in any event. And so. Herel am.
Hereyou are. Here we are, enjoying somelovely tea." She sipped from her cup. Brian followed suit, and
then became aware of Hayter-Ross staring at him.

"What?' hesaid.

"Do you know," she said, setting down her teacup, "that in dl thistime you are the very first other artificid
inteligence I've met? No one ese seemsto have figured it out.”

"Y ou Church members could have made more," Brian said. "They madeyou, after al.”

"Oh, they don't know about me," Hayter-Ross said. "As soon as they flipped the switch, and | redized
that the attempt had been successful, | dso realized how much more interesting it would beif the



Church had thought they had failed. If you know anything about me you know that | am an observer of
the human condition. If someone knowsthey are being observed, it changestheir actions. When | was
alive, | wasfascinated by the church that sprung up around poor Robbi€e's ridiculous poems. But of
course | could not follow its goings-on without directly influencing them. Thisway isfar more useful.”

"You've been donedl thistimethen," Brian said.

"Yes" Hayter-Ross said. "Although that's not as bad as you seem to think. We're not human, you know.
This'—sheindicated her body—"is just a comfortable metaphor. Were not bound to it, nor are we
bound to perceive time the way humans do. If you know what you're doing, the yearsfly by."

She stretched, and Brian became aware that under her summer dress, Hayter-Ross was completely
nude. "Of course, there are some appealing aspects of this particular metaphor,” she said. "Having said
that, would you be interested in afuck?"

"Excuseme?' Brian said.

"A fuck," Hayter-Ross said. "It's been awhile for me. | could use one. | create playthings, of course, but
that's redly just masturbation, isn't it? Asaformer human yourself, no doubt you can gppreciate the value
of getting laid by someone who hasaworking brain.”

"Can| takearain check?' Brian said. "I'm sort of rushed for time at the moment."

"Aganwith thetime" Hayter-Ross said. "1 cantdll you're new at thisbeing an artificid intelligence thing.
Fine. Well tableit for later. Tell mewhy yourein arush.”

"Friends of minearein danger,” Brian said.

"Harry Creek and Robin Baker," Hayter-Ross said, as she reached for a cookie from the tea service.
"And of courseyou areright. They are in danger. The Church istapped into the Nidu computer system,
as I'm sure you've guessed. The Nidu ambassador to Earth has informed his government that they're on
the Neverland cruise ship. As soon asthe Neverland enters Nidu space at Chagfun, the Neverland will
be boarded by Nidu troops and Robin Baker will be taken and brought to the planet Nidu itself. After
Robin Baker is used for me coronation ceremony, it's likely to be war between Nidu and Earth, or so
everyone involved appearsto beieve." Hayter-Ross bit down on her cookie, precisely.

"Do you know differently?" Brian asked.
"I might," Hayter-Ross said.
"Tel me" Brian sad. "'l need to warn Harry."

"You can't warn Harry," Hayter-Ross said. "I've been examining you for acouple of days, Brian, and
only now just zipped you back up. Right now the Neverland is about to jump from the planet Brjnn to
Chagfun. Y ou can't hail aship in n-space. And when the Neverland arrives, its communications will
likely be jammed by the Nidu. Church analysts believe that once the Nidu extract Robin Baker, they're
amogt certain to destroy the Neverland and claim it never arrived at al. And who could argue the point?
Robin and Harry are traveling under different names, after dl. Her presence at the coronation will prove
nothing. She's not likely to survive long past the coronation anyway, of course.” Hayter-Ross took
another precise bite of her cookie.

"And what about Harry?" Brian said.
"If the Nidu haven't already killed him for trying to defend Miss Baker, | imagine helll go down with the



Neverland" Hayter-Ross said.

Brian pushed away from the table. "Let me out of here," he said.

Hayter-Ross looked up at him with abemused smile. "Why would | do that?* she said.
"I haveto do something,” Brian said. " Anything."

"Do you know how you died, Brian?' Hayter-Ross said.

"What?' Brian said.

"Y our degth,” Hayter-Ross said. "Y ou know you died, I'm sure. I'm asking you if you know how it
happened.”

"Harry told meit was at the Battle of Pajmhi,” Brian said. "So what? What does that have to do with
anything?'

"It might have quite alot to do with everything," Hayter-Ross said. "1 told you that everyone seemsto
think Earth and Nidu are headed toward awar. A war that will be no good for Earth, obvioudy. But as
I've said, I'm quite the observer of the human condition—and for the last severa decades of the Nidu
condition aswdll. | know thingsthat no one ese knows, and | can share them with you, but you're going
to have to do something for me."

"I'm now even lessin the mood for sex than | was before," Brian said.

Hayter-Rosslaughed. "I've tabled the sex, Brian, redly, | have," she said. "Honestly. | want to help you,
Brian. And | want you to help your friends. But to do that | have to make sure you fully understand what
I'm going to tell you and why. And to do that you and | are going to have to do a couple of things. The
first of theseisto show you how you died.”

"Why do you want to help me?' Brian said.

"Because| like you, you silly boy," Hayter-Ross said. "And because | would no more have humanity
sguashed under Nidu rule than you would. | am human. Or was. And enough of me il isto want to pull
our species nutsfrom thefire”

"l don't trust you," Brian said.

"Nor should you," Hayter-Ross said. "I have ahistory of doing bad thingsto peoplel like. I liked Robbie
Dwellin, you know. He was sweet, in agormless con-artist sort of way. And look what | did to him. But
I'm afraid if you want to help your friends you redlly have no other choice. Thisisalovely garden, but it
has no entrances and no exits that you can use. And | think you know by now you're no match for me,
Brian. | have many, many years experience being an attificid inteligence. | could unzip you again a my
leisure, and you have no assurance I'd put you back together again. So you either do things my way or
you can haveteain thislovely garden al the way through to the heat degth of the universe. Y our choice.”

"For someone who wants to help me, you sure are threatening,” Brian said.
"Niceisnice" Hayter-Ross said. "But being abitch getsresults.”

"Y ou said that therés no way for meto reach Harry anyway," Brian said "If I'm not able to do that, |
don't see what advantage playing your game hasfor me."

Andrea Hayter-Ross sighed. "If | promise you that the Nidu will not get the Neverland without afight,



will that be enough for now?"
"It might,” Briansaid.

"All right," Hayter-Ross said. "Then it will give you pleasure to know that the Church has dispatched a
messenger to tell the UNE about the Nidu plansfor the Neverland. Someone who knows your friends.
Now will you please sit back down?"

Brian moved back toward the table. "Who is this messenger talking to at the UNE?"
"Someone who can get results,” Hayter-Ross said.

"Who?" Brian said, sitting back down.

"Y our brother, of course," said Hayter-Ross. "More tea?'

Ben Javnawas at his desk when the lobby security detail rang through.

"Yeeh," Javnasad.

"Mr. Javna, we've got a gentleman here who says he needs to speak to you about a sheep.”
"A sheep?' Javnasad. "Whoishe?'

"HisID sayshisnameis Samud Young," the guard said.

"Have someone bring him up to me," Javnasaid.

Two minutes later Samud "Fixer" Y oung was standing in front of Javna

"Let's cut the bullshit and get right to cases, if you don't mind," Javnasaid to Fixer, after the security
guard had left. "Tell mewhere Harry Creek and Robin Baker are, right now.”

"Fine" Fixer said. "Creek and Baker are on acruiseliner caled the Neverland. Right now it'sin n-space
between Brjnn and Chagfun. They're safe for the moment."”

"And you know this because," Javnasaid.
"Because | put them on the ship,” Fixer said.
Javnafdt himsdf rdlax. "That'sgood news" he said.

"It'snot,” Fixer said. "The Nidu know they're on the ship. When the Neverland arrives at Chagfun, the
Nidu will likely board the ship, take Robin, and destroy the Neverland and kill everyone on board."

"How do you know this?' Javnasaid.

"l can't tell you," Fixer said. Which wasn't exactly true. He could tell, but the Church had offered him a
subgtantial chunk of cash to keep its name out of it Fixer had had arough few days, but if he lived
through the next few he was going to be richer than hell.

"Can you prove what you're saying to me?' Javnasaid.

"No," Fixer sad. "Butit'strue.”



"Do you serioudy expect meto believe you?' Javnasad.

"Y ou could double-check my story with the Nidu," Fixer said. "I'm sure they'll be happy to admit they're
planning to torpedo acruise liner filled with UNE civilians.

Three minuteslater, Javnaand Fixer werein Im Heffer's office. Fixer repeated his message.

"lsn't this convenient,” Heffer muttered, looking up at Javna. "And just afew hours beforeyou and | are
supposed to be on our way to Nidu for the coronation ceremony.”

"It'sno coincidence,” Javnasaid. "They grab the girl and get her to Nidu before theréstimeto do
anything about it. The coronation ceremony startslate, but it finishes nonetheless. And there's another
wrinkle"

"] can't wait to hear what it is," Heffer said.

"Robin Baker'sno longer aUNE citizen," Javnasaid. "We disenfranchised her to make her her own
sovereign species and to keep the Nidu from having an excuse to break our treaties. But it a'so means
that if they grab her and use her for the ceremony we have no legal way to protect her. We have no
treeties with the woman.”

"The Nidu would gill be violating their CC charter," Heffer said.

"Not if they declared war on her first," Javnasaid.

Heffer chuckled ruefully. "Nidu declaring war on asingle person. Good lord."
"It'sidiotic but it'slegd,” Javnasaid.

"Wecan't Sgnd the Neverland,” Heffer said.

"It'sin n-gpace,” Javnasaid.

"At the very least we can warn Nidu not to board her," Heffer said.

"We could," Javnasaid. "But how do we enforceit? Chagfun isaminor Nidu colony. We have no
presence there. They could torpedo the Neverland and we'd never be able to confirmiit. If they hit her
hard enough, everything would smply burn up in the atmosphere.”

"How long until the Neverland reaches Chagfun?' Heffer asked.
"l havenoideg,” Javnasaid.
"Here," Fixer sad, fishing out a piece of paper. "It'sthe Never-land's itinerary.”

Heffer took it and looked at it. "The Neverland jumped into n-space less than a haf hour ago,” he said.
"Y ou couldn't have come by an hour earlier?’

"I'm just the messenger,” Fixer said. "Please don't shoot me.”

"She's not duein at Chagfun until the day after tomorrow," Heffer said, and tapped his desk for a
moment. "Come on, you two," he said. "We're going to the Pentagon.”

At the Pentagon, Bob Pope ignored Heffer to zero in on Javna. "Y ou know Dave Phipps has gone
missing,” hesad.



"l didnt,” Javnasaid. "When did this happen?'

"The day he had lunch with you," Pope said, and then pointed at Heffer. "After our little meeting with the
president about the Nidu destroyers| tried to reach Dave and got nothing. He's been out since with no
word."

"He told methat he needed to close down a couple of projects,” Javnasaid, "relaing to our little
interdepartmenta power struggle.”

Pope opened his mouth to refute Javna, then shut it and looked at Heffer. "Were dl friendstoday,” he
said, asastatement, not a question.

"Whéatever you say, Bob," Heffer said.

"We contracted out to ateam suggested to us by Jean Schroeder.” It was Heffer's turn to open his
mouth; Pope put up his hand. "I know. Friends, Jm. Schroeder has gone missing. The team we were
using—what's|eft of it sncethe Arlington Ml incident—has gone missing, too. I'm pretty sure Dave
went to see Schroeder the night he disappeared.”

"So Phippsiswith Schroeder and histeam,” Heffer said.
"I can't believe Dave would do that," Pope said.

"I haveto Sdewith Secretary Pope," Javnasaid. "When | talked with Phipps he said things had gone too
far. He sounded like he was wrapping things up, not getting ready to run.”

"If he's not with Schroeder, then whereishe?' Heffer said.
Pope looked at Javna. "Y ou know what | think," he said.

"You think he'sdead," Javnasaid. "Y ou two put together ateam to kill Harry and Robin Baker and when
Phipps decided to have them take thefdl, they killed him instead.”

"Bob, whatever happened to Phipps, I'm sorry to hear it,"” Heffer said. "But a the moment we have
another problem.” Heffer had Fixer repeat his warning about the Neverland.

"Who gave you thisinformation?' Pope asked Fixer.

"The same people who saved me when one of the members of your 'team* tried to eat me," Fixer said. "l
redlize | don't count here, but I'm personaly inclined to believe them.”

"What do you think?" Pope said, to Heffer.

"Wecan'tignoreit,” Heffer said. "The Nidu have dready tried every legal avenueto get Robin Baker.
Shelsacriticd part of the coronation ceremony. | think thisinformation makes sense. | think they're going
to try for her and to hell with anyone who getsin their way."

"Dropping aUNE ship into Nidu space is awfully closeto war, Jm," Pope said.

"The Nidu firing on acivilian ship isdready an act of war," Heffer said. "If nothing else, Nidu won't be
ableto hide what they're doing from us or the CC."

"If you'rewrong on this, I'm taking you down with me," Pope said.

"If I'm wrong on this, you won't need to take me down with you," Heffer said. "I'll go willingly."



Pope jabbed a button on his desk; the windows in his office went opague and the room became
noticeably dimmer. Pope pointed a Fixer. "Y ou wait outside." Fixer nodded and headed to the door.
When he was gone, Pope poked a second button. A projector above his desk cameto life and displayed
adimensiona map of the space that contained the Earth, her colonies, and other locd star systems.

"Digplay Chagfun,” Pope said. A star near the top of the display glowed brightly. "All right," Pope said.
"The closest colony we have to Chagfun is Breton Colony, here." Pope reached in to touch agtar; the
display flickered and reset to show an Earthlike globe. "List UNE ships at Breton,” Pope said.

There were three. "The James Madison, the Winston Churchill, and the British Columbia,” Pope
sad. "The Madison and the Churchill can't help us. Their jJump engines are too weak to get to Chagfun
intime. But the British Columbia.” Pope touched the namein the floating list; the screen flickered again
and generated an image of the British Columbia and a catalogue of its stats. "Y es, the ‘Britcee’ could do
it. If she gets under way in the next hour, she can be there right around the time the Neverland arrives.
It'sgoing to be close, though.”

"What are you going to do, Bob?" Heffer asked.

"Firgt, I'm going to get Admira Nakamura on the comm and tell him that if he doesn't get the 'Britcee on
the move in fifty minutes, he can have hisresgnation on my desk ten minutes after that," Pope said. "Then
I'm going to take your little friend on the other side of the door and haul him over to the Oval Officeso |
can explain why I've committed a UNE battle cruiser to acombat mission without the president's
goprovd. Thenif | sill haveajob | believe I'm going to have astiff drink. Aren't you going to the Nidu
corondtion, Jm?'

"l am," Heffer said, and signaled to Javna. "We both are. We're leaving in a couple of hours.”

"Well, that"s excellent," Pope said. "Y oulll be thereto explain to the Nidu why we've started awar with
them. And I'm glad. After today, | may be out of ajob, but the two of you are likely to be prisoners of
war. I'd rather have it that way than the other way around. Now if you'll excuse me, gentlemen, | need to
play Russian roulette with our planet's future with the bullet you've so thoughtfully provided. | hope you
dont mindif | don't seeyou out.”

* * % % %

A bullet whined past Brian's ear. He flinched.
"Redidic, it it?" Andrea Hayter-Ross said.

The table a which the two of them sat floated serendly over the vast Pgimhi plain. Around Brian erupted
the sghts and sounds of war The bursts of gunfire, the wet smacking sounds of rounds striking human or
Nidu flesh, the screams of both species asits membersfdl to the plain writhing, their blood—both
red—oozing, spurting, and flowing into the ground. Brian gripped the table; he knew intellectually that the
table was actudly not floating over the plain, and that what he was seeing was a computer smulation, but
that didn't top him from fedling dizzy or uncertain of the stability of his set.

"Thisishow it happened, you know," Hayter-Ross said.
"What are you talking about?' Brian said.

"The Battle of Pggmhi," Hayter-Ross said, and poured herself moretea. "Each UNE serviceman and
woman went into battle with alittle camerain their helmet, and every camerarecorded what it saw and
transmitted back the data. Plus monitor cameras that caught the action from above, so long as they



weren't shot down by the rebels, and many of them were. But overal, that's over 100,000 points of view
of the battle, al recorded for posterity. Not that posterity has bothered with it. All the datafeeds are
gtored in UNE Defense servers and are available for public viewing—Freedom of Information and all
that. But no one ever does. Certainly no one has done this—she swept an arm to encompass the
carnage—"gtitch the datadl together and play out the entire battle.”

"Sothisisit," Briansad. "Thisisredly it."

"Asbest as can be reconstructed,” Hayter-Ross said. To her left an infantryman caught abullet below his
|eft eye; hisface caved as he jerked back and collapsed into the dirt. "There are gaps here and there.
Even with 100,000 helmets, there are ill places where no oneislooking a any onetime. But it's mostly
here. | haven't bothered to smulate the movement of every leaf on every tree. But the battles—yes.
Those are exactly asthey happened. Now, come along.” The table appeared to dide aong the
landscape; from every line of sight Brian saw death. He longed to warn the humans he saw fdling around
him but knew it would do no good. Like Scrooge tugged along by the Ghost of Christmas Past, he was
seeing only the shadows of the past, not the event itsdlf.

A marine screamed in Briaris ear asarebd dug raggedly severed her arm from her body, just below her
shoulder. Shadow or not, Brian winced at me pain.

"Y ou have no memory of any of this, of course," Hayter-Ross said. "The brain scan that created this
version of you was made before you came here. Thisisdl diento you.”

"Yes" Brian sad.

"That's probably for the best," Hayter-Ross said. "When you see your friendsdie, it won't have any
meaning to you."

"Did many of them die?" Brian asked.
"Oh, yes," Hayter-Ross said. "Quiteafew. And herewe are.

Their teatable came to a stop mere feet from a squad of soldiers crouched behind aridge, exchanging
firewith acadre of rebelsin the brush in front of them. With agtart Brian recognized himslf, only dightly
older than he was at the time of his brain scan, tossing agrenade over the ridge at the rebels. Three men
down the line Harry crouched, carefully sighting rebd infantry and firing in short, controlled bursts before
moving again to avoid being shot himself. Brian was horrified and fascinated at seeing a portion of hislife
that he had not experienced, and which would shortly end in his own death.

Hayter-Ross noticed. "Unsettling,” she prompted. Brian could only nod. "1 know," she said. "Thisversion
of me was taken from memories stored only until the day before my death. | died during another sesson
to transfer memory and consciousness, so I've no memory of it. I've watched the recording over and
over. Watching mysdlf die while doctors and technicians struggle around me, watching the look in my
eyesas| redizethat I'm passing on and yet not being able to fed the actual emotion. | don't know if it
was fear or relief or confuson. | wasn't there. It can be maddening.”

"Why are you showing methis?' Brian said, unableto take his eyes away from himsdif.
"You'll see" Hayter-Ross said. "'In fact, you're going to seeright now."

Brian watched asthe soldier version of himself hurled another grenade and lay low while it detonated. His
soldier self peeked over the ridge and saw rebdl troops pulling back, et out awhoop, and headed over
the ridge to clean up asthey fled. Behind him two other soldiersfollowed, carried as much by Brian's



excitement astheir own. Watching himsdlf, Brian could hear Harry and their sergeant both ydlling at him
and the other two to get back, but this other version of himsdf either couldn't hear or wasn't listening.
Within seconds, the three soldiers were heedlesdy far from their comrades, chasing rebel s through the tall
grasstoward a copse of trees. Brian felt himself tense, waiting for theinevitable.

