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I NTRODUCTI ON

When Frank and | began The Jesus Incident series in 1978 we nade only one agreenent: that our
wor k together would be fun, that at no tinme would the story interfere with friendship. W shook
on that, as fellow natives of the Puyallup valley are accustoned to do. W had been friends for a
long tine, and intended to keep the friendship. Witing a book together, |ike buying a car

toget her, was sonething we approached with due caution

It was a little like getting married, this coauthor business. As it turns out, each book in the
series was marked by a personal tragedy for one or the other of us, but our stories saved us.

Over fifteen years | never |aughed so hard or so often with anyone as | did working with Frank

The Ascension Factor, a book that we had planned to enjoy together, weathered the greatest tragedy
of themall. The book goes on. | guess that's the way it is with witers.

Frank worked through the plotting and character devel opnent of The Ascension Factor, but
circunstance left the last witing chore to me. After all these years it was easy to keep him
here | ooking over ny shoulder, nmuttering one-liners as | wote up the last of what we'd started.
My greatest fear was that | would | ose that sense of presence, of good conpani onship, when this
book ended. Wth Frank, of all people, | should have known better

Bill Ransom
Port Townsend
1987

The quality of mercy is not strain'd,

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven
Upon the place beneath: it is tw ce blest;

It blesseth himthat gives and himthat takes:
"Tis mghtiest in the mghtiest.

-- WIliam Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice, Vashon Literature Repository
Jepht ha Twai n suffered the nost exquisite pain for three days, and that was the point. The
Warrior's Union thugs were professionals, if he passed out he sinply wasted their time. 1In his

three days at their hands he had never passed out. They knew that he was no good to themright
fromthe start. The rest of his agony had been the penalty he paid for wasting their tine. Wen
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they were through tornmenting himat |ast they hooked hi mup, as he knew they would, to the
obsidian cliff below the high reaches. Subversives were often hooked up to die in full view of
the settlement as a | esson -- the exact neaning of the | esson was never clear

The three fromthe Warrior's Union hooked himup there in the dark, as they'd taken himin the
dark, and Jephtha thought them cowards for this. Hi s left eyelid was | ess swollen than the right,
and he nanaged to work it open. A pale hint of dawn pried the starry sky away fromthe bl ack
cheek of the sea. Predawn lights of a commuter ferry wall owed at the dark docksi de down bel ow hi m
in the settlenent. Like the rest, it |oaded up the shift changes of workers at Project Voidship.

Running lights fromthe subnersible ferries flickered the night sea's blackness all the way from
the settlement at Kal al och out to the project's launch tower conplex. A maze of organic di kes and
rock jetties fanned out both up- and downcoast of Kal al och, supporting the new aquacul ture
projects of Merman Mercantile, none of which had hired Jephtha after his fishing gear had been

sei zed and his license revoked. His partner had kept a couple of fish for hinself instead of

regi stering them dockside. The Director's "new econony” prohibited this, and the Director's
henchmen made a | esson of the both of them

Under the opening sky of norning Jephtha felt hinself lighten, then separate fromhis body. He
peel ed the pain fromhinmself, his self wiggling free of its wounded skin Iike a nolted skreet,
and wat ched the sagging wetch of his flesh fromatop a boulder a couple of neters away. This far
south, Pandora's days lasted nearly fourteen hours. He wondered how many nore breaths he had |eft
in his sack of cracked ribs and pain.

Marica, he thought, nmy Marica and our three little wots. The VWarrior's Union said they'd hunt
t hem down, too

They woul d t hi nk naybe she had sonething to tell. They would claimthat his wonman and their three
little ones were dangerous, subversive. They would start on the children to nake her talk and she
coul d say nothing, she knew nothing. Jephtha squeezed his good eye cl osed agai nst his bl ood and
sharne.

The Director's "special squad" of the Warrior's Union had pierced Jephtha' s chest and back with
maki hooks, steel fishhooks with a cruel incurve the size of his thunb. They caught the glimer
of fresh daylight like arnor across his chest. The steel snaffles and cable | eaders hung to his
knees like a kilt. The glitter of the hooks, as well as the snell of his blood, would attract the
dasher that would kill him

Jepht ha had caught thousands of maki on hooks like these, set tens of thousands of these ganions
on hundreds of longlines. Most of them hung free now, clinking with his novenments or the rare
nmorni ng breeze. H's weight hung fromtw dozen of them-- twelve puncturing the skin of his
chest, and twelve through his back. He thought this had a significance, too, but they had not
told himwhat it was. But they had told himwhat he'd wanted to know for years.

The Shadows are real! Jephtha played the thought over and over. The Shadows are real

Everyone had heard about these Shadows, but no one he knew had ever met one. Now in the |last few
mont hs had cone the nysterious broadcasts that cane on the holo or the telly or the radi o nade by
" Shadowbox." Everybody said those were the work of the Shadows. There were stories in every
village about their fight to depose the Director, Raja Flattery, and hanstring his hired mnuscle.
The Nightly News reported daily on Shadow activities: detoured supplies, food theft, sabotage.
Anyt hi ng unpopul ar or harnful to the Director's cause was laid at the Shadows' hatch, including
natural disasters. "Shadowbox," using pirated air space and great expertise, reported on the
Director.

Jepht ha had whi spered around many a hatchway trying to join up with the Shadows, but no word cane
forward. "Shadowbox" had given hi menough hope that he had set out to strike his own blow He
under st ood, now, that this was how t he Shadows wor ked.