It wasn't long in coming. Just short of the copse, one of the soldiers spun wildly from abullet in the
shoulder; another bullet struck as he spun, sneaking under hisbullet shield and piercing his back,
gpattering gore on the ingde of hisbullet shield asit erupted through hisfront sde. The second soldier
was down next, his kneecap vaporized; he was screaming before he hit the ground. From histeatable,
Brian noticed the rebels had shot down the most distant soldiersfirst; the onesin front wouldn't see their
comradesfall and would recklessy keep moving forward.

Brian watched helplesdy as his other self becamethefind target. He was struck near smultaneoudy by
two bullets, onein the left ankle and a second in the lower right hip. The force of the ankle hit worked to
flip Brian, but the hip shot counteracted the spin; in the end Brian smply flew backward asif hit by an
invishle freight truck. Brian the soldier's body flew backward, landing back in the grasswith asolid
thump; two seconds later he began to scream.

"What do you notice?' Hayter-Ross asked Brian.
Brian collected himsdf and tried to think. "Weredl ill dive" hesad, findly.

"Yes" Hayter-Ross said. "Alive and screaming and out in the open where anyone who comesto rescue
you isan easy target for the rebds. Y ou saw how they shot the three of you in reverse sequence. And
they shot you to keep you dive—in the short run at least. Y ou know what that means.”

"They laid atrap,” Brian said. "I thought | had flushed them out in the open, but they flushed me out
insteed.”

"Because if there's one thing other species know about humans," Hayter-Ross said, "it'sthat you don't
leave anyone behind. And look, here come your squadmates.”

Brian turned back toward the ridge to see two soldiers snake their way through the grass toward the last
of the soldiers. Onelay down asuppressing fire as the second tried to lift the wounded soldier into a
firecarry. Ashe did so he popped up out of the grass. From the copse came a hail of fire; one struck the
soldier just below the jaw, tearing open his neck. The soldier ingtinctively grabbed at his neck, causing
the soldier he was carrying to drop heavily to the ground, head first. A second bullet from the copse
struck the still-standing soldier, punching him back down to the ground. The soldier who had been laying
down fire crawled to the second soldier and pressed his hand againgt hisfriend's neck.

"That won't help," Hayter-Ross said. "L ook at the spurting. It hit the carotid artery.”
"Stop this" Brian said, turning away. " Stop thisnow."

"Very wel," Hayter-Ross said, and everything froze. Brian stared at the stopped time.
"Do you know why I'm showing you this?' Hayter-Ross said.

"No," Brian said.

"I'm showing you this because you have a distressing tendency not to think before you act,” Hayter-Ross
said. "Y ou attacked the Church's network because you stupidly thought there would be nothing to stop
you from burrowing through its defenses. And of course we see how that ended.” Hayter-Ross nodded
toward the frozen battlefield. "Here, you ran into the open, chasing the enemy you thought you had on the



run, and because of it, you died—»but not before condemning three of your fellow soldiersto the same
fate. Y ou werethe last to die, you know. Y our friend Harry Creek managed to get to you and stop your
bleeding and then protect you and the other fallen members of your squad for two Chagfun days before
you could be pulled out. Y ou died just before they got you out. Peritonitis complicated by an infection of
Chagfun microbes. The microbeskilled alot of soldiers. Something about the human chemistry
superheated their metabolisms and made them reproduce like mad. Y our hip had amost entirely rotted
away before you died.”

"Shut up,” Brian said. "'l get your point, okay. Please, just shut up, now."

"Don't get angry a mefor your own shortcomings,” Hayter-Ross said. "I'm doing thisfor your own
"| don't see what good thisdoes me,” Brian said. "I have a problem thinking before | act. Fine. Now let
me go help my friends."

"Not yet," Hayter-Ross said. "Y ou recognize you have a problem. That's the first step. Now you're ready
to learn what you haveto tell your friends. It's not going to be easy, and your first impulse will beto
ignore the advice—or would have been, before | showed you this. Now you may bewilling to listen to
reason.”

"And what isthat?' Brian said.
"I'm not going to tell you," Hayter-Ross said.

"Jesus fucking Christ, woman,” Brian said. "Y ou arethe single most irritating person I've ever come
acrossin ether of my lifetimes.”

"Thank you, Brian," Hayter-Ross said. "Coming from an eighteen-year-old, that meansalot.”
"Why did you show methisif you're not going to tell me how to help my friends?"' Brian asked.

"I'm not going to tell you, because I'm going to show you," Hayter-Ross said. " Or rather, I'm going to
show you, and if 11 be up to you to seeif you can understand it.”

"I mentioned you wereirritating, right?’ Brian said.

"Youdid," Hayter-Ross said. "Let'sjust teke it asagiven from here. And let me direct your attention
back to this battle. As1'm sure you know by now, the Battle of Pejmhi was an unmitigated disaster for
the UNE: Half of the human forces were either killed or wounded over two Chagfun days, including you.
That"'s an awful waste of humans, wouldn't you say?"

"Yes" Brian sad.

"Excdlent,” Hayter-Ross said. "Then heréswhat were going to do. You and | are going to recreate the
Battle of Pgymhi—the whole thing, down to the very last soldier. Y ou'll bethe UNE, and I'll bethe
Chagfun rebels. Y ou need to find away to get through the battle without losng so damn many lives. The
answer to how you'll help your friendsisinsde these smulations.”

"If | promiseto believe you, can we skip al this?* Brian asked.

"Thisisexactly your problem, Brian," Hayter-Ross said. "Alwaystrying get around the hard work. This
isn't aGordian knot you can dice through. Y ou're going to have to unravel thisathread at atime. Also,
you're going to haveto find processing power for your side of the smulation.”



"Excuseme?' Brian sad.

"Having both of us control roughly 100,000 combatantsis different from splicing together dl those
recorded video feeds," Hayter-Ross said. "And it's different from creating a garden. We're going to need
alittle more room for thisone."

"Fine" Briansaid. "'l know just the place.”

* % % % %

Bill Davison was smulating Hurricane Britt smashing into the Outer Banks (and not without some smal
satisfaction, as hisformer in-laws had beachfront property in Okracoke), when he noticed the smulation
throttling back processing to non-useful levels. Bill grabbed his desk comm and punched through to Sid
Gravis, who he knew was moddling aline of sorms erupting in the Ohio valley.

"Goddamnit, Sid," Bill said. "Y ou know that hurricanes trump inland stsormsin the processing hierarchy.
Itslikethefirst law of NOAA computer time apportionment.”

"It'snot me" Sid said. "I'm taking cycle hitsmysdif. | thought it wasyou.” Bill opened hismouth to
respond but shut it as his boss popped his head through his office door and told him that the entire system
had suddenly ground to a halt.

Three minutes later, Chaz M cK ean, the department's tech geek, figured it out. "Someoné's running a
huge fucking smulation out of the IBM," he said. "And whoever's doing it daved up most of the other
processors.”

"| thought we took the IBM out of circulation,” said Jay Tang, Bill'sboss.

"Wedid,"” McKean said. "But we didn't take it off the network. So whoever'susing it could still hijack
the other processors on the network."

"Wdl, who'sthe asshole?' Sid said.

"That'sjustit,” McKean said. "No one's the asshole. No one here's been logged into the IBM since we
took it out of service. It'slikeit developed abrain of itsown.”

"Right now | draft care who the assholeis,” Tang said. "We need our computers back. Get into the IBM
and shut down the smulation.”

"| dready tried," McKean said. "But it'slocked me out. | can't send any commands.”
"Then unplug the goddamned thing," Tang sad.

"If we do that, we could tube the entire network," McKean said. "Whoever's set up this ssmulation has
got it locked up good and tight. Redlidtically, the only thing we can do with it isrideit out.”

Tang cursed and scomped away. Bill went back into his office, pulled out his secret flask of whiskey,
took a dug, and hoped to Christ that whatever it was Creek was doing, if d be done before anyone
could trace the disruption back to him.

Come on, Harry, hethought. Get your assin gear.

* % %k % %

In smulation after smulation, Brian got his ass handed to him. Certain facts became obvious after the first



few dozen smulations. Thefirst wasthat the rebel informationd advantage was smply too gresat to
overcome. Even though the rebels had shown they could manipulate the Nidu computer network, the
Nidu arrogantly sent combat details through the network asif it were un-compromised. The rebelsknew
when the UNE forces were landing, which forces were landing where, and what the weaknesses of the
various forces would be. UNE forces were congtrained by working under Nidu military command, in
which clan and chain of command loyaty were more important than military skill. The UNE forceswere
aso mided by the Nidu both about the strength of the enemy and the amount of useful information the
Nidu possessed about the rebels and their plans.

The Chagfun rebels were under no such congtraints. Their leadership showed surprising adaptability
(consdering it conssted of former Nidu officers) and the rebel s were deeply motivated, both by the
prospect of living on aplanet with self-rule and by the knowledge of what would happen to them if they
failed to repulse the attack Time and again the rebelswould outflank, out-think, and outperform the UNE
forces. Every smulation ended with tens of thousands of UNE soldiers dead and wounded—including,
time and again, members of Brian's own unit

Brian improvised and as much as possibletried to work around the chain of command, but to only limited
success. Troops saved in one areawere counterbalanced by increased losses in others. Aggressive
tactics led to gppaling losses early and often. Defensive tacticsled to the UNE forces flanked, pressed,
and bled dry. Death, massive and arterid in its strength, stalked the UNE forcesin every smulation, a
constant companion to Brian's leadership. The satisfaction Brian felt when UNE forcesinflicted
smilar-sized numbers of casudtiesto the rebelswas cold comfort when he considered how many
soldiers he had condemned to die again and again in the struggle. After more than 200 smulations and
untold millions of Smulated degths, Brian fdt like giving up.

So hedid.

Or more accurately, his soldiersdid. Fuck you, Andrea Hayter-Ross, Brian thought, asthefirst troops
hit the Pggmhi plain and immediately dropped their weapons, put up their hands, and waited for the rebels
to take them prisoner. Wave after wave of UNE troops landed and surrendered, meekly alowing
themselves to be herded up by the rebels, who were themselves constrained by the rules of combat to
accept the surrenders. At the end of the smulation, 100,000 UNE troops stood in the center of the
Pgmhi plain, fingersinterlaced behind their heads, while the rebels milled at the periphery.

Not exactly your usud battle tactic, Brian admitted to himsdlf. On the other hand, the smulation ended
with no desths on either side.

No degths.
"Holy shit," Brian sad.

The plain of Pggmhi melted away and Brian was back in Hayter-Ross's garden. "Now you see,”
Hayter-Ross said, from her table.

"Theonly way to survive wasto surrender,” Brian said.

"Not only survive, but to thwart the Nidu in the bargain,” Hayter-Ross said. "In the actud Béattle of
Paimhi, the Nidu bombed the plain of Pgimhi almost as soon as the humans left—they dropped their
planet crackers and turned one of Chagfun's most fertile and populated areasinto alava-strewn ruin, not
to mention throwing the entire planetary weather system into a profound depression that caused famine
and degth dl over the globe. None of that could have been accomplished if human prisoners had
remained on Chagfun.”



"Now | seewhy you had me do this" Brian said. "1 wouldn't have believed it if | hadn't have seeniit.”

"Y ou wouldn't have believed it if you hadn't seen the UNE troops killed scores of times, either,”
Hayter-Ross pointed out.

"It's the whole experience that matters. And now you see what your friends must do."

"Surrender to the Nidu," Brian said.

"Exactly 0," Hayter-Ross said.

"It'sgoing to be tough to convince Harry of that,” Brian said.

"He'snot in possession of al thefacts" Hayter-Ross said. "And cometo think of it, neither are you.”
"What new hoops are you going to make me jump through to get them?' Brian said.

"We're done with the hoops for now," Hayter-Ross said. "Y ou've been a good boy with a pleasing
learning curve. | think I'll just comeright out and tell you."

And shedid.

chapter 14

Therésasmal detail about entering and exiting n-gpace that captains and their navigators don't bother
sharing with the generd population; namely, that they are completely blind when they do it.

Entering n-gpace completely blind isn't actualy much of a problem. N-space doesn't have anything init,

at least not in a"whoopsweve just hit aniceberg” sense; it's a complicated mishmash of theoretica states
and nested dimensions and undetermined probabilities that even higher order physicists admit, after two
beersor six, that they just don't goddamn get. The races of the CC use n-space to get around because
they know it works, even if on afundamentd level they are not entirely clear why it works. It drivesthe
physicisis mad and every few years one will sngp and begin raving that sentient beings should nae fuck
with that which they ken nae unnerstan'.

Meanwhile, captains and navigators and everyone who travelsin n-space on aregular basis shrug (or
whatever their species equivaent of such an action may be) because in over 40,000 years of recorded
spacetravel, not asingle ship has ever been lost entering or using n-space. A few have been lost because
someone entered bad coordinates prior to entry and thereby ended up hundreds, thousands, or millions
of light-years from where they intended. But that was mere stupidity. N-space couldn't be blamed for
that.

No, it wasthe coming out of n-space that gets you. Objects coming out of n-space—much to the
disappointment of specid effects professionals across the galaxy—don't flash, stresk, blur, and fadeinto
exigence. They smply arrive, fining up what is sincerely hoped to be empty vacuum with their mass.
Andif it isn't empty vacuum, well, then there's trouble as the atoms of the object coming out n-space and
the object that was aready merefight it out in aquantum-level game of musical chairsto see who getsto
St in the space they both wish to occupy.

Thisonly occasondly resultsin a shattering release of atomic energy annihilating both objects. Most of
the time there was smply atremendous amount of conventiona damage. Of course, even "conventiona”
damageisno picnic, as anyonewho has just had a hole ripped out of the skin of her ship will tell you, if
she survives, which she generdly will not.



For thisreason, it isextremely rare for aship filled with living entities to blithely pop out of n-spaceina
random spot near an inhabited planet. The near space of nearly every inhabited planet iswell-nigh
infested with objects ranging from communication satellites and freight barges to trash launched
overboard to burn up in a planet's atmosphere and the wreckage of persond cruisers whose drivers
manage to find someone or something to crash into well beyond ther planet'sionosphere. A captain who
just dropped his ship into astew of that density might not actually be considered asuicide risk by most
major religions, but after a couple of these maneuvers hewould find it extremely difficult to find a
reputableinsurer.

The solution was smple: Designated drop-in zones, cubes of space roughly three kilometersto aside,
which were assiduoudly kept clear of smal debris by a cadre of basketball-szed monitor craft, and of
large debris by tow barges. Every inhabited world has dozens of such zones devoted to civilian use,
whose coordinates are well known and whose use is scheduled with the sort of ruthless efficiency that
would make a Prussian quartermaster tingle. In the case of shipslike cruise liners, which have s,
predictableitineraries, drop-in zones are scheduled weeks and sometimes months in advance, asthe
Neverland's was, to prevent potential and catastrophic conflicts.

Thisiswhy the Nidu had dl thetimein the world to prepare for the arrival of the Neverland. They knew
when it would arrive, they knew where, and they knew that there would be no witnesses for what came
next

* * % % %

"Relax, Rod," Jean Schroeder said. "Thisisdl going to be over in about an hour.”

"I remember someone saying that to me before the Arlington Mal," Rod Acunasaid. He paced the smdll
guest deck of Ambassador win-Getag's private transport. The transport floated off to the side of aNidu

gunship, whose Marines would perform the boarding of the Neverland to take the girl, and which would
then take care of the cruise liner after they returned.

"Thisredly isn't the Arlington Mall," Schroeder said. "We'rein Nidu space. The Neverland will be
floating in space. There'sadamn huge Nidu gunship ready to blast the thing to pieces. If the Nidu
Marines don't kill Creek dead, helll be dead when the Neverland getsturned into dust”

"Il bdieveit when | seeit," Acunasad.

"Bdieveit, Rod," Schroeder said. "Now rdax. That"san order." Schroeder waved in the direction of a
corner. "Look at your flunky over there. He's relaxed. Take apage from him."

Acunaglanced over at Takk, who had hisface jammed in the same book he'd been reading for the last
couple of days, the one held gotten off the geek before he ate him. Acuna had mocked Takk earlier for
taking asouvenir; Takk had just looked a him with aflat, expressonless stare that Acunafigured
wouldn't have been out of place on acow. He hadn't actually been aware Takk could read, or read
English, inany event.

" He's relaxed because he's got the 1Q of furniture,” Acunasaid, and walked back over to the strip of
manufactured crystal that served as the deck’'swindow. The limb of Chagfun was visible at the bottom
left. "I can't believe I'm back at thisshit hole," he said.

"That'sright, thisiswhere the Battle of Paymhi was," Schroeder said, in atone of voice that exactly
expressed histota lack of interest in the topic. Acunaglanced over a him and not for thefirst time
wondered what it would be like to crack that smug head like amelon. Acunawasn't the sort to get "band
of brothers' emotiond, but even he treated the battle with something that approached (for Acuna) grim



and quiet contemplation. Schroeder's casua obliviousnessto it wasinsulting.

Acunashook it off. Regardless of how much Schroeder could benefit from ametal bar acrossthe teeth, if
one were gpplied to him, Acunawouldn't get paid afterward. And it certainly wouldn't help himin his
desireto serveit up to Creek.

"There sheis,” Schroeder said, and stood up to look out the window, where the Neverland had just
popped into existence a second earlier. "Right about now their cgptain should be noticing that his
communications are jammed, and in about aminute the Nidu are going to tell him to stand down and
prepare to be boarded.”

Acunawas lost in thought for amoment. "That ship is here to do some sort of ceremony, right?* he asked
Schroeder.

Schroeder shrugged. "Y ou tell me, Rod," he said. "It was your little newdetter that brought us here.”

"Y eah, they were" Acunasaid. "They were going to do some sort of memoria service. That'swhy
they're herein thefirg place.”

Schroeder glanced over, dightly annoyed. "So?"

Acunawaked back over to the window. "Landing shuttles, Jean," he said. "Prepared and ready to go.
Creek isn't stupid. Once he figures out what's happening, he's going to look for abolt hole. HE's got one
waiting. Y ou better hope those Nidu marines are good at their job. If you give him achance to get out,
hel's going to take it. And if he gets away and gets down to the planet, they're never going to find him. He
survived this fucking rock when 100,000 of these reptilian bastards had guns and rockets pointed at his
head. Hell surviveit again.”

* k % k %

Harry picked up the communicator on the third ring and glanced at the hour as he flipped it open: 3:36
am., ship'stime. "Hedllo?' hesad.

"Creek," Captain Lehane said. "Y ou and your friend have trouble coming.”
Harry fdt cold. "How do you know—" he said.

"I've known since Caledonia," Lehane said, cutting him off. "Theré's no timeto talk about it now. We're
being boarded by Nidu marines, Creek. They're jamming our outbound transmissions and they've told
me to stand down while they take your friend off the ship. They say they'reat war with her, whatever the
hell that means. Y ou two need to get moving. If they're jamming our transmissions that meansthey don't
want to let anyone know were here. | think once they take your friend they mean to blow us out of the
sky. Thelonger you two stay away from them, the longer | have to think of away out of this. Get going.
Good luck." Lehane switched off.