He'd wanted to destroy the seat of power itself -- the nain electrical station between the
Director's private conmpound and the spraw i ng manufacturing settlenent adjacent to it, Kalaloch

The power station that Jephtha chose was a hydrogen retrieval plant that supplied hydrogen, oxygen
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and electricity to all of the subcontractors in the Director's space program Bl ow ng the plant
woul d set Flattery's precious Project Voidship and his orbiting factory on its heels for a while.
The poor of the town were used to doing wthout, Jephtha reasoned. Thousands didn't even have
electricity. It would be this new Voidship project and Flattery who would be nost crippled. He
shoul d have known that the Director's security had al ready thought of that.

The interrogation had been very ol d-fashioned, as nost of themwere. He'd been caught easily and
forced to stand naked under a hood for three days while being tortured for nothing. Now a host of
steel snaffles clinked agai nst hooks whenever any of his nuscles noved. H s wounds, for the npst
part, had stopped bl eeding. That just nade the flies sting himnore. Two poisonous flatw ngs
crawed his left leg, fluttering their wings in sone ritual dance, but neither bit.

Dashers, he prayed. |If it's anything, let it be dashers and quick. That was what they'd hung him

out there for -- dasher bait. The hooded dasher would strike himhard, as is their habit, then it
woul d get hung up on the naki hooks and snare itself. The hide would bring a pretty price in the
village market. It was an anusenent to the security guards, and he'd heard them planning to split

the change they'd get for the hide. He didn't want to be nibbled to death, a dasher would
accommodate himnicely. His nouth was so dry fromthirst that his lips split every time he
coughed.

In this hungry downslide of his life Jephtha had dared to hope for two things: to join up with
the Shadows, and to glinpse Her Holiness, Crista Galli. He had tried his best with the Shadows.
Here, chained to the rocks overlooking the Director's conmpound, Jephtha watched the stirrings of
the great househol d through his darkening vision

One of them mi ght be her, he thought. He was |ightheaded, and he puffed his chest against the
hooks and thought, If | were a Shadow, |'d get her out of there.

Crista Galli was the holy innocent, a nysterious young wonan born deep in the wild kel p beds
twenty-four years ago. Wen Flattery's people blew up a rogue kel p bed five years back, Crista
Galli surfaced with the debris. How she'd been raised by the kel p underwater and delivered back
to humanki nd was one of those nysteries that Jephtha and his fanmily accepted sinmply as "miracle."

It was runored that Crista Galli held the hope for Pandora's salvation. People clainmed that she
woul d feed the hungry, heal the sick, confort the dying. The Director, a Chaplain/Psychiatrist,
kept her | ocked away.

"She needs protection," Flattery had said. "She grew up with the kel p, she needs to know what it
is to be human."

How ironic that Flattery would set out to teach her how to be human. Jephtha knew now, with the
clarity of his pain-transcendence, that she was the Director's prisoner down there as nmuch as all
Pandorans were his slaves. Except for now, at the base of the high reaches, Jephtha's chains had
been invisible: hunger chains, propaganda chains, the chain of fear that rattled in his head |ike
cold teeth.

He prayed that the security would not find Marica and the wots. The settlenment spraw ed, people
hid people like fish among fish.

Maybe .

He shook his head, clink-clinking the terrible hooks and snaffles. He felt nothing except the
cool breeze that wafted up fromnorning lowtide. It brought the fanmliar iodine scent of kelp
deconposi ng on the beach.

There! At that port high in the main building .

The glinpse was gone, but Jephtha's heart raced. Hi s good eye was not focusing and a new dar kness
was upon him but he was sure that the formhe'd seen had been the pale Crista Galli.

She can't know of this, he thought. |f she knew what a nonster Raja Flattery is, and she could do
it, she would destroy him Surely if she knew, she would save us all
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Hi s thoughts again turned to Marica and the wots. The thoughts were not so much thoughts as
dreans. He saw her with the children, hand in hand, traversing an upcoast field in the sunlight.
The single sun was bright but not scorching, there were no bugs. Their bare feet were cushi oned
by the fleshy bl ossons of a thousand kinds of flowers .

A dasher shriek from sonewhere bel ow jerked himout of his dream He knew there was no field

wi t hout bugs, nowhere on Pandora to stroll barefoot through bl ossons. He knew that Vashon
security and the Warrior's Union were known for their persistence, their efficiency, their

rut hl essness. They were after his wife and their children, and they would find them His |ast
hope was that the dasher would find himbefore they hooked what was |eft of Marica up here by his
si de.

Again we have | et another Chaplain/Psychiatrist kill tens of thousands of us -- |slander and
Merman alike. This new C/ P, Raja Flattery, calls hinself "the Director,"” but he will see. W
have ki ssed the ring and bared the throat for the last tine.

-- First Shadowbox broadcast, 5 Bunratti 493

First light through the single plasma-glass pane stroked a plain white pillowwith its rosy
fingers. It outlined the sparse but colorful furnishings of this cubby in shades of gray. The
cubby itself, though squarely on |land and squarely gridded to a continent, reflected traditions of
a culture freely afloat for nearly five centuries on Pandora's seas.