Creek shook Robin, who was dozing in her bunk. "Robin," he said. "Wake up. We'rein trouble.
"What?' Robin said. She was groggy.

"Come on, Robin." Creek sat her up. Robin had been deeping in her swests, they would have to do.
Creek switched on the light and opened the wardrobe to get out their shoes and aso pantsfor himself.
"Wake up, Robin. Wake up. We have to get moving."

"What'sgoing on?' shesaid, still not entirely awake.



"Nidu marines are on board,” Creek said, dipping on his pants. "They're coming for you. Once they have
you, they're probably going to destroy the ship. We have to get moving and hide from them. Come on,
Robin. No timeto talk. We have to move." Pants on, Creek dipped his shoes over bare feet and then
hel ped Robin with hers. She stood up.

"What's going to happen to us?' she said.

"They want you dive," Creek said. "No matter what, you're going to be fine for now. It'sthe rest of us
who haveto worry. Areyou ready?' Robin nodded. Creek went to their cabin door and opened it a
crack.

The hallway was clear in both directions. Creek glanced at the deck plan attached to the door. They
were on one of the smaller, lower decks. There were stairwells at each end of the deck. An elevator lay
recessed from the hallway near the center of the deck. Their own cabin lay near the fore of the deck,
closeto one of the gairwells.

"I'm going to call the devator,” Creek said to Robin. "Stay here until | cdl you. Then run like hell.”
"Weretaking the devator?' Robin said, dightly incredulous.

"They'll betaking the stairs," Creek said. "There's probably alot of them and they're probably carrying a
lot of stuff. They won' fit in elevators. Herel go." He dipped out the door, padded quickly to the
elevator, and pressed the "up" button. Shuttlebays were two decks below; it wasthe logica placefor the
Nidu to enter the ship. Up was better.

Cruiseliner elevators are designed for comfort, not speed, and to move large numbers of passengers
bloated by cruise buffets. It took its sweet time dropping down from the Galaxy Deck.

After nearly aminute, the elevator doors opened. Creek yelled at Robin to run as he heard the clunk of
the stairwell door handle being depressed. Robin heard it too and did not need further encouragement to
run like hell. Creek let go of the elevator door just before Robin reached it and yanked her in to keep her
from resetting the doors. He jammed the button for the Promenade Deck, the highest
passenger-accessible deck on the ship. The elevator started moving.

"Do you think they saw us get in the elevator?' Robin asked.
From below them they could hear pounding.

"Yeah," said Creek.

"What are we going to do now?' Robin said.

"I'm thinking," Creek said. The Neverland had five full decks of passenger cabins plusfour full and
partial decks primarily for shops and entertainment; crew and cargo decks and shuttlebays were below
passenger decks. The entertainment decks were filled with placesto hide, but it was early morning ship
time; doorswould be closed and locked. Passenger decks offered placesto hide if they could convince
someoneto let them into their cabin. But once in they were likely to be trapped; aroom-to-room search
would take time but eventualy they would be found. No matter where they went on the ship it wasjust a
matter of time before they were tracked and caught.

"We need to get off the ship,” Creek said.

"Harry," Robin said, and pointed to the €levator's button pand. "L ook."



In decks above and below them, eevator buttons were flashing on.

"Shit, they're moving fast,” Creek said. They were about to pass two deck, the second deck of cabins;
Creek jabbed at the button for the deck.

"Stand away from the door, Robin," Creek said, pushed her gently against the wall next to the elevator,
and popped out the "hold" button for the elevator. Then hetook off his shirt and wadded it tightly.

"What are you doing?' Robin asked.

"Quiet," Creek said, stepped dightly to the side, crouched, and threw his shirt through the crack in the
door assoon asit did open.

The two Nidu marines on the other side of the elevator door had their weapons raised and were
prepared to handle any human that might be in the evator, but weren't prepared for aflappy blue object
arcing toward them at head height. The nearest Nidu let out a hissand fired at the shirt in apanic,
gitching bulletsin an upward pattern into the back wall and celling of the eevator and into the deck
ceiling. The kickback of uncontrolled fire pushed the marine back into his teammate, who snarled at the
first marine in the Nidu language and attempted to push him away.

Creek followed quickly behind the thrown shirt and from a crouched position launched himsdf at the first
marine, knocking the dready unbaanced Nidu to the floor. The second marine tried to raise his wegpon,
Creek stepped insgde the length of therifle, grabbed it with hisleft hand near the end of the barrel to
deflect its path, and crooked his right arm to connect his elbow with the Nidu's extraordinarily sengitive
snout. The Nidu marine grunted in pain and staggered back; Creek grabbed him by hisuniform with his
left hand and reeled him back in to take another shot with the elbow. The Nidu marine dropped his
weapon; Creek pushed the marine awvay and hefted therifle.

Nidu rifles are networked and keyed to the individua Nidu to which they are assgned; only that Nidu
can fire the wegpon and only then with the permission of his superior officer. Creek had no hope of
shooting either Nidu marinewith it

Hedidn't try. He swung the rifle around and stuffed the stock into the face of the first Nidu marine, who
wastryingto riseand level hisownrifle at Creek. The marine went down a second time. Creek turned
and siwung therifle like abat at the other marine; it connected with the marine's hemet with amuffled,
hollow gong, further disorienting the Nidu. Then Creek returned his attention to the first marine. He
aternated between the two for the next minute until he was reasonably sure both were dead.

The door to the cabin Creek was standing in front of opened and a man in his underwear poked out his
head.

"You redly want to stay in your cabin,” Creek said to him. The man took another look at the half-naked
Creek standing over the bodies of two dead Nidu, ablood-stained rifle in his hand, and wasinclined to
agree. He shut the door with aquick little dam. Creek dropped the rifle and began searching the bodies
for objects he could use. He called to Robin.

"Ohmy God," Robin said, looking at the Nidu marines.

"Takethis" Creek said, and handed Robin one of the marines nearly foot-long combat knife. He took
the other aswell astwo marble-sized objects he recognized as Nidu flash grenades.

"Areyou expecting meto use this?' Robin asked.
"Hopefully not,” Creek said. "But if it comesto that, | hope you'll think about it. They need to take you



aive. That"'s going to make them want to not hurt you. That*sto your advantage.” He stood up and
retrieved his shirt, which now had multiple holesinit, and put it on. "Comeon," hesaid. "They'll have
figured out the elevator's stopped by now. We need to move."

"Where are we going to go?" Robin asked.

"Down," Creek said, and started walking toward the nearest stairwell. They would be watching the
€levators now, which made the stairs a better bet. "Down to the shuttlebay. We need to get off the ship.”

"That's nuts, Harry," Robin said, following behind. "These guys came from the shuttlebay. Well walk right
into them."

"Weve got them spread out on severd decks,”" Creek said. "They'relooking for usto hide. They're not
expecting usto go to the shuttlebay. There's probably their pilot and one or maybe two of the marines
there" When hesaid it in arush like that, Creek dmost believed it himsdif.

"Harry—" Robin said, men stopped. The stairwell door was opening.

"Get down," Creek said. "L ook the other way." Robin sank to the floor. Creek fingered one of the
grenades, feding for the dight ridge that indicated where he needed to pressto trigger the timer. Creek
recalled that at Pajmhi, Nidu grenades had about a three-second timer. He pressed hard on the grenade,
felt aclick, counted along one one thousand, and then flung it as the stairway door was kicked open
from the other sde, looking away as soon as he tossed it

The grenade detonated wai st-high about eighteen inchesin front of the first Nidu, who dropped his
weapon and grabbed his eyes and screamed in pain. The second Nidu directly behind the first received
nearly the same amount of searing light; he staggered backward and dropped a hand to the Sair railing to
steady himsdlf, and in the process activated the explosive grenade he had nestled in his palm. Behind
these two a second pair of Nidu marines was ascending the stairwell, just now arriving & the landing.
Creek, who had planned to rush the blinded Nidu, saw the grenade as the second Nidu raised his hand.
Hewastoo close to the door to retreat; he hit the door instead and pushed it closed as hard as he could.

He amost had it closed when the grenade detonated, blowing the door back open and damming Creek
back againgt the perpendicular wall. Creek's head connected solidly with the wall; he spent about six
seconds vacillating between the choices of vomiting and passing out before choosing neither and standing
up. He touched the back of his head and winced, but hisfingers didn't come away with blood on them.
Smadl blessings.

"Y ou okay?' he asked Robin.
"What just happened?’ Robin asked.

"Grenade," Creek said. "Someone elsg's. Come on. Other stairwell. This one's messy and loud, and
that's going to bring company.” Robin got up and started running to the other side of the deck; Creek
paced somewhat unsteedily behind.

Robin and Creek got down two decks on the stairwell when they heard heavy steps coming up from one
of the lower decks—two sets. Creek grabbed Robin and as quietly as possible opened the door to the
nearest deck. Creek had Robin step away from the door; he crouched and put an ear up to it. Onthe
other side he could hear the footsteps get louder as they approached, aquick snippet of Nidu speech,
and then footsteps receding up the staircase.

"Hiroki?' Creek heard behind him. Heturned to find Ned Leff, in abathrobe.



"Jesus, Ned," Creek said. " Get back to your room."

"What me hell isgoing on?" Leff said. "People are hearing gunfire and explosions, and about three
minutes ago two Nidu stomped down the hall with guns. | saw them through the peephole.”

"Nidu marines have boarded the ship. They're looking for someone,” Creek said.
"Who?" Leff sad.

"Me" Robinsad.

Leff gazed & her for amoment. "Why?' he said, findly.

"Ned," Creek said, not unkindly. "Get back to your room. It's not safe.”

"What are you going to do?" Leff asked.

"Get off the ship,” Creek said. "If we stay, they'll find us. And the communications are jammed. If | can
get to the surface, | might be able to use my comm and get word out what's going on."

"There'sacommunication center on the Plain of Pggmhi,” Leff said. "Right where were going to have our
ceremony. We were going to useit to send back alive feed. That's got a direct connection to the UNE
network. Y ou could usethat. And | know the shuttles are dready programmed to fly there since | gave
the information to the shuttle coordinator myself. Y ou wouldn't even need apilot. Y ou could just cycle
the launch and arriva program.”

"That sounds good," Creek said. "Thanks, Ned. Now get back to your room."

"Hold on," Leff said. "don't leave yet." He paced quickly to adoor athird of the way down the deck and
re-emerged dmost immediately carrying an object in hishand "Here," he said, handing it to Creek.

"A handgun,” Creek said, setting down the Nidu knife and taking the gun.

"AnM1911 Colt .45," Leff said. "Or areplica, anyway. Standard issue handgun for U.S. officersfor
most of me twentieth century. | wear it with my dressuniform. Cal it an affectation. But the point is, it
works. And | just loaded it: seven bulletsin the magazine, one in the chamber. Semi-automatic, just point
and shoot. | think you need it morethan | do."

"Thank you, Ned," Creek said. "Now, please. Get back to your room." Leff smiled and hurried to his
cabin.

"Ready?' Creek said to Robin.
"No," Robin sad.

"Great," Creek said. "Herewe go." He opened the door, checked for company, men held the door to let
Robin hustle through.

Robin had just dipped through the stairwel | door of the shuttlebay and Creek was sneaking through the
door when Creek's comm signd fired up; its mellow ping carried surprisingly far in me near-empty bay.
Creek bit his cheek and fumbled to answer the communicator, dropping the Colt .45 ashe did so. It was
this clatter that the pilot of me Nidu shuttle, standing bored outside his craft, heard and headed toward,
rifle hefted for action.

"Oh, shit," Robin whispered. The two of them were caught in the open; shuttlebays were kept bare as



possible to avoid damage to shuttlecraft if me bay doors ever buckled and explosive decompression
followed.

The Nidu pilot spotted them and headed toward them, bellowing in Nidu as he did so and jerking hisrifle
asif to say, Put your hands up. Creek reached into his pants pocket and found the second flash
grenade; he activated it and then raised his hands, launching the grenade directly above hishead likea
miniature shot put, and yelling at Robin to close her eyes as he did the same. Creek could fed the hair on
his head crisp asthe grenade flared into brilliant light; he knew that every exposed surface on his body
had just experienced avery bad sunburn. The Nidu pilot gurgled and grabbed his eyes, Creek opened
his, lunged for the Colt .45, and prayed that Leff actually had put abullet in me chamber.

He had.

"Chrigt," Creek said to whomever was on the other end of me communicator. "Y ou just about got us
killed."

"Creek," Captain Lehane said, not bothering with an gpology. "Ned Leff just told me you're planning to
take a shuttle to the surface.”

"Yeah," Creek said.

"don't," Lehane said. "That Nidu gunship will track you and blast you before you get ten klicks out.”
"We can't stay on the ship,” Creek said.

"No you can't," Lehane agreed. "But | want you to use alifepod instead.”

"Why?"' Creek said.

"We have dozens on the ship,” Lehane said. "If | [aunch them al when you launch, the Nidu will haveto
track them. Y ou'll have a better chance of making it to the surface.”

"That leaves you with no lifepodsfor anyone dse” Creek said.

"It'sarik," Lehane said. "But acdculated one. Each lifepod has its own beacon that connectsto the
nearest CC network. If we launch the lifepods, some of them will get past the jamming radius and start
sgnaling. Then it becomes harder for the Nidu to pretend we didn't arrive.”

"It'sagamble, Captain,” Creek said.

"It's better odds than what we have now," Lehane said.

"Where do we go?' Creek said.

"I want you to use the lifepods on the Promenade Deck," Lehane said.

"Give me afucking break!" Creek said. Robin, who could hear only Creek's side of the conversation,
looked over in shock. "That's ten decks up. We nearly got killed three times getting down here. By now
they're watching the sairs and devators both."

"If you use the lifepods on the Promenade Deck, I'll be able to give the Nidu an extrasurprise,” Lehane
sad.

"Y our surprisewon't do us any good if were dead,” Creek said.



"Theres aservice eevator in the shuttlebay, dong the aft wall," Lehane said. "I've unlocked it for you. It
can take you up to Promenade Deck into the crew corridors. | can't guarantee they won't be waiting for
you, but it ssemslesslikely that they would. I've just turned on the emergency lighting on the Promenade
Deck. Follow the nearest lit path to alifepod. Onceyoureinapod I'll programi it to land at the Pgymhi
communication center. Good enough?”'

"Good enough,” Creek said.

"Good luck, Creek," Lehane said. Creek closed the communicator, then opened it again and turned the
notification signal to "vibrate." No need for another unpleasant surprise.

Creek pointed to the evator in question. "Our next stop," he said to Robin.
"| thought we were going to take ashuttle," Robin said. "Now were going back up?!

"The captain thinkswell be safer using alifepod. He's going to launch them dl and makeit hard for them
tofind us" Creek said.

"Were dready here,” Robin said. "Why don't we take the Nidu shuttle?"

"Do you read Nidu?' Creek said. "Because | don't. Come on, Robin. We're almost done. We can do
thisonelast thing."

* * % % %

"They'reinthedevator," First Mate Aidan Pickstold Lehane.

"Good," Lehane said, and turned his attention back to the small bank of monitorsin front of him, in which
he could see what remained of the Nidu marines pacing through the various decks of the ship. There had
been 20 of them, not including their shuttle pilot, when they arrived. Through the monitor banks, Lehane
and his bridge crew—all the principals on station because they had come out of n-space—had watched
as Creek digpatched six of them; Lehane had heard him shoot the pilot over the communicator. Lehane
felt very bad about exposing Creek like that, but it couldn't have been avoided. He needed Creek to get
to the lifepods so he could take care of the other marines.

L ehane knew about Creek and Robin Baker since shortly after Ned L effhad approached him about
finding adress uniform for Creek. Leff was clearly excited about having a" survivor of the 6th” take part
in the ceremony; Lehane was skeptical. There weren't enough survivors of the 6th for one of them to
randomly pop up under the radar, and certainly not aclearly non-Asian man with alast name of Toshima.

Lehane met with "Toshima' shortly thereafter and tossed the name of afictiona colond a himto seeif he
would bite; he didn't. After Toshimaleft him, Lehane had his security chief Matt Jensen pull up adata
feed from the UNE network to find out what he could about the 6th. No Hiroki Toshima. But there was
apicture of aPrivate First ClassH. Harris Creek, thinner and younger but unmistakably the same man
Lehane had just seen. An actual survivor of the 6th, yes. And arecipient of the Distinguished Service
Cross. Just not under the name he was using now.

Jensen's digging revealed why: Creek and hisfemae friend were wanted in connection with a shoot-out
inaDC areamdl, which left four men—men with interesting police records—dead and another couple
injured. Creek'sfriend aso gppeared to be named in some sort of lega suit by the Nidu government;
Jensen didn't go into it but offered the opinion that the two were con artists of some sort. By thetime
Jensen caught Lehane up with al this, they were aready under way to Brjnn, and their schedule wastoo
tight to accommodate an emergency stop to have the two removed. L ehane instructed Jensen to alert



authorities at Phoenix colony, their next UNE degtination; the two would be discreetly removed from the
ship then. Until then, Lehane didn't see why they shouldn't enjoy their vacation. Lehane told Jensen to
keep an eye out to make sure the pair didn't try to con any of the passengers, but otherwise et them be.

L ehane hadn't given the pair any additiona thought until the Neverland popped out of n-space and
discovered aNidu gunship waiting for them and jamming their communications. Lehane immediately
locked down the bridge, sedling the bridge crew in with airtight blast doors. The commander of the Nidu
ship sent a message demanding the surrender of Creek's friend Robin Baker (with whom the nation of
Nidu was enigmaticaly at war), the location of her cabin, and that the Neverland open its shuttlebay to
alow asguad of marinesaready en route to the Neverland to retrieve her. Thefallure to perform any of
these would result in the gunship opening fire on the Neverland. Lehane complied, sent Baker's room
information and ordered the shuttle bay to beginitscycle.

"If we let them take these two, do you think that'll be the end of it?' Picks asked Lehane, asthey
watched the Nidu shuttle enter the Neverland's bay.

"They jammed our communications as we entered norma space,” Lehane said. "No one knowswere
here. | don't think they plan to let anyone know we were ever here”

Then he was on the communicator to Creek; the Nidu were jamming outbound communications but
personal communicators had a short-distance peer-to-peer protocol that operated on a separate
frequency. It was thankfully unjammed. As Lehane and his crew watched Creek and Robin evade the
Nidu marines (or not evade them as the case was on three occasions), L ehane thought mirthlesdy that his
security chief was dead wrong. Whatever Creek and Baker were in trouble for, smple con artistry was
not part of the equation.

"Elevator's at the Promenade Deck," Picks said.

"Herewe go," Lehanesaid. "Let's seeif thisguy'sluck holds out.”

* * % % %

"Therésone,” Robin said, pointing at alit path on the otherwise dim Promenade Deck that led to a
lifepod door. "Now al we haveto doisget toit.”

The two of them emerged from the eevator in acorridor behind the kitchen of the Celestid Room, the
Promenade Deck's restaurant. The Celestiadl Room was constructed on a platform that stood above the
rest of the triple-height Promenade Deck for what the brochuresfor the Neverland promised wasa
"ddightful dining experience, floating among the stars." At the moment, however, it just meant that Creek
and Robin had aflight of stairsto get down.