These Islanders, the biow zards of Pandora, grew everything. They grew their cups and bow s, the
fanous chai rdogs, insulation, bondable organics, rugs, shelves and the islands thenselves. This
cubby was organically furnished, and under the old | aw warranted a heft of supply chits that
converted easily to food coupons. Bl ack-narket coupons were a cheap enough price for the Director
to pay to assimlate the Islander culture that had been dashed to the rocks the day he spl ashed
down on the sea

As the grip of dawn strengthened into norning it further brightened the single wall-hanging of

cl asped hands that enriched this small cubby. Red and blue fishes swamthe border, their delicate
fins interlacing broad green | eaves of kelp. Oange fin and blue leaf joined at the foot of the
hanging to forma stylized Oracle. The tight stitch of the pattern and its crisp colors al
rippled with the progress of dawn. A sleeper's chest rose and fell gently on the bed beneath

t hem

The night and its shadows shrank back fromthe plasma-gl ass wi ndow at the head of the bed.

I sl anders had al ways enjoyed the light and in building their islands they let it in wherever they
could. They persisted in |ight, even though nost of themwere now solidly marooned on land. In
their undersea dwellings Mernen put pictures on their walls of the things they wall out --

I slanders preferred the light, the breezes, the snells of Ilife and the living. This cubby was
smal | and spare, but |ight.

This was a | egal cubby, regularly inspected, a part of the shopkeeper's quarters. It was a second-
floor street room above the new Ace of Cups coffee shop at Kal al och harbor. A huge white coffee
cup swng froma steel rod beneath the w ndow.

Al nost synchronous with the sl eeper's breathing cane the slup slup of waves agai nst the bul khead
bel ow. Respirations caught, then resuned at the occasional splashings of a waking squawk and the
wi nd-chime effect of sail riggings that clapped agai nst a host of masts.

Dawn brightened the room enough to reveal a seated figure beside the bed. The posture was one of
alert stillness. This stillness was broken by an occasi onal nove of cup to nouth, then back to
the knee. The figure sat, back to the wall, beside the plaz and facing the hatch. First Iight
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glinted froma shining, intricately inlaid Islander cup of hardwood and nother-of-pearl. The hand
that held the cup was male, neither delicate nor calloused.

The figure | eaned forward once, noting the depth of the sleeper's odd, open-eyed slunber. The
progress of light across the bay outside their roomwas reflected in the hardening of shadows
inside, and their relentless craw.

The watcher, Ben Ozette, pulled the cover higher over the sleeper's bare shoulder to ward off
nor ni ng danpness. The pupils in her green irises stayed wide with the onset of dawn. He closed
her eyes for her with his thunb. She didn't seemto nmind. The shudder that passed over him
uncontrol l ably was not due to the norning chill

She was a picture of white -- white hair, eyelashes, eyebrows and a very fair porcelain skin. Her
shaggy white hair was cropped around her face, falling nearly to her shoulders in the back. It
was a perfect frane to those green, bright eyes. Hs hand strayed to the pillow, then back

His profile in the Iight reveal ed the high cheekbones, aquiline nose and high eyebrows of his
Merman ancestry. In his years as a reporter for Hol ovision, Ben Ozette had becone fanous, his
face as famliar planetwide as that of a brother or a husband. Listeners worldw de recognized his
voice i Mmediately. On their Shadowbox broadcasts, however, he becanme witer and cameramaster and
Rico got out inthe lights -- in disguise, of course. Nowtheir famly, friends, coworkers would
feel the snap of Flattery's wath.

They hadn't exactly had tine to plan. During their weekly interviews, they both noticed how
everyone, including conpound security, stayed well out of microphone range as they taped. The
next tinme they wal ked the grounds as they taped, interviewing with gusto. Then |ast night they
simply wal ked out. Rico did the rest. The prospect of being hunted by Flattery's goons dried
Ben's nmouth a little. He sipped a little nore water

Maybe it's true, nmaybe she's a construction, he thought. She's too perfectly beautiful to be an
acci dent .

If the Director's nenbs were right, she was a construction, sonething grown by the kel p, not
soneone born of a human. Wen dredged up at sea she was judged by the exam ning physician to be
"a green-eyed al bino fenal e, about twenty, in respiratory distress secondary to ingestion of sea
wat er; agitated, recent nmenory excellent, renote nenory judged to be poor, possibly absent. . . ."

It had been five years since she washed out of the sea and into the news, and in that five years
Flattery had all owed no one but his |ab people near her. Ben has asked to do the story out of
curiosity, and wound up pursuing nore than he'd bargained for. He'd |earned to hate the Director
and as he watched Crista's fitful sleep, he wasn't the [east bit sorry.

He had to admit that, yes, he knew fromthe first that it had always been a nmatter of tine. He'd
fought Flattery and Hol ovi sion too openly and too |ong.

A recent Shadowbox accused Hol ovi sion of being a nonopoly of misinformation, Flattery's propaganda
agent that would not regain credibility until it became worker-owned. Ben had |evel ed the sane
attack at the production assistant the previous day.

Ben found hinsel f being preenpted by propagandistic little specials that Flattery's technicians
were grinding out. Ben and Rico had bought or built their own cameras and | aserbases to mnimze
the conpany's intimdation and Flattery's interference. Now they had full-time, nonpaying jobs as
air pirates wth Shadowbox.

And fugitives, he thought.

Ben Ozette eased back into the old chairdog and let the sleeper lie. O all the deadliness on

Pandora, this sleeper could be the nost deadly. It was runored that people had died at her touch
and this was not just the Director's professional rumor mll. Ben had dared touch her, and he was
not yet one of the dead. It was runored she was very, very bright.