Creek poked hishead up over therailing and spotted three Nidu marinesin front of them, walking in the
direction opposite of that he and Robin needed to go. The marines Creek had seen were working in
pairs. That meant there was one missing. Robin tugged on Creek's shirt and pointed down the stairwell
they needed to walk down. The fourth Nidu marine had just appeared in front of it.

Creek and Robin flattened down to avoid being seen, but the Nidu marine wasn't looking in their
direction anyway. Asthey watched, the marine scratched himself, yawned, and sat on the bottom stair.
He reached into a pouch on his belt and pulled out asilvery object, then pedled the silver skin, letting it
flutter to the ground, and bit off part of what was left. The marine was having asnack.

In spite of everything, Creek felt bemusedly offended; gpparently this marine thought so little of hisquarry
that he could take ameal break. Creek pulled out the Colt .45.



Robin's eyes widened. What are you doing? she mouthed to Creek, silently. Creek put hisfinger to his
lips as awarning and then crouched up and looked down the Promenade Deck. The three other marines
were il out there, facing away from Creek, Robin, and the fourth marine. Down the deck Creek saw
little shops and kiosks that would normdly provide passengerswith al manner of goodiesto stuff
themsalves silly upon. He focused on one he remembered sold soft drinks, about 60 yards down the
Promenade and just dightly ahead of one of the marines. Creek raised his gun, steadied hisaim, and shot
ait.

It was agood hit. The bullet hit the kiosk and tore through the a uminum drink dispenser, didodging the
fiber hoseinsde that connected to the CO, canister. The hoseflailed back and forth in the drink
dispenser, rattling and hissing. The marine closest to the kiosk barked in surprise and opened fire on the
drink stand; the two other marines, hearing the commotion, rushed to their comrade's location and
pumped bulletsinto the kiosk aswell.

The noise was deafening—I oud enough that the three marines could not hear when Creek turned, ran
hafway down the stairwell, and shot a the fourth Nidu marine, who was dready standing and turning
toward Creek; he'd heard the shot being fired above him. Creek's shot was badly aimed and went wide,
the result of trying to run down stairsand aim at the sametime,

The marine was surprised but competent; he raised hisrifle and et out a short burst. Creek saw therifle
lift and moved to avoid fire. He didn't. Creek felt shocking clarity of pain when one bullet of the four
glancingly tore through pants and connected with the communicator in his pocket, exploding the
communicator and sending its shrapnel into hisleg. Creek stumbled but fired again, hitting the marinein
the hand. He roared and raised hishand in pain; Creek, steadier now, shot him in the throat He went
down.

Down the Promenade Deck the three other Nidu marines stopped their firing and examined the
wreckage of the kiosk.

"Robin," Creek hissed. "Let'sgo. Now."

Robin came down the stairs and saw Creek'sleg. "Y ou've been shot,” she said.

"My communicator was shot,” Creek said. "l was just abystander. Come on. Our chariot awaits.”
From down the deck they heard bellowing in Nidu.

"| think they just noticed their friend ismissing,” Robin said.

"Go get the pod opened,” Creek said. "I'll hold them off."

"What are you going to do?' Robin said.

"Something messy," Creek said. "Go." Robin went toward the pod. Creek took the maring's knife from
its sheeth, and then searched for which of the marine's hands carried the network implant that alowed
him to use his weapon. It was on the maring's right hand, disguised as a decorative applique on the
outermost finger. Creek put aknee on the hand to pin it down and then severed the finger with the knife.
He dropped the knife, grabbed the finger and therifle and then jammed the finger into hisright pam,
pressed up againgt the rifle stock. The implant had to be within afew centimeters of thetrigger or therifle
wouldn't work. It was painful to leave the Colt behind; it was a beautiful weapon. But it was down to
four bullets and Creek didn't think hisaim was that good.

"Harry!" Robin said. She had wrenched down the manua bar to open the airlock door that would let



them into thelifepod.

"Coming," Creek said, and started walking backward to the lifepod, limping from the communi cator
fragmentsin hisleg, rifle up and sghted in toward where he knew the other Nidu marineswould be
coming.

Thefirst came around the corner in arush and screamed when he saw the marine on the floor. A second
later he appeared to notice Creek. He bellowed and raised hisrifle; Creek, who had sighted himiin, let
out aburst of fireto hischest. The kickback of the rifle wasimpressive and caused the last few shots of
the burst to miss; thefirgt three, however, connected just fine. The marine flew back to the ground,
twitching and bellowing. Creek turned and hobbled quickly toward the lifepod. He was pretty sure the
downed marine would keep the others from rushing down the deck long enough for him and Robin to get
on their way.

The lifepod was a compact ball designed to do exactly one thing—get passengers away from a broken
ship. Theinsde held ten seets: two levels of five, arrayed in acircle, each emanating from the white
plastic molding that formed the insde shell of the lifepod. Each seat had four-point belts designed to keep
people pinned to their seats while the pod fell away from the ship. Save for a porthole on the door, there
were no windows, which would have compromised the structural integrity of the pods. Save for the door
sedler, which aso served to begin the launch sequence, there were no controls, the pods were
programmed to honein on pod beacons when they were in UNE space or to preassigned locationsin
other worlds. When you entered alifepod, it was with the recognition that to do otherwise would be to
perish. That being agiven, you didn't get a choice where you got to go. It was survivd at its most
minimum.

Creek entered the pod and threw hisrifle (and its attendant finger), into the closest seet. "Sit down,” he
said to Robin, who took a seat on the other side of the pod from the rifle and began to strap herself in.
Creek grabbed the door sedler and yanked it down; the door vacuum-sedled itself with ahiss.

Creek glanced through the tiny porthole and saw the other two marinesfinaly creeping past their downed
teammates. One of them saw the outside door to the pod closing and raised hisrifleto fire. The airlock
door, which seded the pod from the ship, dammed shut, blocking Creek's view; asit did so Creek heard
the dull thunk of bullets striking its other Sde.

"What do we do now?' Robin said.

"Lifepods automaticaly start a countdown once you sedl them,” Creek said, strapping himsdlf into his
set. "We should be launching any second now."

"Good," Robin said. She sat back, closed her eyes, and waited for the launch.
A minute later she opened her eyesagain. "Harry," shesaid. "Were il here.”
"l know," Creek said.

"| thought we were supposed to launch,” Robin said.

"Wewere," Creek said.

There was avery loud bang on the other side of the door.

"What wasthat?' Robin said.

"I'm guessing it was agrenade,” Creek said. "They'retrying to blow their way through the outer door."



"What do we do now?' Robin said.

"I don't know," Creek said. He reached over and collected up therifle and the Nidu marinesfinger. If
any of the other Nidu marines had noticed that both of these objects were missing, therewasa
reasonably good chance that the rifle had aready been disconnected from the network and would be
useless as anything but a club. Creek didn't see much point in passing on that bit of information to Robin.

* % %k k% %

"They'reinthe pod,” Picks said.
"Stop their countdown,” Captain Lehane said. "But program in their destination coordinates.”
"Done," Picks said, after asecond. "Now what do you want to do?'

"Ready the other pod launchersto go," Lehane said, and glanced back down to his monitors, where he
could see the Nidu marines congregate around the pod airlock. "And wait for the fliesto cometo the

After afew seconds Picks glanced over at the monitor. "Those two must be going bugshit in there,
wondering why the pod hasn't launched.”

"It won't belong now," Lehane said. Four more Marines showed up on the Promenade Deck, and then
another two. Four more and they'd be ready to go.

"That's easy for you to say," Picks said, as he watched the Nidu marines scurry to take cover from the
grenade they'd placed by the airlock. ™Y ou're not the one on the other side of that door.”

"There," Lehane said, and pointed to one of the monitors. The fina foursome of Nidu Marines had come
up the stairs and were making their way to the pod. "That's dl of them. Confirm that for me, please,
Aidan."

Picks bent over the monitors and did acount. "L ooks like twelve of them to me," Pickssaid. "That's dll
thet areleft sanding.”

"Aidan," Captain Lehane said. "I do believe there's been a catastrophic hull breach on the Promenade
Deck. Bring the ship to emergency status. | authorize you to section and sedl the Promenade Deck. If
you please, section and sedl the aft left quarter first; that's the site of the breach.”

Picksgrinned. "Yes, Captain,” he said, and went oft"to deliver the orders.

Promenade Decks are both ablessing and curse to commercia cruiseliners. They are designed to
accommodate huge windows that alow passengers to oooh and asaah over starfields, planets, and all
other manner of celestid phenomena, and make for fabul ous brochure picturesto sell Midwest
housawives and their chegp husbands on theidea of an interstellar cruise. The curseis these windows
make Promenade Decksinherently far less structuraly sound than any other part of the ship. A good
random smack by chunk of rock or debrisinto awindow at cruisng speed runsthe atisticaly extremely
small yet not entirely trivia chance the window will buckle or shatter, sucking its fragments and any poor
passengers nearby into the blackness of space.

After afew high-profileincidents of this, including the unfortunate incident of the Hong Kong Star, in
which the parents of the First Husband of the UNE were popped into cold vacuum like two immensdly
politicaly connected corks, every space-going cruise liner with a Promenade Deck registered for service
by the UNE had to be able to lock down the entire deck at least and preferably the deck in sections, to



insure a hull breach on the Promenade Deck did not threaten the integrity of the entire ship or expose any
more passengers than absolutely necessary to the risk having their blood boil into nothingness asthey
unexpectedly toured the cosmos without a ship.

In the case of a catastrophic hull breach (according to UNE regulations on the subject) a ship the size of
the Neverland must be able to sed its Promenade Deck in no more than 15 seconds. In tests, the
Neverland could sedl off its Promenade Deck in 12.6 seconds. Sectiona sealstook even lesstime:
between 5.1 and 7.8 seconds. Of course, that was before the Neverland had been entirely furnished and
put into service. Captain Lehane wondered idly if the presence of carpeting, lounges, and potted palms
would have any effect on the final numbers.

"Sedling now," Picks said. There was a shipwide wrenching and an immense noise as Promenade Deck
vacuum doors, cleverly disguised asfloors and walls, sprang up and out and connected together with an
aacrity that made Lehane want to track down their designer and send him or her acongratulatory fruit
basket. The carpets, lounges, and plants didn't seem to dow down the doors, athough they catapulted
quite nicely. On hismonitor, Lehane could see some of the Nidu marinesfiring at furniturein surprise asit
was flung around them.

"Done," Picks said, "thirteen point two seconds. Not bad. And al the Nidu marines arein the aft left
quarter.”

"Excdlent work, Aidan,” Lehane said. "Now, if | recal correctly, the hull breach occurred in that section
of the deck."

"l bdieveit did," Pickssad.

"That means one of the panorama windows has been compromised,” Lehane said. "1 order you to clear
out the rest of the window, in order to seal the breach.”

"Yes, ar," Picks sad. "Doesthe captain have any particular window in mind?"
"| leaveit in your cgpable hands," Lehane said.

Although the Haysbert-American cruise line was alow-to-mid-price cruiseline, it nevertheless had one
of the best reputations for ship safety in the entire UNE commercid fleet; the Haysbert-American
executives bdieved that such areputation would be asdling point to the previoudy mentioned Midwest
housewives, and indeed it was. One of the more obscure safety touches was that every window on a
Haysbert-American ship, from the smalest porthole to the largest dome, was asingle transparent crystal
grown into its setting during ship manufacture. The crysta's shearing angle—its"weak" angle—wasaong
an axis secured by the setting; the axis describing the surface of the window was remarkably resistant to
collison. If something cracked awindow on a Haysbert-American cruise liner, it wasindeed ahdll of an

impact.

The drawback to growing one's windows into place was if one was cracked or broken it was difficult to
extract it. Haysbert-American solved this problem by constructing tiny shaped explosive chargesinto
their window settings which would drive chisd-like planes of metd into the crystals shearing angle,
shattering what remained of the crystal and alowing deployment of the emergency vacuum door hidden
withinitsretaining wal. This deployment occurred autometicaly unless overridden by the bridge.

"Clearing debris," Picks said, and shattered the panoramic window closest to the lifepod.

From his monitor Lehane saw the long, curving window suddenly appear to go opaque as millions of
hairline cracks accelerated through the crystd lattice. The Nidu marinesvisibly jumped at the sound; one



of them whedled around and raised his weapon at the window to fire at the noise.

"Jumpin' Jesus,”" Lehane said. These had to be some of the most jittery military personnel Lehane had
ever seen.

The Nidu marine didn't get a chance to fire his weapon; the cracked window exploded outward, sucking
the marine out with it. Several other marinesfollowed in short order, some knocked out the hole by flying
debris, others ssimply pushed out by the hurricane force of the air escaping into space and seeking
equilibrium with avacuum countless millions of kilometerson al sdes. Two marines managed to keep
themsdlves from being launched into the darkness, which merely meant they spent their last few seconds
vomiting their lungs out onto the Promenade Deck. Degth relaxed their grips and the two of them
collapsed onto thefloor, the very last of theair in the section ruffling their uniforms asit whistled past.

"Your orders, Captain,” Picks said.
"Secure that breach and launch the lifepods,” Lehane said. "But delay launching Creek's until | tell you.”

"Breach secured,” Picks said. "'Launching pods now." Lifepods engirdled the Neverland like strings of
pearls, each pod set in something akin to amagazine for agun. When alife-pod is activated, it is pushed
into pace by eectromagnetic repulsion, after which itstiny directiona engineskick in, twesking the
descent of the lifepod toward its assigned beacon or location. As soon as one launches, asecond is
hauled up to the airlock door to alow another set of passengersto load in. The processisefficient and
surprisingly quick; anew pod moves up to the airlock door in aslittle as five seconds after the last one
clears. There were 144 lifepods on board, more than enough for passengers and crew. Except for today,
when they were dl being launched with only two passengers to share between them. Lehane hoped to
God he knew what he was doing.

Around the ship Picks launched one lifepod after another, far more rapidly than usua because there was
no wait for passengers. L ehane counted 40, 50,60 pods popped into space. "Launch Creek's pod,”
Lehanesaid. "Launched,” Picks said, amoment later. "Keep launching the pods. All of them," Lehane
sad.

"Sir, theNidu shipishailing us" said Susan Welss, the Never-land's communicationstechnician. "They're
demanding we stop launching lifepods and asking for the whereabouts of their marines.”

"Ignore them,” Lehane said. Too many pods were out there now. There was no way they could shoot
them al down before one of them got clear of the communications jam and broadcast its distress beacon.
The Nidu couldn't blow up the Neverland now, not without risking open war and censure. Lehane felt
okay with pissng on them alittle bit.

"The Nidu arefiring," Picks said, and switched his video feed to one of Lehane's monitors.
"At us?' Lehane asked.
"Not yet," Pickssaid. "It looks like they're going after the pods.”

L ehane watched as rockets flared slently from the Nidu gun-ship, followed afew seconds later by
erupting flashes as the rockets hit their marks.

Come on Creek, Lehanethought. Make it through.
"Haly shit" Pickssaid, staring at his monitor.

"What isit?' Lehanesad.



Pickslooked up at his captain with awide-open grin. "Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you," he said,
and sent the feed to Lehane.

L ehane looked down at his monitor again. Picks was right. He wouldn't have believed it if he hadn't seen
it with hisown eyes.

It was a UNE naval destroyer, about three times the size of the Nidu gunship.
"Here comesthe cavdry,” Lehane said.

* % %k % %

Creek felt himself yanked forward as the lifepod finaly launched. Robin cried out in amixture of terror,
surprise, and gratitude. The last few minutes had been extremely noisy and mysterious, after the grenades
there had been an immense grinding sound, followed by muffled shouting, followed by abang and what
sounded like atornado, followed by complete and total silence and then their pod pushing away from
the Neverland. Creek had had more enervating dices of timein hislife, those two days on the Plain of
Paimhi among them, but these last minutes were definitely in the top five.

Creek unbuckled from his seat and floated to the porthole in the sudden zero gravity. Out the porthole
Creek could see a vacuum door on the Promenade Deck where awindow used to be.

"That son of abitch,” Creek said, with admiration. "He shot them into space.” If he madeit out of this
dive, hewas definitely going to buy Lehane adrink.

The lifepod engines kicked on; Creek hauled himsdlf back into his seat until they stopped firing. Once
they had, Creek unlatched again and went back to the portal.

"What do you see?' Robin said.
"Lifepods coming off the Neverland,” Creek said. "Lots of them. Do you want to |look?"
"l don't think s0," Robin said. "This zero gravity thing is not so good for my stomach.”

Creek noticed aflash of light on the periphery of the porthole and then another closer to the center.
"Uh-oh," hesaid.

"What?' Robin asked.
" think the Nidu arefiring on thelifepods,” Creek said.

"Of course they are,” Robin said. "We're dtill alive, Harry. That just won't do.” There was a bitter edge
to her voice that Creek felt was entirely judtified at this point.

Another flash, much closer now, and then another. And then another, less than akilometer away.

"Maybel will takealook," Robin said, and tugged on her belt straps. " Sitting here isn't helping my
somach any.”

"Y ou might want to stay in your seat,” Creek said.
"Why?' Robin asked.

Creek was about to answer when something large took over asignificant chunk of the porthole field of
view.



"Never mind what | just said," Creek said. "Y ou're definitely going to want to seethis.”
Robin unhooked and swam her way to the porthole. "What am | looking at?" She asked.
"Thevery large UNE ship," Creek said, pointing. "Right there. And just intime."

"What do you mean, just intime?" Robin said. "It would be ‘just in time if we were ill onthe
Neverland. Asfar as|'m concerned, they'realittle late.”

"Trust me," Creek said, and looked out the porthole again to see if there were any more flashes, which
sgnified exploding lifepods. Therewerent. "They'rejugt intime.”

Thelifepod suddenly shook violently.
"What wasthat?' Robin said.

"Atmosphere,” Creek said. "We're on our way to the Chagfun surface. Timeto strap in, Robin. This next
part's going to get bumpy.”

chapter 15

In one of those coincidencesthat would beridiculousif they weren't entirely true, Creek and Robin's
lifepod launched from the Neverland a dmost precisely the moment the time limit for the auf-Getag clan
to begin the coronation ceremony expired. What followed next was a power grab so quick, so bdleticin
its balance, grace, and speed that the Medicis, the Borgias, and al their equivalents across time and
space, had they the knowledge, would have risen from their gravesto provide its mastermind with a
ganding ovation.

At thetime of the expiration plus some infinites ma fraction of a second, the Nidu computer system
deployed the instruction set enacted when no heir from the current clan on the throne ascendsin time.
The power of supreme access, previoudy locked in trust for the presumptive auf-Getag heir, was now
dissolved and mgor functions of the Nidu political administrations gpportioned to the ministers and
generdswho made up the highest level of the Nidu government. From this second until a challenger
successfully assumed the throne, no single Nidu wasin charge of the entire government.

At time plus two minutes (to use human time measurements), Ghad-auf-Getag, Supreme Commander of
Nidu Military and uncleto the previoudy presumptive but now merely potentia heir to the throne
Hubu-auf-Getag, found his head being yanked backward to expose his throat. For the two minutes
previous, Ghad-auf-Getag had sole adminigtrative control of the Nidu military, without oversight from the
Nidu Fehen—because there was none. Ghad-auf-Getag had not used those two minutes particularly
wdll; for their entire span he been squatting above aNidu toilet trough, expelling the remains of the
previous day's lunch.