He whi spered her nane under his breath.

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank...n%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (5 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:21 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt
Crista Galli.
Her breathing ski pped, she sniffed once, twice and settled down.

Crista Galli had green eyes. Even now they opened ever so slightly, turning toward the sun
vi si bl e but not waki ng.

Eeri e.

Ben's last |love, his |longest |ove, had brown eyes. She had al so been his only love, practically
speaki ng. That was Beatriz. Her coffee-colored eyes becane vivid to hi mnow agai nst the shadows.
Yes, Beatriz. They were still good friends, and she would take this hard. Ben's heart junped a
beat whenever their wakes crossed, and they crossed often at Hol ovi sion

Beatriz took on her series about Flattery's space program she was away for weeks at a tine. Ben
freel anced docudranas on earthquake survivors, |slander relocation canps and an in-depth series on
the kelp. His latest project featured Crista Galli and her life since her rescue in the kelp.

Flattery agreed to the series and Ben agreed to confine the material to her rescue and subsequent
rehabilitation. This project led himinto Raja Flattery's nost sacred cl osets, and further away
fromBeatriz. The Holovision rumor mll clained that she and the Orbiter Conmander, Dwarf
Macl nt osh, were seeing each other lately. Through his own choice Ben and Beatriz had been
separated for nearly a year. He knew she'd find soneone else eventually. Now that it was real he
decided he'd better get used to it.

Beatri z Tatoosh was the npost stunning correspondent on Hol ovi sion, and one of the toughest. Like
Ben, she did field work for Holovision Nightly News. She also hosted a weekly feature on the
Director's "Project Voidship," a project of great religious and econom c controversy. Beatriz
chanpi oned the project, Ben renmmi ned a vocal opponent. He was glad he'd kept her away fromthe
Shadowbox plan. At least she didn't have to be on the run

Those dark eyes of hers

Ben snapped hinself alert and shook off the vision of Beatriz. Her w de eyes and broad snile
di ssolved in the sunrise.

The wonman who slept, Crista Galli, put quite a stutter into his heartbeat the first tine he saw
her. Though she was young, she had nore encycl opedi c know edge than anyone he'd ever met. Facts
were her thing. About her own life, her nearly twenty years down under, she apparently knew very
little. Ben's agreement with Flattery prohibited much probing of this while they were inside the
Preserve

She had dreans of value and so he let her dream He would ask about them when she woke, keep them
with his notes, and the two of them would nake a pl an.

This, he realized, was sonething of a dreamin itself. There was already a plan, and he would
follow the rest of it as soon as he was told what it was.

Today for the first tinme she woul d see what the people had nmade of the nyth that was Crista Galli
the holy being that had been kept away fromthemfor so long. She could not know, closed away
from humans as she'd been for all of her twenty-four years, what it meant that she had becone the
peopl e's god. He hoped that, when the crunch canme, she would be a nerciful god.

Soneone entered the building below and Ben tensed, setting his cup aside. He patted his jacket
pocket where the weight of his famliar recorder had been replaced by Rico's old |lasgun. There
was the rush of water and the chatter of a grinder downstairs. A rich coffee fragrance wafted up
to him set his stomach growing. He sipped nore water fromthe cup and hal f-rel axed.

Ben felt his nenories pale with the Iight, but the light did not still his unease. Things were
out of control in the world, that had made hi muneasy for years. He had a chance to change the
worl d, and he wasn't letting go of it.

Flattery's totalitarian fist was sonething that Beatriz had refused to see. Her dreans |ay out
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among the stars and she would believe alnost anything if it would take her there. Ben's dreans
lay at his feet. He believed that Pandorans could make this the best of all worlds, once the
Director noved aside. Now that things were out of control in his personal life it made him for
the first tine, alittle bit afraid

Ben was glad for the light. He rem nisced in the dark but he always felt he thought best in the
light. The fortune, the future of mllions of lives lay sleeping in this cubby. Crista could be
either the savior of humanity or its destroying angel.

O neither.

Shadowbox would do its best to give her the chance at savior. Ben and Crista Galli stood at the
vortex of the two conflicts dividing Pandora: Flattery's handhold on their throats, and the
Avat a/ Human standof f that kept it there.

Crista Galli had been born in Avata, the kelp. She represented a true Avata/Human m x, reputed to
be the sole survivor of a long |ine of poets, prophets and genetic tinkering.

She had been educated by the kel p's store of genetic nenories, human and ot herwi se. She knew
wi t hout being taught. She'd heard echoes of the best and the worst of humanity fed to her mnd
for nearly twenty years. There were sone other echoes, too.

The OGthers, the thoughts of Avata itself, those were the echoes that the Director feared.

"The kel p's sent her to spy on us," Flattery was heard to have said early on. "No telling what
it's done to her subconscious.™
Crista Galli was one of the great nysteries of genetics. The faithful clainmed she was a miracle

made fl esh.
"I didit nyself," she told himduring their first interview, "as we all do."
O, as she put it intheir last interview "I nade good selections fromthe DNA buffet."

Flattery's fear had kept Crista under what he called "protective custody" for the past five years
whil e the people clanored worl dwi de for a glinpse. The Director's Vashon Security Force provided

the protection. It was the Vashon Security Force that hunted them now.
She coul d be a nonster, Ben thought. Some kind of time bonb set by Avata to go off . . . when?
Wy ?

The great body of kelp that some called "Avata" directed the flow of all currents and, therefore,
all shipping planetwide. It calmed the ravages of Pandora's two-sun system naking |land and the
pl anet itself possible. Ben, and many others, believed that Avata had a mnd of its own.

Crista Galli stirred, tucked herself further under the quilt and resumed her even breathing. Ben
knew that killing her now while she slept mght possibly save the world and hinself. He had heard
that argunent anmong the rabid right, anong those accustoned to working with Flattery.

Possi bl y.

But Orette believed now that she could save the world for Avata and human alike, and for this he
vowed to guard her every breath -- for this, and for the stirrings of |love that strained in old
traces.

Spi der Nevi and his thugs hunted the both of themnow. Ben had wooed her away fromthe Director's
very short | eash, but Crista did the rest. Crista and Rico. Ben knew well that the | eash would
beconme a lash, a noose for hinself and possibly for her next tine and he had better see to it that
there was no next time. Flattery had made it clear that there was nothing in the world nore
deadly, nore valuable than Crista Galli. It was certain the man who'd nmade off with her woul dn't
be lightly spared.

Ben was forty now At fifteen he'd been plunged into war with the sinking of Guenmes |sland. Many
t housands di ed that day, brutally slashed, burned, drowned at the attack of a huge Mernan
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subrmersible, a kelp-trimrer that burst through the center of the old man-nade island, |acerating
everything in its path. Ben had been rinside when the sudden |urch and coll apse sent himtunbling
into the pink-frothed sea.

The years since and the horrors he had seen gave hima wi sdom of sorts, an instinct for trouble
and the escape hatch. This wi sdomwas only wi sdomas |ong as he kept alive, and he renenbered how
easily he had thrown instinct out the porthole the tine he fell in love with Beatriz. He had not

t hought that could happen again until the day he net Crista Galli, a nmeeting that had been half-
notivated at the possibility of seeing Beatriz sonewhere inside Flattery's conpound. Crista had
whi spered, "Help ne," that day, and while swinming in her green-eyed gaze he'd said, sinply,

"Yes."

In her head sleeps the Gieat Wsdom he thought. |If she can unlock it w thout destroying herself,
she can help us all

Even if it wasn't true, Ben knew that Flattery thought it was true, and that was good enough.
She rolled over, still asleep, and turned her face up at the prospect of the dimlight.

Keep you away fromlight, they say, he thought. Keep you away from kel p, keep you away fromthe
sea. Don't touch you. 1In his back pocket he carried the precautionary instructions in case he
accidentally touched her bare skin.

And what would Operations think if they knew I'd ki ssed her?
He chuckl ed, and marvel ed at the power beside himin that room

The Director had already seen to it that no interview of Crista Galli would ever be aired. Now,
at Flattery's direction, Holovision had lured Beatriz with an extra hour of air time a week
glorifying Flattery's "Project Voidship."

Beatriz is running blind, he thought. She |loves the idea of exploring the void so nuch that she's
ignored the price that Flattery's exacting.

Flattery's fear of Crista's relationship with the kelp had kept her under guard. The Director
sequestered her "for her own protection, for study, for the safety of all hunmankind." Despite
weekly access to Flattery's private conpound, Beatriz showed no interest in Crista Galli. She
| obbi ed his support, however, when Ben had requested the interviews.

Maybe she hoped to see nore of ne, too.

Beatriz was wedded to her career, just as Ben was, and sonething as nebul ous as a career made
pretty intangible conpetition. Ben couldn't understand how Beatriz let the Crista Galli story
slip through her fingers. Today he was very happy that she had.

Fire snolders in a soul nore surely than it does under ashes.

-- Gaston Bachel ard, The Psychoanal ysis of Fire

Kal an woke up fromhis nestling spot between his nother's large breasts to | oud curses and a
scuffle a few neters down The Line. The chinme overhead tolled five, the sane as his fingers, sane
as his years. He did not look in the direction of the scuffle because his nother told himit was
bad luck to | ook at people having bad luck. A pair of line patrol men appeared with their cl ubs.
There were the thudding noises again and the norning quieted down.

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank...n%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (8 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:21 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

He and his warm not her stayed w apped in her drape, the same one that had shaded them the day
before. This nmorning, at the chime of five, they had been in The Line for seventeen hours. Hs
nmot her warned himhow long it would be. At noon the previous day Kal an had | ooked forward to
seeing the inside of the food place but after everything he'd seen in The Line he just wanted to
go hone.

They had slept the last few hours at the very gates of the food place. Now he heard footsteps
behi nd the gates, the metallic unclick of |ocks.

H s not her brushed off their clothes and gathered all of their containers. He already wore the
pack she'd made him he hadn't taken it off since they turned in their scrap. Kalan wanted to be
ready when she negotiated rice, because carrying the rice back hone was his job. They had nade it
right up to the warehouse door at mdnight, then had it locked in their faces. H s nother hel ped
himread the sign at the door: "C osed for cleaning and restocking 12-5." He wanted to start his
job carrying the rice now so he could be going hone.

"Not yet." Hi s nother tugged his shirttail to restrain him "They're not ready. They'd just
beat us back."

An ol der worman behi nd Kal an cl ucked her tongue and collected a breath on an inward hi ss.