Thisleft him particularly vulnerable to attack when histwo bodyguards entered hislavatory and drew
their knives—ceremonia knives Ghad-auf-Getag had presented both ayear previoudy as atoken often
Nidu years (roughly fifteen Earth years) of loya and devoted service. Both bodyguards had been
promised colonia regiona governorships by Narf-win-Getag; both had decided that Narf-win-Getag's
offer beat anice knife. One of those knives was stuck in Ghad-auf-Getag's throat; afew seconds later
the second cut him from waist to mid-chest.

Ghad-auf-Getag's bodyguards were brutaly efficient in dispatching their master; by t-plus three minutes
and thirty seconds al of Ghad-auf-Getag's brain activity had ceased, triggering the implant helike all
high-level government officials carried in hisbody to transmit the fact of his desth to the Nidu computer



network.

With the death of Ghad-auf-Getag, the adminidtrative powers he controlled were instantaneoudy and
automatically portioned off to hisimmediate subordinates, the chiefs of staff of the respective arms of the
Nidu military—except for the control of Nidu's GZar-classs destroyers, which Ghad-auf-Getag and the
previous Fehen Wegj-auf-Getag believed was too important to be left to amere chief of staff.
Ghad-auf-Getag kept control of the Glar destroyers himsdf and cut them out of the chain of command.
And so0, when he collgpsed to thetiles of hislavatory, bled out, control of the Glar destroyers devolved
directly to their individua commanders.

Six of whom Narf-win-Getag had been able to buy.

At t-plusfive minutes—and in atruly remarkable bit of synchronization—both the the Lud-Cho-Getag
and the Jubb-Gah-Getag, thetwo Glar destroyers UNE Defense had been tracking from the start,
emerged in Earth space in an unauthorized and unscheduled gppearance and immediately warmed up
their weapons. UNE Defense commanders had been briefed on the possibility of the appearance of the
two cruisers and the further possibility—yprobability—that they would not be stopping by for afriendly
spot of tea. What they were not told to expect was that the two shipswould appear in Earth space within
thirty seconds of each other, abit of coordination that was an unheard-of feat of planning and power
distribution to n-gpace engines, consdering that the ships had come from entirdly different limbs of known
space, and were known to have entered n-space at nearly exactly the sametime. The appearance of

both smultaneoudy gave Earth defense planners no time to counter.

Bob Pope was awakened from a dead deep by his new temporary assstant Thomas Gervis; heinturn
woke up President Webster. Webster held off attacking the destroyers, partly to keep from losng UNE
Defense ships unnecessarily but also because until he heard otherwise Nidu was dtill andly. The
unbidden and unscheduled arrival of the destroyers was not enough to breach treaties. If the UNE moved
to attack it would be the aggressor and the breaker of treaties. There was nothing to do but wait.

The commanders of the Lud and the Jubb were both bought off years before with their choice of
planetary colony governorships. The captain of the Lud picked Hynn, one of the newer colonies, richin
natura resources and anecdotaly believed to be the home of some of the most attractive Nidu femalesin
the entire nation; a perennialy popular Nidu folk tune that expressed a belief to that effect had aclose
cousinin Earth'sequaly perenniadly popular folk tune " CdiforniaGirls." The captain of the Jubb had lost
two dearly beloved siblingsin the uprisings on Chagfun; he chose that colony to rule and was aready
congtructing intricate revenge fantasies againg its entire popul ation.

Narf-win-Getag had had no problem convincing Ghad-auf-Getag and Hubu-auf-Getag to dispatch the
Lud and the Jubb to Earth space; the two had aready been convinced by the gpparent nation of
Larswin-Getag that the Earth government was acting against their (and therefore Nidu's) best interests
and the further unfolding of events suggested it would have to be dedlt with as soon as possible after the
coronation ceremony. What had been far more difficult had been to convince the two to do what was
coming up next.

At t-plus 12 minutesfour Glar destroyers (with two future colonia governors, one future Supreme
Commander of Nidu Military, and one future very, very rich retired captain among them) popped into
exisence over Nidu itsdlf, joining thetwo Glar destroyers dready on station in Nidu orbit. All four
arrived within 20 seconds of each other—afeat one order of magnitude more impressive than the
synchronized arrival at Earth—two each in positionsflanking the two Glar cruisersaready in orbit.

This had been Narf-win-Getag's improvisational masterstroke, and like many masterful improvisations, it
was based on years of backstory. Narf-win-Getag knew that two of the Glar captains could not be



purchased—they were nephews of Ghad-auf-Getag and cousins of Hubu-auf-Getag. Rather than buy
them, he bought those around them, not to nate the cousins but to implicate them in adeep and
subtle conspiracy against Hubu-auf-Getag that would cometo light at atime of Narf-win-Getag's
choosng.

At the appropriate moment (which eventualy turned out to be just after the UNE began the search that
would turn up Robin Baker) atrusted and gpparently unimpeachable third party—who, in arefreshing
change of pace for Narf-win-Getag was not bought but blackmailed—would come forward and present
evidence that the cousins meant to prevent the coronation and use their destroyersto force acoup. This
third party would then suggest recalling the four remaining Glar cruisers as a preventative measure.

Thethird party: Chaa-auf-Getag, brother of Ghad-auf-Getag, uncle to Hubu-auf-Getag, and father to
the Glar destroyer captainsin question. Who redlly ought to have known that afetish for
xenosexuality—the desire to have sex with sentient races not your own—would one day catch up with
him in a culture as caste-ridden and implicitly racist and xenophobic as the Nidu.

No matter how shamed Chaa-auf-Getag would beif his adien-fucking ways were discovered, there
would be no way held countenance the actua murder of hisown children. Which iswhy Narf-win-Getag
never bothered to explain to him what would happen at t-plus 15 minutes, when the four destroyers
opened fire on the destroyers captained by his sons.

The two destroyers were of course entirely unprepared for the attack—and yet survived the first barrage,
heavily damaged but largely intact, atestament to their Hamgp makers superior shipbuilding skills. But
even advanced Hamgp craftsmanship couldn't survive theimpact of aNidu planet cracker bomb, one of
which hit each of the stricken destroyers as the sole wegpons in a second wave of atack. The destroyers
each disntegrated in the wake of a shaped blast designed to rip into the skin of aliving world, leaving
nothing but metalic vapor and apair of explosive jets expanding conicaly away from the planet of Nidu.

It would have killed Chaa-auf-Getag to know he had been used to condemn his sonsto death. So it was
just aswdll that at t-plus six minutes, Chaa-auf-Getag's trusted personal servant of nearly two decades
stuck alarge-gauge shotgun into Chaa-auf-Getag's exceptional ly surprised face and calmly pulled the
trigger. Thiswas another instance where Narf-win-Getag didn't have to make a payout or promise; the
personal servant, aNidu of extreme conservative persona inclinations, saw it asan opportunity to
express his opinion about Chaa-auf-Getag's need to stick his penile array into places, people, and
speciesit ought not have been. Having expressed the opinion, the persona servant then turned the
shotgun on himsdlf; his persona inclinations being conservative asthey were, it was the only option that
would suffice for adidoya servant.

At t-plus 20 minutes Hubu-auf-Getag received arecorded message from Narf-win-Getag, briefly
outlining the events of the last saverd minutes and informing the former future leader of the Nidu that he
aready had Robin Baker, or would have soon, and when he arrived at Nidu with her intwo daystime, it
would be Narf-win-Getag, not Hubu-auf-Getag, who would use her to ascend the throne of Nidu. And
if Hubu-auf-Getag didn't likeit, he was free to et a planet cracker bomb from one of the four Glar
cruisersthat floated above Nidu, al of which—aswell asthe two orbiting Earth—were under
Narf-win-Getag's control.

In another one of those coincidences, a the very moment Narf-win-Getag's message to Hubu-auf-Getag
stopped playing, leaving Hubu-auf-Getag to fathom how this al could have happened, the lifepod
carrying Creek and Robin Baker scraped across the surface of Chagfun, grinding to astop lessthan a
kilometer from the communication outpost on the Pggmhi plain.

And o it wasthat in 20 minutes, Narf-win-Getag found himsdf in effective control of two entire planets.



It was dmogt certainly the fastest double coup in the history of the Common Confederation—uwhich,
even in an obscure historica category such as"double coup,” was an impressive feat. All that was left
now wasto makeit official. All that was left wasto get Robin Baker and take her to Nidu.

* * % % %

Robin Baker looked at around at the hard, black, rocky expanse she and Creek stood on. "So thisis
where you fought,” she said.

"Thisisit," Creek said. He winced as he pulled another smdl fragment of his communicator from hisleg,
then swabbed the wound with the disinfectant from the pod's first aid kit, which had been placed dong
with asmall sore of water and emergency rationsin asmall seadled compartment under the pod floor.

"It didn't look like this, though,” Robin said.

Creek looked around. "No," he said. "It used to be alot nicer. Well, as much as any battleground can be
'nice.’ When | was here | wasn't getting alot of time to Sghtsee.”

"l guessnot,” Robin said.

"I'll tell you, though,” Creek said, as he wrapped gauze around hisleg. "Onetimein the two days | was
here everything just stopped—rifles stopped firing, people stopped moving, and everything just became
quiet, and it was like everyone had just stopped to take a breath or something. And for that moment, you
could look around and see what a beautiful place the plain was, when it wasn't filled with people killing
and dying. And | wished | had been able to see the place when it was at peace.”

"It'sat peace now," Robin said.

"If you want to call being buried under alavaflow at peace," Creek said. He stood up and walked on his
leg.

"How doesthat fed?" Robin asked,
"Likethere are acouple of piecestill inthere," Creek said.
"Ouch," Robin sad.

"Better plagtic fragmentsin my leg than abullet,” Creek said. "They'll eventually work themselves out.
Anyway, now that my communicator is shot—literally—we're going to have to make the hike to that
communications center Leff wastaking about.”

Robin pointed to atall communications array roughly akilometer avay. "I'm guessing that would beit,"
shesaid.

"I'm guessing youd beright,” Creek said. "Ready for awak?'

" like how you ask methesethings asif you're giving methe option,” Robin said. ™Y ou've been doing this
al thetime since we've met. | just want you to know that it doesn't really make mefed likel havea
choicein the matter.”

Creek smiled. "I don't want to come across as pushy,” he said.

"It'salittlelatefor that," Robin said. "Come on. I'm sure this place used to be avery nice placeto visit,
but right now al | want to do is get off thisrock and on that nice big Navy boat up there." She set off in
the direction of the communications array. Creek collected up the Nidu rifle, placed thefinger in his



pocket, grabbed awater canister, and followed after Robin.

The communications array terminated in asmall control room located in anaturd if irregular amphitheater
created by the lavaflow. Thiswas where the memorid ceremony was scheduled to take place. Like
every portion of theformer plain, the amphitheater was bleak, black rock with no sign of animd life or
vegetation. It was asif life, insulted by the planet cracker and resulting lavaflow, had rejected the plain of
Paimhi from that point forward. Creek didn't blameit for the decision.

"Harry," Robin said, and pointed to something on the side of the control room. Creek looked at what
seemed like a heap of trash for aminute until it resolved itsalf into adead Nidu; probably the
communications engineer, who had come to the site to prepare for the Neverland passenger arriva.

Creek turned back to Robin. "Head back to the pod,” he said. "Wait there until | come to get you."

"Harry—" Robin said, looking past his shoulder. Creek swung around and saw something the size of a
grizzly staking toward him. It had come through the door of the communication center. Creek raised up
hisNidu rifle, dghted in, and fired at the thing.

And forgot the Nidu finger was till in his pants pocket.

"Oh, shit," Creek said, and wheeled backward. The creature grabbed him, cocked back its massive arm,
and dugged him dead in the temple. Creek could hear Robin scream for the briefest fraction of a second
before the lights went out completely.

* * % % %

Creek felt water splashing on hisface and into his nogtrils. He coughed himself back into consciousness
and propped himsdf up from the floor he was lying upon.

"Hello, Creek," aman'svoice said to him. "Nice ngp?"

Creek looked up and saw Rod Acunaover him, leaning against the counter of the broadcast terminal
ins de the communi cations control center. Acunaheld agun casudly but firmly in hishand; it was pointed
at Creek. Behind and to the side of Acuna, Creek saw Robin, securely held by what Creek now
recognized as aNagch.

"Hello, Acuna," Creek said. "Of al the people | was expecting to see, you were not one of them.”

"You know who | am," Acunasaid. "Wdll, isn't that cozy. I'm glad | could surprise you. Surprises are
fun. And you know, | think you should take my presence here as acompliment.”

"Redlly," Cresk sad. "How s07'

"It showsmy faithin you, Creek," Acunasaid. "After | got that picture of you in my regimenta newdetter
and passed it dong, everyone ese was so sure that they would just pluck you and Little Bo Peep here off
that cruiseliner. But | knew better. | knew you'd get away from them. And you know why, don't you?"

"Because | got away fromyou," Creek said.

"Check out the brain on you," Acunasaid. "Exactly right. Y ou got away from me. So | asked mysdlf, if |
were Harry Creek and | was going to keep from getting captured on acruise liner in space, where
would | go? And herewe are. | had to just about shoot someone to make them give me aride down
here, but now | think they'll be glad | made the effort.”



"Y ou came with the Nidu," Creek said.

"l did," Acunasaid. "And I'm going to leave with them. And so is Takk heré'—he gestured with his
non-gun-holding hand to the Nagch—"and so is your girlfriend. Y ou, on the other hand, will be staying."

"No room on the shuttle for me?' Creek said.

"Therésroom," Acunasaid. "Y ou're not going to go because you and | are going to settle up now. You
broke my arm and my nosein our last encounter, if you'll recall. It cost someonealot of money for my
QuickHed sesson.”

"Sorry about that," Creek said.

"Think nothing of it," Acunasaid, and shot Creek in theleft arm midway between the wrist and elbow,
shattering hisradius and ulna. Creek collapsed on the ground, writhing in pain, smearing blood on the
concrete floor. Robin screamed again and started begging for someone to help them.

Acunawatched Creek twist for awhile and then got up from the counter and walked over to him. "That
takes care of thearm," Acuna said, and kicked Creek square in the face, causing aburst of blood to
fountain out his nose. "And that should square us for the broken nose." He stepped away and raised his
gun. "And thisistheinterest on both. Goodbye, Creek."

* * % % %

Takk was only mildly interested in the interaction between Acunaand Creek. What he was more
interested in—indeed, what he was dmost entirely consumed with—was Robin.

Acuna had retrieved Robin while Takk had carried Cregk into the comm center; once insde, however,
they swapped. "Try not to lose her," Acunahad said, shoving the girl at Takk, who looked up at him with
terrified eyes.

Takk gently put his huge paw on her shoulder. "Don't worry," Takk said. "I'm not going to hurt you."
"You just clubbed my friend into acoma," Robin said. "Pardon meif | don't relax.”
Thereit was. Just likeit was prophesied by Dwdllin:

The Lamb will come to the house of strangers

With a journey of many miles behind it;

It will be made welcome by those who dwell within

But will be yet full of fears.

Takk had been reading the prophecies pretty much nonstop since Archie McCldlan had handed them
over prior to ingestion; if d befair to say that he/d memorized most of them at this point (Nagch had
excellent memoriesfor the written word). They had fascinated Takk. He was not by inclination one easily
swayed by mysticiam, preferring instead the sense of order and comforting ritua religion could provide
(after reading the preface to the prophecies, he would have considered himself more of an Ironist than an
Empathig, if he were amember of the Church). Y et there was something compelling about the ideathat
these prophecies not only might come true, but were thought to come true through the conscious decision
of the Church members to make them so. It was an interesting juxtaposition between fate and free will
that alowed for both to exis—nay, required them to go hand-in-hand, skipping merrily through thefield.



Takk recognized of course that the prophecy he was thinking of was not an exact fit. The
communications hut could be considered a"house' only in the broadest and most liberd .sense of the
term, the one that granted that any structure could theoretically be ahome to someone. And yet other
elementsfit very well. Had not the Lamb traveled many miles? Indeed—Ilight-years, in fact, adistance
that made mockery of the term "mile." Did Takk not just tell her not to worry (and did so unprompted by
prophecy—he only conscioudy thought of the prophecy afterward)? And was she not, and reasonably
80, Takk thought, full of fears?

Takk racked hisbrain for other prophecies that matched the situation, but came up empty. There was
nothing in the prophecies that said anything about someone like Acunaantagonizing someone like this
Creek fellow. Thisdidn't entirely surprise Takk, either. Theré's not a prophecy for everything in the
universe, even if oneiswilling to decongtruct the writing down to its most generd and symbolic level.
Dwdlin was understandably focused on the issues surrounding the Evolved Lamb and itstrias, hed
naturally skip parts here and there. From what Takk understood of the background of the prophecies
and Dwdllin, by the end he was well-nigh incoherent off of alcohol and cheap over-the-counter
pharmaceuticals. It would have been difficult for him to develop and sustain more than one prophetic
narrdive.

Acunashot Creek in the arm; Creek, who been propping himself up with the arm, fell back to the floor,
bleeding and moaning. Robin screamed.

"Oh, God, oh God," she said. "Oh God, Harry. Help us, Please help us." She started repesating the
sentence, with variations, for the next severa seconds.

And it was here that Takk recognized aStuation Smilar to another prophecy—or if not an exact
gtuation, a least asituation where one of Dwelliris exhortation stanzas could certainly apply:

Lo! The Lamb stands not alone but with those
Who see themselves within it.

He who helps the Lamb helps himself.

He who serves the Lamb saves himself.

Dwellin wrote this particular Sanza at atime when Andrea Hayter-Ross experimented with holding back
the pitiful allowance she provided him, just to see what he would do. Dwellin wrote this stanza, among
others vaguely hinting that it was good to serve the Lamb (at the last minute prior to sending them to
Hayter-Ross, he excised one of the more desperate onesin which heflat-out asked for cash), and was
also shortly thereafter arrested at a'VVons supermarket for stealing a Clark Bar. Hayter-Ross paid his bail,
and in one of the rare moments where she felt bad about making Dwellin jump through silly hoops, gave
him abonus on his cash installment and took him out to dinner at asmorgasbord.

Takk knew nothing of this backstory, nor would it have mattered to him if he had. What mattered to him
was the Lamb was asking for hel p—and that by asking for it, had invited Takk to help himself aswell.

Truth to betold, Takk was getting tired of the Ftruu. 1t was overwhelming and exciting and even alittle
gratifying a firg—anice adventure and an interesting way to see the universe. But over thelast few
months and especidly the last few days, what Takk mostly fet wastired. Tired of living with the crimina
element, which was not an especidly invigorating dement in any meaningful sense, tired of feding the
obligation of trying forbidden things, tired of meeting new people only in circumstances where he beat
them or ae them.