"Look there," she whispered, and lifted a bony finger to point at the figure of a man trotting
down the street. He |ooked backward toward the docks nmore than forward, so he stunbled a lot, and
he ran with his hands over his ears. As he ran by he crouched, w ld-eyed, as though everyone in
The Line would eat him As two of the security noved to cross the street, the short young man
skittered away down the street uttering frightened, out-of-breath cries that Kalan didn't
under st and.

"Driftninny," the old worman said. "One of those fam |y islands nust've grounded. 1t's hardest
for them" She raised her reedy voice to lecture pitch: "The unfathonable wath of Ship wll
strike the infidel Flattery . "

"Shaddup!" a security barked, and she nuttered herself to silence.

Then there arose in The Line a grunbled discussion of the difficulties of adjustnment, the sane
kind of talk that Kalan had heard rmuttered around the home fire when they first settled here from
the sea. He didn't renmenber the sea at all, but his nother told himstories about how beautifu
their little island was, and she naned all the generations that had drifted their island before
Kal an was born.

The Line woke up and stretched and passed the word back in a serpentine ripple: "Keys up." "Hey,
keys are up!" "Keys, sister. Keys up."

H s not her stood, and | eaned against the wall to balance herself as she strapped on her pack
"Hey, sister!”

A scar-faced security reached between Kal an and his nother and tapped the side of her leg with his
sti ck.

"OFf the warehouse. C non, you know better

She stepped right up to his nose as she shoul dered her carryall, but she didn't speak. He did not
back down. Kal an had never seen anyone who didn't back down to his nother

"First tickets up, al phabetical order, left to right," he said. This tinme he tapped his stick
agai nst her bottom "Get noving."

Then they were inside a press of bodies and through the gates, into a |ong narrow room \Were
Kal an had expected to see the food place, he sawinstead a wall with a line of stalls. An
attendant and a security armed with stunstick flanked each stall, and out of each one jutted what
he thought mnust be the nose or tongue of sone great denon.

H's nother hurried himand their things to the furthest stall.
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"Those are conveyer belts," she explained. "They go way back into the building and bring out our
order to us and they drop it here. W give our order and our coupons to this woman and soneone
inside fetches it for us."

"But | thought we could go inside."

"I can't take you inside," she said. "Some things we can get on the way hone when the narket
opens. |'Il take you around to see all the booths and vendors . . ."
"Order."

H s not her handed the list to the guard, who handed it to the attendant. The attendant had only
one eye, and she had to hold the list close to her face to read it. Slowy, she crossed off
certain itens. Kalan couldn't see which ones. He couldn't read everything on the list, but his
not her had read it to himand he knew everything by where it was. He could see that about half of
what they wanted was crossed out. The attendant typed the renainder of the list onto a keyboard.
It humed and clicked and then they waited for their food to cone down the great belt out of the
wal | .

Kal an coul d stand at the very end of the belt and look along its length, but it didn't give hima
very good view of the insides of the food place. He could see that there were |lots of people and
| ots of stacks of food, nobst of it packaged.

His nother told himthey would get their fish froma vendor outside. He thought it funny, his
father was a fisherman but they couldn't eat his fish, they had to buy it fromvendors like
everyone el se. One nman who had fished with his father for two years disappeared. Kalan heard his
parents tal king, and they said it was because he smuggled a few fish hone instead of turning them
all in at the docks.

The first package off the belt was his rice, wapped in a package of pretty green paper fromthe
I sl anders. It was heavier than he thought five kilos would be. Hi s nother helped himslip the
package i nside his backpack, a perfect fit.

Suddenly there were shouts fromall around them at once. He and his nother were knocked down and
they curled together for protection under the Ilip of the conveyer belt. Heavy doors slid down to
cl ose the opening over each belt and the |larger gates that they'd cone through clanged shut. A
mob had rushed the warehouse and the security was battling them off.

A dozen or nore burst through before the gate was shut.
"We're hungry now " one of them shouted. "We're hungry now "

They fought with the guards and Kal an saw bl ood puddl e the deck beside him The men fromthe nob
carried strange-| ooki ng weapons -- sharpened pieces of netal with tape wapped for a handl e,

shar pened pieces of wire. People furiously slashed and poked and cl ubbed each other. The Line
peopl e like Kalan and his nmother curled up wherever they could.

One of the looters grabbed Kal an's pack but the boy held on tight. The man swung the pack up and
snapped it like a whip, but Kalan still held on. The nman's sunken-eyed face was spattered with
bl ood froma cut over his nose, his gasping breath reeked of rotten teeth.

"Let go, boy, or I'll cut you."

Kal an had a good grip with both hands, and he kept it. A guard struck the looter on the back of

his neck with a stunstick set on high. Kalan felt the tiniest tingle of it transmtted fromthe

man's hand to the bag to Kalan. The man dropped with an "oof,"” then he didn't nove any nore than
the bag of rice.

Kal an' s not her grabbed hi m and hugged hi mas the guards cl ubbed the rest of the looters
unconscious. He tried not to |Iook at the pul py faces and splatterings of blood, but it seened
they were everywhere. As he burrowed his face deep between his nother's breasts, he felt her
weepi ng.
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She stroked his head and wept quietly, and he heard the security dragging off the bodies, beating
some of them who were com ng around.

"Ch, babe," his mother cried and whispered, "this is no place for you. This is no place for
anybody. "

Kal an i gnored the barking of guards around them and concentrated on his nother's softness, and on
the tight grip he kept on their rice.