In other words, Takk was primed for areligious epiphany, and as he watched Acunajam his boot into
Creek'sface, one hammered into him with lightning-hot intengity. Histime of Ftruu was over, suddenly
and irrevocably, and thank God for that. It wastime for him to make the choice to return to the ranks of
the moral, and to those engaged in the process of bettering the universe, not destroying it asaway to get
they wanted; people like the Nidu ambassador or the human Jean Schroeder or even Rod Acuna, who
didn't actually want much of anything other than to be angry and get paid for it

Acunalifted hisgun again to aim a Creek's head; Robin turned into Takk's chest to avoid the scene, till
whispering for help. With one enormous paw, Takk swiftly but gently moved Robin aside, stepped
forward, opened hisinsides, and sent hisintestinal tendrils whipping toward Acuna. One hooked Acunas
arm just as hefired hisgun, twisting the barrd to the right and ricocheting the bullet off the concrete floor
into thewall. The gun flew from the surprised Acunas hand. Other tendrils hooked and wrapped around
Acunaslegs, waist and neck. In lessthan a second Acunawas secured in Takk's condrictive grip.

Acuna nevertheless managed to crane his neck, Takk's tendril hooks tearing hisflesh ashe did so, to get
aglimpse of the Nagch.

"What the fuck axe you doing?" Acunamanaged to croak out.
"I'm serving the Lamb,” Takk replied, and with amighty jerk swalowed Acunawhole.

* * % % %

"Holy Chrigt," Brian said to Creek, who was Sitting at the comm center'stermind. "Whét the hell
happened to you? Y ou look worse than usual .

"Let'skip the pleasantries,” Creek said. "Just tell me what"s going on."

Brian did, catching up Creek with tales of lawsuits, usurpations, church schemes, and intelligent
computers waging the Barde of Pgjmhi over and over and over and over. And then he told Creek what
he learned from Andrea Hayter-Ross. Creek sighed and put his head into his (right) hand.

"Youlook tired,” Brian said.

"I look like I've been shot in the arm and kicked in the face," Creek said.
"That too," Brian said. "But | meant besides mat."

"l amtired,” Creek said. "l want thiswhole thing to go away."

"It'snot going to go away," Brian said, as gently as he could. "Y ou know that."

"I know," Creek said. "But I'm telling you what, Brian, the next time your brother comesto me asking me
to run acomputer search for him, I'm going to punch his goddamn lights out. Whereis he, by the way?"

"He's on the way to Nidu with the secretary of state for the coronation, for whomever it will befor,
whenever it may happen. Wheré's Robin?"

"She's outside, talking to anew friend of hers,” Creek said. "Or should | say, anew follower?' Creek
outlined the events of the last severd minutes.

"Never adull moment with you around,” Brian said.

"Despite my preference to the contrary,” Creek said.



"Areyou sure she's safe with that thing?' Brian said.

"He could have let Acunakill me and take her,” Creek said. "If he wanted to do anything bad to her, that
would have been thetime. | dso gave her Acunasgun. How isthe Neverland?"

"Shelssafe,” Brian said. " Safe as can be expected, anyway. The British Columbia is keeping the Nidu
off of her. And the Nidu are keeping the British Columbia from sending a shuttle to pick you up.
Everyone up there has taken the safety off the trigger but they're keeping their iron in the holster. | think
they're waiting to hear about you and Robin."

Creek sighed. "Yeah," hesaid. "I'm going out to talk to her now. She'sgoingto like dl of thiseven less
than| do."

"It'sthe only thing that will work," Brian said. "And it will work. Well makeit work."
Creek amiled. "We better," he said. "Don't go anywhere, Brian. I'll be right back."
"I'll be here," Brian said.

Creek got up gingerly so as not to bump hisinjured arm, which was now in ading; a Robin's request
Takk had goneto the pod and retrieved the first aid kit. Creek went outside to see Robin and Takk
standing and talking; seeing him approach, Robin turned to Creek and smiled.

"Tdl meyou got everything to work," she said.

"Everything works," Creek said, and turned to Takk. "Would you excuse us for amoment, Takk? | need
to talk Robin for aminute.”

Takk reached over and touched Robin on the arm. "We'l talk about this some more later," he said.
Robin squeezed his paw. "I'd redly like that," she said. Takk departed.
"Niceto haveafan club," Creek said.

"No kidding," Robin said. "Although dl this stuff about the 'Evolved Lamb' makes me nervous. Takk
seemsreally nice—as nice as you can be and eat people, | mean—~but | hope he's not going to be too
upset when he eventualy figures out I'm not some sort of mystical creature.”

"Hold that thought," Creek said. "Because there have been some interesting devel opments.”

"Yeah?' Robin said. "They can't be any stranger than hearing that you're supposed to be the divine object
of worship.”

"Robin," Creek said. "Do you trust me? | mean, do you redly trust me. Trust measinif | tel you
something you'd bewilling to do it, even if it ssemsirredeemably insane.”

Robin stared a Creek for aminute, then started laughing. "Oh, God, Harry," she said, findly. "Sincel've
met you what have we done that's not been insane? Do you even redlize how ridiculous your questionis
a thispoint?'

"Sothat'sa'yes," Creek said.

"Itsa'yes" Robinsaid. "l trust you with my life, Harry. I1t'sworked for me so far. So hit me with what
you'vegot."



"Well, let's start with the big one,” Creek said. "Y ou're your own nation.”

Robin considered that for amoment. "For your sake, that had better not be acomment about the size of
my ass" shesad.

* * % % %

The shuttle landed inside the natural amphitheater and deposited Narf-win-Getag and Jean Schroeder,
whose relationship to the Nidu Robin and Creek had learned from Takk. The two approached Creek
and Robin when Takk stepped forward. "That's far enough,” Takk said.

"Back off," Schroeder said. "Remember that you're working for me."
Takk leaned into Schroeder. "I don't work for you any more, little man,”" he said.
"Takk," Robin said. Takk eased back from Schroeder. "Thank you, Takk," she said.

"Arewe going to play intimidation games dl day," Narf-win-Getag said. "' Or are we going to get to our
negotiations? Thereisvery littletime, and | am quite busy.”

"Yes, werewell aware of how busy you've been," Creek said. " Seeing that we spent sometime earlier in
the day avoiding some of your business."

"And well done, | must say," Narf-win-Getag said, to Creek. "You live up to your billing, Mr. Creek."
"That's Prime Minister Creek to you, Ambassador,” Creek said.

"Isit now?' Narf-win-Getag said, bemused. "Wdll, in't thisinteresting. An entire nation right herein front
me. All two of you."

"Three" Takk said.
"But of course,” Narf-win-Getag said. "Threeitis. And | suppose you're the minister of defense.”

"It'sfunny that you mock us," Robin said. "Considering that from what | hear, you werethe reason this
little nation exigs."

"You are quiteright, Miss Baker," Narf-win-Getag said. "Or isit Queen Robin? By al means, | don't
wish to violate protocol by addressing you incorrectly.”

"MissBaker isfing" Robinsad.

"Well then, Miss Baker, if you know that you are your own nation, then you may aso know that my
nation isa war with yours," Narf-win-Getag said. " Consdering we outnumber your nation by about
three billion to one, that's not good newsfor you."

"| thought we weren't going to play intimidation games, Ambassador,” Creek said.
"My agpologies,” Narf-win-Getag said. "By al means, lef'sget to it.”

"I'm going to makethissmple," Creek said. ™Y ou want to take the crown of Nidu. Y our flunky
here'—Creek motioned to Jean Schroeder—"wants the Earth. Y ou need Robin to make it happen.”

"That's not quite true," Narf-win-Getag said. "l can make it happen without her help. It will just be...
messer.”



"And not guaranteed,” Creek said. "Whereas with her, your ascension is uncontested and incontestable.”
"Yes" Narf-win-Getag said.

"Y ou redlize now there's no way you can take her by force," Creek said.

"I would prefer to say that at thispoint it isimpractical to do so," Narf-win-Getag said.

"However you want to say it, these are the facts before us," Creek said. "So let's make aded. We—all
three of us—are willing to accompany you to Nidu, in your ship. When we arrive at Nidu, Robin will
take part in the ceremony to crown anew Fehen. But there are four conditions.”

"Namethem," Narf-win-Getag said.
"Condition one" Creek said. "Cal off thewar on Robin."
"I'm not Fehen yet," said Narf-win-Getag.

"But you control the Glar destroyers” Creek said. "Which meansyou control the Nidu military. You
have it within your power to cal off the dogs."

"So | do. Y ou've done your homework, Minister Creek," Narf-win-Getag said.

"I am adiplomat by profession, Ambassador,” Creek said. "I know how to do my job. Do you agreeto
thefirg condition?'

"l do," Narf-win-Getag. "l will haveit formaized when | become Fehen.”

"Condition two," Creek said. ™Y our gunship up there stands down and the Neverland isdlowed to leave
Chagfun intact."

"Not before you two are on my ship, and we've jumped into n-space," Narf-win-Getag said. "'l don't
want to risk the two of you—three of you, excuse me," Narf-win-Getag corrected himself, "nobly
sacrificing yoursdlf for the UNE."

"Well arrange to have your ship and the Neverland make the jump into n-space smultaneoudy,” Creek
sad. "Will you accept that?"

"Yes," Narf-win-Getag said. "Y our third condition, Minister Creek."

"That Robin survives the coronation ceremony,” Creek said. "The sheep used in the ceremony have
aways been daughtered. Not thistime."

"My understanding of the ceremony isthat it requires the blood of the sheep and it requiresabrain scan,”
Nerf-win-Getag. "Both can be done without killing Miss Baker. Agreed.”

"Thank you," Creek said. Robin relaxed visibly.

"Y ou said you had four conditions,” Narf-win-Getag said.

"Condition four," Creek said, and pointed again to Jean Schroeder. "That man does not get the Earth.”
"What?" Jean Schroeder said.

"Hesatraitor to hisown nation,” Creek said. "He aso conspired to nate the head of anation
whose sovereignty is recognized by the Common Confederation. Headso tried to kill me. So, it'sa



personal thing. He goes or we go. It's nonnegotiable.”
Jean Schroeder laughed. "Go to hdll, Creek,” he said.
"Agreed," Narf-win-Getag said.

"What? What?' Jean Schroeder said, and turned to Narf-win-Getag. "No, no, no. Y ou can't cut me out
of this, Narf. | made this happen for you. My father made this happen for you. Y ou and your whole
goddamned clan couldn't have done thiswithout us. Now don't you dare think you can just put meto the
side. You get Nidu. | get the Earth. That's dways been the agreement. That is nonnegotiable. Y ou don't
need them to get the throne. But you need me."

"I needed you," Narf-win-Getag said, to Schroeder. "Thetenseis, I'm afraid, of critical importance here,

"Narf," Jean Schroeder said, and then whatever was coming next waslost as Narf-win-Getag
backhanded Schroeder vicioudy across the jaw. Schroeder staggered backward, stunned;
Narf-win-Getag struck him again and sent him sprawling onto the black rock of the amphithester.
Schroeder scrambled to get on hisfeet, but the larger, more muscular Nidu was on him, driving him back
to ground and wrapping his hands around Schroeder's neck. Schroeder choked and gurgled and
wheezed and died.

Narf-win-Getag stood, brushed himsdlf off, and straightened hisclothes. "I trust that will be sufficient
assurance,” he said to Creek.

"It was alittle more than | was expecting,” Creek said.

"Wasit?' Narf-win-Getag said, and then it was histurn to laugh, in the Nidu way. "Redlly, now, Minister
Creek. After dl that happened—after dl that's happened to you—did you redly expect anything less
fromme?'

chapter 16
On theperiphery of the Nidu computer network, Brian waited for asign. He wasn't waiting alone.

"They've jumped out of n-gpace, you know," Andrea Hayter-Ross said, floating next to Brian and Sitting
at that damned patio table of hers.

"I know," Brian said. "I'm getting better a the whole 'being multiple places at once' thing."
"Therésagood boy," Hayter-Ross said. ™Y ou're showing off your learning curve again.”
"Thanks, Grandma," Brian said.

"And saucy too," Hayter-Ross said. "Just theway | like my boys. So, how are you enjoying it? Being on
the cusp of history?"

"I'mnot,” Briansaid. "l hatethewaiting. | want it to begin.”

"Patience, Brian," Hayter-Ross said. "It won't be long now. Narf-win-Getag is heading his shuttle straight
for the Fehenjuni—that"sthe imperid court, you know."

"l know," Brian said.



"Of courseyou do," Hayter-Ross said. "Narf-win-Getag isn't even letting Creek and Robin choose an
appropriate wardrobe for themsalves, he'sin such arush. He's going to have robes waiting for them at
the Fehenjuni,”

"Can you blame him?" Brian said. "He's spent decades plotting and planning. Now hefigures he'sjust an
hour or two away from his prize. When you're ready for your future, you want it to happen as soon as
possible. Thisguy's an asshole, but | sympathize with his point of view on that particular subject.”

"Whll, both of you will beliving in the future soon enough,” Hayter-Ross said. "'In the meantime, Brian, Sit
down and have acup of teawith me."

"Theteadoesn't exist, you know," Brian said. "And anyway, | hatetea."

"Silly boy," Hayter-Ross said, as she poured Brian acup anyway. "l know the tea doesn't exist. And you
ought to know by now that just because | give you tea doesn't mean you can't changeit to whatever you
want when you drink it."

"I never thought of it that way," Brian said.

"I know," Hayter-Ross said, holding the cup up for Brian to take. "But you're going to have to get used
to thinking about things awhole new way. Thisisas good a place as any to Sart.”

* * % % %

"Wow," Robin Baker said, in spite of hersdf. "Have you ever seen aroom like this?"
"Onetime," Creek said. "In Jerusalem. The Dome of the Rock. But thisis much bigger.”

The two were standing in the center of the Great Hall of the Fehen, itsdf the heart of theimmense
complex known asthe Fehenjuni, the Seat of the Fehen. The Great Hal was unpracticaly large, the
sze of afootbdl stadium, and topped with a hemispherica dome constructed of giant, curving sheets of
manufactured, reinforced gemstones. Emerald and ruby and sapphire and tourmaline and opal and garnet
were al used like stained glass to form scenes of Nidu mythology and history. Creek had no doubt that
Narf-win-Getag would displace one of the stories portrayed on the dome to place his own up there, to
shineinthelight of Nidu's sun. In the center of the dome, a manufactured diamond the Size of ababy
elephant was faceted to collimate the light of the sun straight down to the center of the room, to araised
daiswhich usudly held the throne of the Fehen, but which today held the altar upon which Robin Baker
would spill her blood.

Robin and Creek were not donein the Great Hall. They were not even the only humans, per a
now-ancient service agreement, two representatives of LegaCen were on hand to monitor the
performance of the computer network during the ceremony and to focus the computers projectors,
which would creste certain images during the proceedings. Around diem and Creek and Robin, Nidu
gpparatchiks buzzed, preparing the room for the ceremony and ignoring the humansin their presence as
one would expect me Nidu to do in this, the most important room on the planet. To the Sde of me dtar a
Nidu priest paced, going over me ceremony in his head and attempting not to be scanddized that a
human woman would be the sacrifice thistime—and that he wasn't actudly alowed to sacrifice her
completely.

In amaiter of minutes, the gargantuan doors &t the end of the hall would swing open, dlowing the guests
and officid observers of me ceremony into the hall. In their number would be high-ranking members of
government from more man 200 worlds, and mid-ranking members of government from the rest aswell
as alow-end representative from the CC itself—a generd reflection of me overal status of Nidu inthe



CC hierarchy of worlds.

Asamatter of status, President Webster of Earth really should have been the one to attend the
ceremony. Rather inconveniently, however, it conflicted with along-planned state visit from the president
of Vhrugy, one of the rather more important worldsin the CC. And so Webster was not disposed to
attend. In these circumstances, Secretary of state Heffer was areasonable substitute. There was small
irony, therefore, in the fact that the suddenly worsening relations between Earth and Nidu had caused the
president of Vhrugy to cancel her visit. Technically, the president was free to attend the coronation. Asa
practica matter, however, hisworld was looking down the launchers of two planet cracker bombs. And
S0 once again it did not make the best of sensefor him to bethere.

Some short time after the guests were assembled, Narf-win-Getag would enter the Great Hall, ascend
the dais, and perform a series of generd rituals that announced hisintent to take the throne of Nidu.
These prdiminary ritualswere not strictly required for ascension to the throne, but they were traditiona,
and they gave the ceremony anice rounded fed.

After the preliminaries came the required sections, which were created by the auf-Getags after the clan
had initidly ascended the throne. Many clans who had previoudy ascended the throne had lardered their
coronation ceremonies with so many actions and detailsthat al but the most attentive of candidates ran
the very red risk of screwing up and disqudifying himsdf and his clan, thusthrowing Nidu—yet
agan—into the throes of civil war.

Unlike these clans, the auf-Getags opted to keep their required rituals Smple: A scan of the brain of the
sacrificia sheegp and the subsequent blood sacrifice, followed by two questions asked by the Nidu
computer network: "Which clan bringsthe sacrifice?' and "What isthe bidding of the clan of sacrifice?’
The intended answersto these questions were, respectively, "The auf-Getag clan” and "' Give me control
of the network."

The auf-Getags were comfortable with such a short ceremony because of the computer network and
because of the sheep. He who controlled the computer network controlled every aspect of the Nidu
government. That was dl that need to be said about that; once that kind of extreme power was assigned
it was difficult to fight againgt. Asfor the sheep, the computer network could quickly determinethe
genetics of the blood sacrifice to assure the sacrifice was of breed; the brain scan determined that the
animd was dive and gauged its mentd capacity.

Thelast of thesewaskey: Inasmall but important detail, the questions asked in the ceremony were
technicaly asked of the sacrificia animd itsdlf, but in the event that the sacrifice could not answer the
guestions (which was aways), the questions could be answered by amember of the clan with legdl
ownership of the sacrificid animdl.

Thisworked out nicely for the auf-Getags, as the sacrificid animal, being a sheep, could not speak
(confirmed by the brain scan) and waskilled in any event during the ceremony. The questions dways
defaulted to amember of the clan which owned the sheep. By Nidu law, the only clan that could legally
own sheep was the auf-Getag clan. Even if amember of another clan procured alive Android's Dream
sheep, the questions could not be answered by the sheep thief, as his clan did not, in fact, own the sheep.

Thislittle detail of the coronation ceremony was the most tightly held secret of the auf-Getag clan, known
only to its highest-ranking members. This number included Hubu-auf-Getag, who would be atending the
ceremony today and who fully expected to perform the ceremony himsdlf after Narf-win-Getag's attempt
failed. At which point he fully expected to have Narf-win-Getag executed for treason right there on the
ancient and pricelessrugs of the Great Hall, in front of the assembled audience of visitors from hundreds
of worlds. Then held deal with the Glar destroyer captains. And then, just for fun, hed decimate the



win-Getag clan, executing one clan member in ten a random. That would be the end of any other
thoughts of uprising by any other clan for agood long time.

Astightly held asthis secret was, it did not originate with the auf-Getag clan itsdf. Rather it was
suggested to the auf-Getag clan, in abatch with anumber of other unrelated performance and
optimization suggestions, by an advisory pand at LegaCen, the genera contractor building the new Nidu
computer network. The auf-Getags, delighted by the sneakiness of the idea and encouraged by
LegaCeris rock-solid nondisclosure pact, signed off on it Now decades |ater, they had no idea the secret
came from outside their clan. The clan members had smply forgot.

"How do you fed?' Creek asked Robin.
"Likel'm going to throw up," Robin said.

"Theresareceptacle,” Creek said, pointing to the trough at the dtar into which Robin's blood would
flow.

"Don't tempt me," Robin said. "Also, thishurtslike hell." Robin held up her wrigt, into whichasmall
medica shunt had been jammed. At the gppropriate time in the ceremony the stopper on the shunt would
be turned and about two ounces of Robin's blood would fal into the trough.

"| guarantee you it hurtslessthan the dternative," Creek said.

"Thisisdl so unred, Harry," Robin said. "I want to wake up in my crappy little bed in my crappy little
gpartment and have my crappy little breakfast and then go to work out and clean out crappy little rodent

cages.”

"Soon, Robin,” Creek said. "Now, you remember everything you're supposed to do?"

"l do," Robin said, and held up her wrist again. " Some parts are harder to forget than others.”
"You'regoing to dofing," Creek said. "Remember that I'm going to beright in the front of the audience.”
"Where will Takk be?' Robin asked. She and Takk had become close during the trip to Nidu.

"Hell bewith me," Creek said.

Robin giggled. "That's bad news for anyone who hasto stand behind him."

The doors at the end of the hall cracked open. The audience was being let in.

"Herewe go," Creek said, and turned to Robin. "Be strong, Robin. It'salmost al over.”

Robin came over to Creek. She gave him a peck on the cheek. "Thank you, Harry," she said. "For
everything. And no matter what | said before, you redly are afun date.

"Thanks," Creek said.

"Next time, though,” Robin said. "Let'sjust go to amovie." Shewalked back up to the dtar. Creek
headed down toward the crowd to find Ben Javnaand Jm Heffer.

He found them near the back. Javna came over and grabbed hisarm in greeting. Creek winced.

"Sorry, Harry," Javnasaid. "But God damn. It's good to see you dlive, kid. Although from the looks of it,
itsaclosething.”



"Thanks, Ben," Creek said. "It'sgood to be alive, close or not." Creek looked to Heffer, who waked up
next to Javna. " Secretary Heffer," he said.

"Mr. Creek," Jm Heffer said. "Good to findly meet you. Prime Minister Creek, | should say. We heard
about your promotion.”

"Y ou owe mefor that one" Javnasaid. "It'sanicejob."
"Y eah, but look what | had to do to get it,” Creek said.

"If this coronation goes off you're not likely to keep it long," Heffer said. "Narf-win-Getag's been playing
everybody. We al got bushwhacked. Ben'slegd victory isjust about the only thing that went right for us.
I'm laying decent odds that at the end of this ceremony, Ben and you and | get marched off to a POW
camp.”

"And yet you till showed up,” Creek said.

"Hope springs eternd," Heffer said. "And we're not at war yet. Were diplomats, Harry. Maybe there's
another way out.”

"Maybe," Creek agreed. Someone tapped Heffer on the shoulder; Heffer turned to acknowledge them
and then nodded his goodbyes to Creek and Javna.

"Wdl?' Javnasad, after Heffer had gone. "What's going on?"
"What do you mean?' Creek asked.

"Yourehere" Javnasad. "She's here. | didn't tell you to come out of hiding yet, and you're not stupid
enough or dow enough to get caught. So you're up to something. And | hear that you're here because
you made some sort of dedl with Narf-win-Getag."

"It'snot what you think," Creek said.

"That'sgood," Javnasaid, "Because | haveredly no clue what I'm thinking right now. | just hope
somewhere aong the way you managed to pull al our feet out of thefire. And maybe managed to
convince 0! Narf to pick someone not entirely despotic to rule the Earth."”

"I know one person it's not going to be," Creek said, and told Javna about Jean Schroeder.

"Choked to death by aNidu on the plain of Pggmhi," Javnasaid, when Creek had finished. "There may
be moreironically poetica waysfor that shithead to go, but right off the top of my head | can't think of

ay.
Horns sounded, signaling the audience to take their places.
"Timefor thepan,” Javnasad.

"Listen, Ben," Creek said, drawing close. "Something's going to happen in the ceremony, something that |
haven't prepared you for. Something that goes back along way between us. | don't have timeto explain
it now. You'l know it when you seeit. When it happens, try not to hate me too much.”

Javnalooked at Creek. "Harry," Javnasaid. "Whatever it is, if it getsusall out of thiswith our skinintact,
that's good enough. Don't worry. You're like abrother to me. Y ou know that."

"Hold that thought, Ben," Creek said. "Remember you said it."



Takk came up to Creek. "It'stimeto take our places,” lie said.
"Holy cow," Javnasaid, looking up at Takk.
"Hi," Takk said.

"When we'rein POW camp, you're going to have someinteresting tales for me, Harry," Javnasaid. "l
cantell that aready."

"What's he talking about?' Takk said.

"I'll tell you later,” Creek said. "Come on, let'sgo." The two moved back up the crowd to their assigned
position, Takk creeting abow wave with his size and Creek traveling in hiswake.

* k % k %

Horns blared. The Great Hall doors opened once more. And Narf-win-Getag stepped through, wearing
the cape and mantle of hisclan.

Narf-win-Getag did not rush his entrance; he walked dowly and smoothly, directly in the middie of the
alde created by retaining ropes and an audience of four thousand guests and dignitaries. Narf-win-Getag
recognized many, aswell he should have through decades in the Nidu diplomatic core. His eyes sought
and found Jm Heffer and Ben Javna; he nodded to them as he passed and smiled at the memory of
having played them rough like cheap violins. With Schroeder out of the way, Narf-win-Getag was freeto
choose aNidu administrator for Earth, and was consdering auctioning off the position to the highest
bidder. Someone would pay handsomely to run an entire planet, even ashithole like Earth.

At the head of the crowd Narf-win-Getag spied Hubu-auf-Getag on one sde, with aphaanx of
auf-Getags, and Harry Creek and Takk on the other. Neither Hubu-auf-Getag nor Harry Creek struck
Narf-win-Getag as appropriately fearful in their expressions, athough in the case of Creek it might smply
be that Narf-win-Getag, even after dl that time on Earth, still had trouble with some of the more subtle
human expressions. It redly didn't matter. Hubu-auf-Getag and his entire clan would be dedlt with soon
enough, and asfor Creek, Takk, and Robin, he'd aready made arrangements for that entire nation to be
handled. They'd live; they'd just never leave Nidu. Narf-win-Getag didn't fed particularly bad about
violating the agreement to call off the war on Robin; hed honored the other three well enough. Especidly
thelast one.

Narf-win-Getag ascended the dais and as was tradiition, recited seventeen stanzas of The Revinu, the
Nidu species signature epic poem. It didn't matter which seventeen stanzas, merely that there were
seventeen, each stanza representing the seventeen origind clans of Nidu, of which win-Getag was one.
Then followed the Blessing of the Knife, the Prayer to Clan Ancestors, the Sdlting of the Altar, a
recitation of the Psalm of the Forgiven, and findly the Second Blessing of the Knife, symboalicaly
transforming the wegpon into an instrument of peace, a"swordsinto ploughshares' sentiment that likeits
human equivalent was generaly forgotten before the last echo of the words had faded.

Now came the actua ceremony, and Narf-win-Getag found that he relished the idea of spesking the
words to a ceremony formulated by the auf-Getag clan; in his mouth the words would belike a
repudiation of their rule and redemption of the office of Fehen. Or so Narf-win-Getag was fantasizing to
himsdf while Robin, the sheegpwoman, had the apparatus for the brain scan placed awkwardly on her
head by the priest. This accomplished, she then held out an arm to allow the priest to twist the shunt; her
blood to flowed into the trough and past the sensors that sampled the DNA within to find the magic
segments that would confirm her identity as an Android's Dream sheegp—the right kind of sheep.
Another repudiation of the auf-Getag clan, Narf-win-Getag thought, that he provided her where they



could not.

From far recesses of the Great Hall projectorsflared, announcing the acceptance of DNA with flaring
and beautiful displays of light and color, intended to wrap the presumptive Fehen in ahdo of righteous
luminescence. The entire dtar glowed like polished brass hit by alighthouse beam, augmenting the light
filtering in through the diamond on the roof.

It appeared to afew of the observersthat more of the light focused on Robin than on Narf-win-Getag,
but that was likely to be acombination of the smple white robe Robin wore aswell as some confusion
by the computer asto which of thetall creatures on the dtar to highlight (the computer knew well enough
not to highlight the priest). Certainly Narf-win-Getag didn't notice the fact his luminescence was being
shared. From discreetly hidden ventsthe odor of the Fehensul, the flower of the Fehens, wafted into the
room, its astringent sweetness the ultimate and most sacred word in the Nidu language of scent.

The light show settled down and the fight coalesced into asingle ball that positioned itsalf between the
atar and the audience. Positiona audio kicked in and caused sound to come from the ball, sound that
eventually resolved into avoice. "Which clan bringsthe sacrifice?" it asked, in magestically toned Nidu.

Narf-win-Getag stepped forward, and inhaled deeply to bellow the name of the win-Getag clan, to
forever clear the air of the shame the auf-Getag clan brought to the office of the Fehen.

"The Baker clan!" declared ahigh, thin, nervous voice, in heavily accented but perfectly acceptable Nidu.

Narf-win-Getag choked on his declaration and stared at Robin Baker, who he was somewhat surprised
to learn was gtill standing on the dtar with him. Narf-win-Getag glared at her, decided that he'd changed
hismind and definitely wouldn't let her live after dl, and then took in another bresth to declare hisclan.

"What isthe bidding of the clan of the sacrifice?" the deep, rich sonorous voice of the computer asked.

"Giveme control of the network!" Robin Baker declared, againin Nidu. "And give Brian Javnacomplete
access!"

* % %k % %

"Whoops, that'sme," Brian said, and got up from the table, leaving his beer behind. "Thanks for the
drink, Andrea."

"Anytime," said Andrea Hayter-Ross, and waved. "Don't be a stranger.”
Brian drifted over to an open port on the Nidu computer network, which demanded identification.

"I'm Brian Javng," Brian said, "1 think you've heard of me." Some automatic part of Brian trandated that
into something the Nidu network could understand, vaidate, verify, and accept. And then, as requested,
it gave Brian complete access.

Brian was hit with about 40 trillion watts of pure understanding.

It's hard to describe to anyone who is not in fact a sentient computer. But imagine you're atapeworm,
and then suddenly you're Goethe. It'slike that. Brian experienced an upward expansion of knowledge,
power, intuition, and capability unrivaled by any sentient being anywhere and anytime in the history of the
Common Confederation. He didn't smply have access to the Nidu computer system, which was, by dint
of its sheer Orwellian reach into the tiniest crannies of Nidu governmentd life, the single most complex
computer system yet devised. He became the Nidu computer system, searing through it at the speed of
light and joyoudy fedling its power and information become his own. There was no word for what Brian



was fedling, so he made one up.
Infogasm.

Oh, boy, Brian thought. That's the sort of thing that will kill you if you do it more than once. Brian
savored the feding for just afew cycles more, and then did what he came to do.

High above Nidu and Earth, six Glar destroyer captains and crews were shocked to find they were
suddenly locked out of their controls, and that their ships had minds of their own.

Across Nidu space, every Nidu ship lost its defensive and offensive wegpons. Individua Nidu soldiers
lost control of their cars, their planes, their rifles and weapons. Vehiclesin userolled to astop or landed
at thefirst safe opportunity.

On every CC planet the Nidu had embassies, diplomatic workers banged their terminalsin frustration as
screens went blank and reports, applications, and communication ground to ahdt. In Nidu space, dll
government work not related to keeping people dive dso smilarly ground to a hat. Nidu schoolswere
excused for the day. Nidu children very nearly rioted with joy.

All of this happened in thetimeit takes for a sharp intake of bregath.
"Jesus, thisisfun,” Brian said, and went to go make avery specia appearance.

From her vantage point outside the Nidu system, Andrea Hayter-Ross watched as the network took on
ashape and configuration that reflected Brian. There was no doubt it was him.

"I remember him when hewasjust an IBM," Hayter-Ross said, and sipped her tea.

* % % % %

The bloom of light between the dtar and the audience stretched, twisted, and took form.
"Ohmy God," Ben Javnasad. "It's Brian."

Brian turned to Robin and spoke in English, loud enough for the entire audience to hear. "It'sdone,” he
said. "The Nidu computer network is yours and awaits your command. Y ou are now Fehen of Nidu,
Robin Baker."

The Great Hall erupted. For once, it was only bardly large enough to hold the commotion.
"Thank you, Brian," Robin said, though the chaos. "And it's nice to meet you."

"Likewise" Brian sad.

"Fehen?" Narf-win-Getag bellowed. "1 am Fehen!”

"You'renot," Brian said, turning toward Narf-win-Getag. "Because | am the Nidu computer network,
and you, Sir, are not the boss of me."

Narf-win-Getag disconnected from any pretense of civility and lunged at Robin Baker. From his distant
position in the audience, Takk moved futilely to intercept. But it was Brian who blocked Narf-win-Getag;
he activated the directiona audio of the Great Hall to send a 180-decibel blast directly a
Narf-win-Getag's head. Narf-win-Getag went down screaming in pain; Takk, reaching the atar, grabbed



the fallen Nidu and hurled him bodily off the dais. The Greet Hall erupted again.

"Brian," Creek said in aconversationd tone, snce he knew Brian could hear him. "Please amplify my
VOiCe S0 everyone can hear me."

"You'reon," Creek heard Brian say, asif hewerein hisear. "don't do any singing. They're panicked
enough.”

"Ladies and gentlemen,” Creek said, and he could hear whispers of hiswords being pitched to the
members of the audiencein their own language through the directiond audio. "Please, be cdm. Please
cam down. Explanations are coming.”

Eventually the crowd noise died down, and Creek stepped out in front of the altar.

"My nameisHarry Creek," he said. "The Nagch stepping on Narf-win-Getag is Takk. The woman on
the stageis Robin Baker. We are the nation of Robin Baker, recognized by the Common Confederation.
And sheisnow Fehen of Nidu, asallowed by the laws of Nidu itself.” The crowd erupted yet again;
Harry moved to silence them once more.

Hubu-auf-Getag stepped forward out of his phaanx of clansmen. "1 am Hubu-auf-Getag, the true Fehen
of Nidu," he said in English, to the crowd and to Creek. "Thiswoman cannot be the Fehen of the Nidu.
If for no other reason that sheis not Nidu."

"By your laws and by the coronation procedure your own clan set forth, she does not need to be," Creek
said. "Y our coronation ceremony requires merely an Android's Dream sheep. Robin Baker has that
DNA inher."

"If shehas DNA, then by Nidu law sheisthe property of the clan of auf-Getag,” Hubu-auf-Getag said.
"And amember of that clan must be Fehen."

"Inthis case, Nidu law is superseded by Common Confederation law, which declared Robin Baker a
new species of sentient being and her own nation under Common Confederation law,” Creek said. "Asa
member of the Common Confederation Nidu is bound to respect her sovereignty and can makeno claim
on her. Y ou know this, Since it was your own government's suit that caused the CC to rulefor her."

"A auit whose idea came from Narf-win-Getag,” Hubu-auf-Getag said, staring down at the falen
ambassador, who was pinned by Takk's leg on his back.

"Who was at the time arepresentative of your government,” Creek said. "And till is, | suppose.”

"Not anymore," Robin said, and turned to Narf-win-Getag, who was pinned under Takk'sfoot. "You're
dismissed.”

"Digmissa noted," said Brian.

"Thisisan invason!" Hubu-auf-Getag said, trying anew tack. "Y ou have atacked us and taken control
of our network by illegd means"

"Itisnot aninvasion,” Creek said. "We were trangported here by a Nidu ambassador in aNidu vessel
and participated by invitation in the coronation ceremony.”

Narf-win-Getag spoke up from the floor. "Under false pretensel™ he rasped, as Takk's foot was limiting
hislung capacity.



"The ambassador is mistaken,” Creek said. "We agreed to come to Nidu to take part in the coronation
ceremony. We didn't specify that in doing so the crown would fal to him."

"It isdtill an act of war," Hubu-auf-Getag said.

"If itis, itisdefensve," Creek said. "When aNidu gunship attacked a civilian UNE vessd carrying Miss
Baker and me, the Nidu marines who demanded to board specifically served notice to the captain of the
ship that Nidu had declared war on Robin Baker. Aswas recently noted to me by your ambassador,
Nidu outnumbers Miss Baker's nation by three billion to one. A declaration of war on asingle
person—even if sheis her own nation—seems excessive. By the laws of the Common Confederation,
Miss Baker, asasovereign nation, has the right to defend hersdlf againgt an aggressor.”

Thislast bit caused rumbling in the audience. Hubu-auf-Getag glanced back and read the mood in the
room. Then he turned back to Creek. "Let'syou and | talk without the crowd listening in, if you please,”
he said. Creek nodded and had Brian cut his amplification. The crowd moaned in irritation, but stayed
cam.

"Evenif dl you say istrue," Hubu-auf-Getag said. "Thereisthe matter of the three billion to oneto
consder. The Nidu will never follow ashegpwoman.”

Creek smiled. "Hubu-auf-Getag, surely you of al people know that it's not necessary to have the love of
the masses, merely the ability to control them,”" Creek said. "We have control of the Nidu computer
network. Which means we have control of your government and your military. Until you recognize her as
Fehen, you're not going to get anything done."

Hubu-auf-Getag leaned in closer to Creek. "Your clanissmall.

If something were to happen to your so-called Fehen, there are only two of you remaining. A motivated
clan—the win-Getags, say—could put an end to your rulein short order.”

"Oh, I'm sorry," Brian said, and projected himsdlf over to Hubu-auf-Getag. "'I've forgotten my
introductions. I'm Brian Javna, and since the Fehen let me into your network, 1've become the network.
I'm self-contained and sentient, and I'm also amember of Robin Baker's clan. Soif you kill Robin and
Harry and Takk, therés fill me. And you can't kill me."

"Don't count on that," Hubu-auf-Getag said, in Nidu. "Wherever you go, therel am,” Brian said to
Hubu-auf-Getag, aso in Nidu. "Remember that when your get into your next networked vehicle,
Hubu-auf-Getag.”

"No matter how you want to look at it, Robin Baker has alegitimate claim to thetitle of Fehen,” Creek
said, leading the discussion back from disembodied threats. "Y our ascension rules alowed it. Y our
government's actions provoked it. Y our ambassador's scheming set it in motion. It'sall bad newsfor you,
I'm afraid.”

Hubu-auf-Getag glared at Creek. "Do you enjoy bringing bad news?'
"l don't enjoy it," Creek said. "But it ismy job. I'm good at it."

"Thisisnot right," Hubu-auf-Getag said. This got Robin's attention. "Right? Right?" she said, and
stalked over to Hubu-auf-Getag. She jabbed afinger into hischest. "It's entirely right. Because of you,
people have spent the last two weeks trying to kill me or kidnap me or sacrifice me so they can rulethis
crappy little planet of yours. Y ou'vetried to loll my friends. Y ou're planning to attack and occupy my
planet. This isthe only way to get you to stop. Do you think | want to rule your planet? Do you think |



have even the smallest concern about what you people do here? | could not careless. All 1 want isto go
home and get back to my life. Thisthe only way | know that I'll getto doit.”