Human hybernation is to animal hibernation as animal hibernation is to constant wakeful ness. In
its reduction of |ife processes, hybernation approached absolute stasis. It is nearer death than
life.

-- Dictionary of Science, 155th edition

The Director, Raja Flattery, woke once again with a screamin his throat. The nightmare tonight
was typical. A tenaculous nmass had snatched his head and wenched it off his shoulders. It

di smenbered his body but it held his head in its own slithering nenbers so that he could watch the
action. The tentacles becane fingers, a wonan's fingers, and when they pulled the nmeat fromhis
body's bones there was only a sound like a match flaring in a stairwell. He woke up trying to
gather his flesh and reassenble it on the bone.

Ni ght mares |i ke this one had dogged hi mthroughout the twenty-five years since the hybernation
ordeal. He had not wanted to admit it, but it was true that they were worse since the incident
with his shiprmate, Alyssa Marsh. There was that pattern, too. . . . N ght after night he felt
the raw pain in each muscle anew as sonething pulled his veins and fibers apart. H's early
training as a Chapl ai n/ Psychi atri st on Mbonbase had been little help this time. The physician had
given up trying to heal hinself.

Get used to it, he told hinmself. Looks like it's going to be here for a while.

Even in its after-fright reflection, his face in the cubbyside mrror oozed disdain. His upraked
bl ack eyebrows raked upward even further, adding to the appearance of disdain. He felt he wore
that 1 ook well, he would remenber to use it.

What col or were her eyes?

He couldn't renenber. Brown, he guessed. Everything about Al yssa Marsh was becom ng indistinct
as sun- bl eached newsprint. He'd thought she woul d becone uninportant, as well.

Flattery's brown eyes stared down their own reflection. Hs attenti on was caught by faint
flickerings of colored lights through the plaz froma kel p bed beyond his cubby. It was a much
nore mature stand than he'd suspected. Early studies debated whet her the kel p conmuni cated by
such lights. [If so, to whon?

At the Director's orders, all kelp stands linked to Current Control were pruned back at the first
sign of the lights. A safety precaution

After the lights, that's when the trouble starts. He was sure that that patch had been pruned
just a week ago at his directive. Both Marsh and Macl nt osh had harped on the kel p so nmuch that
Flattery had stopped listening to them The one thing that both of themsaid that pricked his
ears was their comobn reference to the kelp's recent growh: "Explosive." They had both showed
hi mthe exponential function at work on the graphs but he had not appreciated their alarmunti
now. Flattery dispatched a neno to have this stand of kel p pruned today.
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Beyond the kel p bed sprawl ed the greater |ights of Kal al och where bl eary-eyed comuters al ready
lined up for the Project ferry and The Line was stirring at nmidtown. |[|f he were outside now he
m ght hear the thankless clank of mill machinery or the occasional blast of an expl osive weld.

Crista Galli, he thought, and gl anced at the tine. Only an hour since he'd fallen asl eep
Wher ever she was, she and that Ozette, they wouldn't dare nove until curfew lifted. Now is when
it would be easy for them Now when the roadways fill with people for the day, they will be

bodies in a throng, anonynous.

A steady stream of dirtbaggers found their way to Kal al och every day. He would order the press to
quit calling them "refugees" so that he could deal nore directly with them Now that he had

Hol ovi si on under control, he could focus on wi ping out this maverick broadcast that called itself
"Shadowbox." He knew in his gut that Ozette was the prong of this npbst annoying thorn, a prong
that Flattery was going to enjoy blunting.

Through the plaz the Director could nake out the dull glow of a ring of fires fromone of the
dirtbag canps a little farther down-coast. The Refugee Conmittee's report was due this norning.
He woul d use whatever was in it to have the canp noved farther fromthe settlenent perineter
Maybe downcoast a few klicks. |f they want protection, they can pay for it.

The dirtbagger presence as a potential |abor crop kept the factory workers and excavation crews
sharp. Dirtbaggers attracted predators -- human and otherwi se. Flattery's real objection was to
their nunbers, and how they were beginning to surround him

He keyed a note to change the name of the Refugee Conmittee to "Reserve Conmittee."

Raja Flattery, long before he becane known as "the Director," was al ways at work before dawn.
Runmors had cone back to himthat he went nonths without sleep, and there were nonths when he

t hought that was true. His personal cubby resenbled a cockpit in its waparound array of

form dabl e electronics. He liked the feeling of control it gave himhere, putting on the world
like a glove. Nestled there at his console, shawl across his bare shoulders, Flattery flew the
busi ness of the world.

He woke every night sweating and in stark terror after only a few hours' sleep. He dreaned

hi nsel f both executioner and condemed, dying at his own hand while screaming at hinmself to stop

It was all mndful of Alyssa Marsh, and how he had separated her magnificent brain fromthe rest

of her. This was a subconscious display of vulnerability he could not allowto show It nade him
reclusive in many respects, as did the distrust for open spaces that had been deeply instilled in
hi m at Mbonbase.

Flattery had not yet slept with a Pandoran woman. He'd had a brief fling with Al yssa back on
Moonbase just before their departure for the void. An attenpt to continue the |iaison on Pandora
had failed. She had preferred her excursions into the kelp to bedding the Director and had
suffered the consequences. Now it appeared that he suffered them too.