Hubu-auf-Getag paused to consder her words. " Perhaps we can reach some accommodation,” he said.

"Sure" Robin said. "We can start by you recognizing that | am your Fehen. Your clan madetherules. |
followed them. | am ruler here. don't bother trying to use any of your household appliances until youre

ready to accept that."
Hubu-auf-Getag snarled and stalked away toward his phalanx.

"I don't think their household appliances are networked,” Creek said to Robin.

"Who cares? It still seemed to work," Robin said.

Ben Javna had by thistime made hisway to the head of crowd. Creek waved at him to come through.
"I've got amessage from Heffer, but first you haveto tel me something,” Ben said. "Brian—"

"It'sredly him, Ben," Creek said. "Part of him anyway. I'll explainit you later.”

"Y ou'reright about that," Javna said.

"What does Heffer have to say?' Creek asked.

"Hewantsto know if you'reredly pulling this off, or if thisisjust some sort of enormous con,” Javnasaid.
"Oh, it'sthered thing, dl right," Creek said.

"l figured it was," Javnasaid. "In which case Heffer wants to make an offer of dliance with your friend
Robin. Not with Nidu, but with he—athough well recognize her asthelegitimate ruler of Nidu. And it
comes with the offer to sponsor her for membership inthe CC."

"A dngle-person nation in the CC," Creek said. "And | thought this had gotten weird enough aready."
"You guysstarted it,” Javnasad.
"L et me passthe offer dong," Creek said.

"l wouldn't have it any other way," Javna said. Helooked over to theimage of Brian, who wastaking to
Takk. "When thisisover, do you think | can talk to him?"

"I think you should,” Creek said. "I know he wantsto talk to you."

"Good God, Harry," Javnasaid. "All that time | thought you were just piddling away your tent. You are
apieceof work, my friend."

"l amto please,” Creek said, and went to chat with Robin.
"The UNE wants to sponsor your membership in the Common Confederation,” Creek said.

"Mine?' Robin said. "Asin me, personally?' Creek nodded. "Jeez, Harry, | can barely handleagym
membership.”

"I'm pretty sure this dub comes with better perks,” Creek said.



"Harry, | wasn't lying," Robin said. "I don't want any of this. | redly don't. | just want you and me and
everyone | know to be safe. And | want to go home. That'sal | want. Get me out of this, Harry."

Creek looked up. "Here comes Hubu-auf-Getag," he said. "L et see what he hasto say.”
"Hypothetically," Hubu-auf-Getag said. "If we were to accept Robin Baker as Fehen. What then?'

Creek glanced over a Robin, who nodded. "Well, then, Miss Baker would need a governor,” Creek
sad. "Asyou know, she aready rules her own country. She believesit would be unfair to her citizensto
divide her time."

"I agree entirely," Hubu-auf-Getag said. "This governor you spesk of. What would his powers be?!
"They would be like a copy of the powers of the Fehen's hersdlf,” Creek said.

"That'svery intriguing,” Hubu-auf-Getag said.

"There are somelimitations,” Robin said.

"Limitations?" Hubu-auf-Getag asked.

"Small ones," Creek assured him.

"Namethem," Hubu-auf-Getag said.

"don't screw with Earth,” Robin said.

"I don't know that idiom," Hubu-auf-Getag said, to Creek.

"She meansto say that the Earth is now and forevermore off limitsfor mischief and empire building,”
Creek said.

"| could see agovernor agreeing to that,” Hubu-auf-Getag said.
"And don't screw with me or my friends," Robin said.

"Likewise, retribution againgt the nationals of Miss Baker by Nidu or any of its agents would be |ooked
upon asagraveinjustice,” Creek said.

"Aswdl it should be," Hubu-auf-Getag said. "In fact, | do believe agovernor would suggest atreaty
between our two nations would be in our mutud interests.”

"How wonderful," Creek said. "It's dways heartening to discover amity between races.”
"Anything ese?' Hubu-auf-Getag asked.

"One other thing," Robin said, and pointed at Narf-win-Getag, still pinned under Takk'sfoot. "Thisone
goestojal.”

"We can do better than that, | think," Hubu-auf-Getag said. "Indeed, clan-wide retribution isusualy the
policy in caseslikethese"

"No," Robin said. "No one getskilled, and no one ese gets punished. Just him, injail."

"Surely you redlize he could not have planned al thison hisown,” Hubu-auf-Getag said.



"I think Miss Baker is hoping that by showing judiciousness, she might help keep other clansfrom
attempting the misfortunate sequence of eventsthat lead to this very moment,” Creek said.

"I seeyour point,” Hubu-auf-Getag said. "And anything el se?"
Robin shook her head. "I think that'sit,” Creek said.

"Out of curiogity,” Hubu-auf-Getag said, "in this new world order, would there be achancefor a
governor to advance at any point?"

Creek glanced over to Robin, who shrugged. "I would imagine it would depend on the quality of
governorship, and the state of relations with the UNE and the nation of Robin Baker," Creek said. "If
those relationships are kept on extremely amicable terms, | could easily see agovernor being rewarded in
tento twelve years.”

"Those are Earth years, as opposed to Nidu years," Hubu-auf-Getag said.
"Optimaly," Creek said.

"And until thet time, the Fehen will have, shall we say, alight hand on thewhed of state,”
Hubu-auf-Getag said.

"Feather-light,” Creek said. "Onewould hardly know it's there.

"And what about the new, obnoxious personality of the Nidu computer network?' Hubu-auf-Getag said.
"Oh, wdll, that stays," Creek said. "Cdll it insurance.”

"But don't worry," Brian said, popping by. "He'strainable.”

Creek saw that Hubu-auf-Getag was aredlist; now that it was clear that the right moveswould put himin
the same position he had expected to be in before, with afew minor limitations, he was ready to get on
board. "Thereis ill one practicd difficulty,” hesad. "The Nidu are... set in our ways about many of our
opinions about other species.”

"Youreracists," Creek said.

Hubu-auf-Getag flared for a second, then calmed down. "Agreed,” Hubu-auf-Getag. " That being the
case, it would help to have a compelling explanation as to why and how this human has becomethe
Fehen."

A voicerang clearly through the Great Hall. "Because sheisthe Evolved Lamb!”

Everyone assembled at the dais turned to look at the speaker. It was one of the computer technicians.
The second technician stood beside him.

"Sheiswhat?' Hubu-auf-Getag said, to the technician. Normaly, of course, he would have had a
technician beaten for daring to speak at aceremony likethis. It Smply wasn't done. But there were a
number of things about today's ceremony that Smply weren't done.

"Sheisthe Evolved Lamb," the technician said again. "I am Francis Hamn, bishop of the Church of the
Evolved Lamb. My associate is Sam Berlant, who is aso with the Church. For decades our Church has
concerned itsdlf with bringing forth the Evolved Lamb, an entity who combines the best qualities of
humanity and the pastora qudities of the lamb. To aid usin our quest, and to avoid misidentifying the
Evolved Lamb, we created a crucible test—atest that only one with the qualities of the Evolved Lamb



would be able to accomplish. That test, Hubu-auf-Getag, was your clan's coronation ceremony. There
are only two classes of people who can perform it—members of your clan, and the Lamb hersdf. And
heresheis”

"l don't understand,” Hubu-auf-Getag said. ™Y ou're computer technicians.”

"Yes" Hamn agreed. "Computer technicians who belong to achurch. A church that through its business
ventures provided your clan with sheep and the computer network which now controls your world and
through which your clan's power has run. We provided your clan the meansto power. The cost was that
it was also thetest for agoa of our own: The creation of an entity prophesied by our founders. Look at
her, Hubu-auf-Getag—she is the living embodiment of an entire religion's purpose.”

Everybody turned to look at Robin Baker.

"Oh, for God's sake," Robin Baker snapped. "How divine can | be? My feet hurt. | have gas. | need to

Hubu-auf-Getag turned back to Francis Hamn. "Bethat asit may, your ‘test’ has caused my clan to fall
from power."

Creek spoke up. "On the contrary, Hubu-auf-Getag," he said. "Another clan challenged your power and
cameto within ahair's breadth of taking the throne. Only the very fact of who and what Miss Baker is,
and her actions during the ceremony, prevented it from happening.”

"If she wasn't the Evolved Lamb, Narf-win-Getag would now be Fehen," Hamn said. "And your clan
would have suffered. Gravely.”

"But now sheis Fehen," Hubu-auf-Getag said.

"Who iswilling to hand nearly the al of her powersto you, Hubu-auf-Getag," Creek said. "If | wereyou,
I'd sl the 'divine intervention” angleto your clan and kin. I'd sl it hard.”

"l need to confer with my clan," Hubu-auf-Getag said.
"But of course," Creek said. Hubu-auf-Getag walked off.

"I notice you didn't mention to Hubu-auf-Getag that your church has manipulated events as much as
anyone hasin thislittle adventure," Creek said to Hamn.

"Detalls, details," Hamn said, and looked up a Robin. " Speaking of which, thereésa small detail about the
Church Miss Baker needsto know."

"What isit?' Robin asked.

"The Church of the Evolved Lamb existsto bring about the Evolved Lamb,” Hamn said. "The Church's
steering council, which Sam and | represent here, isin unanimous agreement It'syou.”

"What if | don't want the position?" Robin asked.

"It'snot an office," Sam Berlant said. "It'sa state of being. Evenif you don't want to beit, youre still it.
Your arriva isincredibly significant to us—and to dl religions. It'sthefirst timein recorded hitory that a
prophesed rdigious entity has been intentiondly brought into being. Y ou'rethe religious find of the
millennia, MissBaker."

"Swell," Robin sad.



"There are compensations,” Hamn said, gently. "The Church has significant materid, red estate, and
business holdings. These are dl administered by a governing council and various boards of directors, but
technicdly, it'sdl heldin trust for the Evolved Lamb, should he or she ever arise.”

Robin stared for a second, and then held up her hand asiif to pause the conversation. "So you're saying |
own the Church.”

"Wel, no," Hamn said, "jugt dl of its assets™”

"Sothat'salot," Robin said.

"It'snot bad," Hamn allowed.

"So, weretaking, what? A million? Two million?"

Hamn |ooked over to Sam Berlant. "As of the market close last Friday, 174.9 billion dollars,” Sam said.
"175 billion dollars," Robin sad. "Billion, asin, the one with the nine zeros after it."

"That'sthe one,” Hamn said.

"Technicadly, it makes you therichest single person on Earth,” Sam Berlant said. "The Waton family is
worth morein aggregate, but there are a couple hundred of them.”

"| fed likel just swallowed agolf bal," Robin said, and moved to Sit.

Creek moved over to Steady her. "Easy, Robin," hesaid. "Y ou aready run aplanet. Thisisjust alittle
extrabonus."

"Harry," Robin said. "Do you have any clue how far outside redlity you have to be to describe 175 billion
dollars as abonus?'

"Just promise you'll remember me at Christmastime,” Creek said. He sat down next to Robin, who smiled
and patted his shoulder.

Hubu-auf-Getag returned afew minutes later. "The auf-Getag clan is prepared to offer its dlegiance to
the new Fehen," hesaid. "Our influence is such that we believe that the other clans—even the win-Getag
clan—uwill follow suit.”

Robin stood. "So you will do as| say," she said.

"Yes," Hubu-auf-Getag said.

"Redly," Robin sad.

"Y ou may test our loydty in any way you choose," Hubu-auf-Getag said.
"Brian," Robin sad.

"Yes, Fehen," Brian said.

"Would you inform Secretary Heffer his presenceis requested by the Fehen.”
"Atonce" Brian said. Jm Heffer arrived two minutes | ater.

"Y ou asked for me, Fehen" Secretary Heffer said.



"l did," Robin said. "My good friend Hubu-auf-Getag and | were recently discussing the unfortunate
series of misunderstands between Nidu and the UNE. He and | agreed that in light of the possible
damage between these greet nations, Nidu could benefit from making agoodwill gesture to the peoples
of Earth and her colonies. Ian't that right, Hubu-auf-Getag?”

"That isentirely correct, Fehen," Hubu-auf-Getag said.
"I'm glad to hear it," Heffer said. "What does the Fehen havein mind?"

"Oh, not me," Robin said. "What I'm about to say comes entirely from Hubu-auf-Getag. Secretary
Heffer, aren't there two Nidu destroyersin orbit around Earth at the moment?”

"l believethere are,” Heffer said.

"I hear they're very nice,” Robin said. "Top of thelineand dl of that."

"They are excelent ships," Heffer said.

"Well, then," Robin said. "Hubu-auf-Getag wants the UNE to have them. Don't you, Hubu-auf-Getag?'

Creek spent the next severd seconds wondering if aNidu's head could, in fact, actualy explode from
rage.

"Thereisnothing that would give me greater pleasure,” Hubu-auf-Getag findly said, in atone that
suggested his entrails had cramped.

"That iswonderful news," Heffer said. "Our secretary of defensewill beimmensdy pleased. May | pass
aong your compliments, Hubu-auf-Getag?'

"Please do," Hubu-auf-Getag said, tightly.

"And Secretary Heffer," Robin said. ™Y ou may aso inform your government that Hubu-auf-Getag isto
be governor of Nidu and her colonies. He has my authority to act in my placein every matter."

"Very good, Fehen," Heffer said. "My congratulations, Governor. Will there be aningtdlation
ceremony?”

Hubu-auf-Getag looked to Robin Baker. "It is up to the Fehen”
"Well, | think we should,” Robin said. "Let's say, in one hour? After al, everyoneisdready here."

Robin stepped down from the dais and walked over to Narf-win-Getag, ill prone on the ground. "And
asfor you, you shit-head," she said. "I'm going to make sure you get the best seet in the house, to watch
everything you ever wanted given to someone e se. Tell mewhat you think about that."

* % %k % %

The gubernatoriad ceremony was very much like the coronation ceremony, with the exception that instead
of ablood sacrifice and abrain scan, Robin Baker symbolized the transfer of power to Hubu-auf-Getag
by providing him asingle Fehensul flower from abouquet she held in her hands. Brian used the
impressive Nidu computer voice to announce that Hubu-auf-Getag had been given penultimate control of
the Nidu computer network, and then everyone in the crowd applauded in the manner appropriate for
their own species and filed out to go to any number of ceremonies and parties around Nidu before going
home.



Intime only afew people remained in the Great Hall, paired off in conversation: Creek and Jm Heffer,
Robin and Takk, Brian and Ben Javna, and Francis Hamn and Sam Berlant, who werefinishing afina
diagnostic on the Nidu network.

Creek watched from adistance as Brian and Ben sat in the distance (well, Ben sat; Brian projected
himsdf stting) and reacquainted themsalves with each other. Creek could see Bert's eyeswere
red-rimmed, but at the moment he was laughing at something his brother wastelling him.

"That'sahell of athing," Heffer said. "To lose abrother and to get him back.”

"Itis" Creek said. "I wondered how Ben would takeit, and if he'd hate mefor doing it. But | needed
Brian's help. Without him, none of thiswould have worked."

"Don't sdll yoursdf short, Creek," Heffer said. "Without you, wed be at war, and we would have lost.
And your friend Robin would probably be dead by now. Y ou saved her, and saved us. Y ou didn't save
the universe, but you can plan on doing that next week."

Creek smiled. "I'm taking next week off," he said. "And possibly the week after that. With your
permisson.”

"Takeadl thetime you want, Creek," Heffer said. "Just tell me you'll be back. I don't know that we need
any morelikeyou; | don't think my heart could handle the strain. But I'm glad we have at least one of you
around." He looked at his watch and stood. "1've got to collect Ben. We have a shuttle to catch. How are
you getting back?"

"Hamn and Berlant have offered to take us home with their corporate transport,” Creek said. "Although if
| understand everything correctly, it's actudly that Robin isletting them hitch aride on her transport.”

"Don't rush home," Heffer said, and held out hishand. "Make afew stops. Enjoy yoursalves."

"Weve dready had one cruise thisweek," Creek said, shaking Heffer's hand. "One's enough.” Thetwo
men made their goodbyes, and then Creek walked over to Robin and Takk.

"Takk'stelling me about hishome,” Robin said. "It sounds nice. HE's been away for two years.”
"That'salong time," Creek said.

"Itis" Takk said. "But I'll be going home now. I've seen enough of other placesto last meawhile.”
"Amento that," Robin said.

Hamn and Sam Berlant waked up. "Excuse me, Miss Baker," Hamn said. "We're just about finished up
here. Well be ready to leave shortly. On the return trip home, | know that Sam herewould liketo talk to
you alittle bit about your financids and your new responsbilities with the Church holdings.”

"Y ou're not expecting meto run things, areyou?' Robin said. "l barely keep apet store going. If you
have me run the Church, you're dl going to bein soup line by the end of the week."

"We were actudly hoping you'd let the corporate governance continue asit has,” Sam said.
"That sounds good to me," Robin said.
"But therés il quite alot we need to get through,” Sam said.

"l don't supposeit could wait afew weeks," Robin said.



"It'sredly better—" Sam began, but Robin put up her hand.

"Thereason | ask isbecause at thismoment | just want to be Robin Baker. Not the Fehen of Nidu, not
the Evolved Lamb, and not the richest person on Earth. Not even my own nation. Just Robin Baker, who
owns a pet store where by now the animals have completely forgotten who | am. Just Robin Baker, who
al shewantsisto go homenow. That'sal | want to be, if that'sdl right with you. Just for alittlewhile. |
hope you understand.”

Sam |looked ready to offer arebuttal, but Hamn put his hand on Sam's shoulder. "We understand
entirdy, Robin. That'll be finewith us. We're going to get ready to get out of here. Well come get you
when we're ready to go."

"Thankyou," Robin said. Hamn and Sam Berlant turned to go.
"Excuse me," Takk said. "You said earlier that you were Sam Berlant.”
"lam," Sam sad.

"l have amessage for you," Takk said. Hetook out Archie's book of prophecies. Sam took it, stared at
it for amoment, and then looked at Takk.

"You knew Archie" Sam said.
"Hewasmy friend," Takk sad.

Sam motioned to Takk to follow them. He did, leaving Creek and Robin to themselves on the dtar of the
Great Hall.

"So you redly don't want to be any of these things you've become," Creek said to Robin, asthey
watched Takk walk off with the technicians. "Not everyone gets to be their own nation or areligiousicon
or therichest woman ever."

"Or asheep,” Robin said. "You can't forget that" She reached over to gather up her bouquet of
Fehensul.

"Or asheep,” Creek agreed. "But with the exception of the sheep, most people would jump a a chance
to bethethingsyou are.”

"Would you?' Robin asked.
"No," Creek said. "l like being me most of thetime. But | suspect I'm not like most people.”

"Thismuch | knew," Robin said. She handed Creek aflower. "Takethis, Harry. Payment for keeping me
dive"

"One hundred seventy-five billion dollarsand | get aflower,” Creek said, taking it
"It's the thought that counts,” Robin said.

"Thanks," Creek said, and held it to hisnose. "It smellsnice.”

"It does," Robin agreed. "It'stalking to you in the language of flowers."

"What isit saying?' Creek asked.



" "Theres no place like home,™ Robin said.

"That's anice message,”" Creek said.

"It'sthe best,” Robin said.

Creek held hisflower up for Robin. She smiled, leaned over, and inhaled deeply.
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