Wth Pandoran wonen there were trysts in the cushions, yes, and lively sex as often as he |iked,
particularly at first. But each time when it was finished he had the wonan sent to the guest
suite, and Flattery slept what little he could before the dreans had at him

Power -- the great aphrodisiac.
He didn't sneer, it had served himwell.

He supposed he shoul d take nore advantage of favors offered, but sex didn't inpassion himas it
used to. Not since he'd been flying the world. As niserable a little world as it was, it was his
world and it would stay his until he left it.

"Six months," he muttered. "After twenty-five years, only six nonths to go."

Nearly three thousand hunans had orbited Pandora in the hybernation tanks for a hal f-dozen
centuries. O the original crew, only Flattery and Dwarf Maclntosh still survived. There were
the three Organic Mental Cores, of course, but they weren't exactly hunman anynore, just brains
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with some fancy wiring. Only one of them Al yssa Marsh, had received OMC backup training. The
other two had been infants selected personally by Flattery for their high intelligence and early
denonstration of enotional stability.

Smal l er than Earth, but bigger than the noon, he had thought after being wenched out of
hybernati on. Pandora is an adequate little world.

It becane inadequate soon enough

The native stock who preceded himto Pandora, descendants of the original crew of the Voidship
Earthling and the Earthling' s bioexperinents, were humans of a sort. Flattery found them
repul sive and decided early on that if one Voidship had found Pandora, another mght find
sonething better. Even if it didn't, Flattery fancied Voidship Iife to be a sight nore
confortable than this.

They can all rot in this pest-hole, he thought. 1[It snells as if they already have.

On clear evenings Flattery derived great pleasure fromwatching the near-finished bulk of his
Voidship in glittering position overhead. He'd pinned a magnificent jewel to the shirt of the
sky, and he was proud of that.

Sone of these Pandorans are barely recognizable as living creatures, much | ess human bei ngs! he
thought. Even their genetics has been contam nated by that . . . kelp.

Al'l the nore reason to get off this planet. His life at Monbase had taught himwell -- space was
a medium not a barrier. A Voidship was hone, not a prison. Despite great hardship, these Mernen
had devel oped rocketry and their undersea | aunch site sophisticated enough to bring Flattery and
the hyb tanks out of a centuries-old orbit. |If they could do that, he knew fromthe start he
could build a Voidship like the Earthling. And now he had.

If you control the world, you don't worry about cost, he thought. His only unrestrai ned eneny was
tine.

H s only trusted associ ate groundsi de was a Pandoran, Spider Nevi. Nevi hesitated at nothing to
see that the Director's special assignments, his nbst sensitive assignments, were carried out.
Flattery had thought Dwarf Maclntosh, shipside comander on the Orbiter, to be such a nman but
lately Flattery wasn't quite so sure. The squad he was sending up today would find out soon
enough.

The nore fascinating man, to Flattery, was Spider Nevi, but he never seened to get Nevi to open up
to himthough he had presented anpl e opportunity.

How do you entertain an assassin?

Most of Flattery's fellow humans died i nmediately with the opening of the hybernation tanks.

Their original Voidship had been outfitted to bring themout properly, safely. Wen the tine cane
the ship was |ong-gone over the horizon, |eaving the Pandoran natives in pursuit of the hyb tanks
and firmas ever in their belief that the Ship itself was God.

Di ed i medi at el y!

He snorted at the euphem smthat his nmind dealt him In that noment that the nedtechs called
"imredi ately," he and his shi pmates had experienced enough nerve-searing pain to |ast twelve
lifetimes. Mst of his people who survived the opening of the tanks, who had known no ill ness
during their sterile lives at Mwonbase, died in the first few nonths of exposure to Pandora's
creatures -- microscopic and otherwi se.

Anong the otherwise that Flattery |earned to respect were the catli ke hooded dashers, venonous
flatwi ngs, spinarettes, swiftgrazers and, deadliest of all in Flattery's nmind, this sea full of
the kelp that the locals called "Avata." The first far-thinking Chaplain/Psychiatrist to
encounter the kelp had had the good sense to wipe it out. Flattery diverted nore than half of his
resources to pruning prograns. Killing it off was out of the question, so far
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He had spent his recovery studying Pandoran history and the horrors that the planet had in store
for him He and his shipmates had splashed down in the m ddl e of Pandora's greatest geol ogica

and soci al upheaval. The planet was coning apart and certain civil disputes were flaring. It was
a propitious tine to be construed as a gift fromthe gods, and Flattery took sw ft advantage of

it.

He used his title as Chaplain/Psychiatrist, a position that still carried weight anong Pandorans,
to |l ead the reorgani zati on of Pandoran nores and econom cs. They chose hi m because t hey had never
been wi thout a Chapl ai n/ Psychi atri st and because, as he was swift to remind them he was a gift
fromthe Ship that was God. He waited a good while to tell them he was buil di ng anot her one.

Flattery had been perceptive, shrewd, and because he noted sone distracting nmurmurings anong their
religious | eaders, he changed his title to, sinply, "the Director.” This freed himfor sone

i mportant econom ¢ noves, and the Ship-worshipers stayed out of his way during the crucial
formative years.

"I will not be your god," he had told them "I will not be your prophet to the gods. But | wll
direct you in your efforts to build a good life."

They didn't know what Flattery knew of the special training of Voidship Chaplain/Psychiatrists.
Pandoran histories revealed that Flattery's clone sibling, Raja Flattery nunber five of the
original crew, was the fail safe device and appoi nted executioner of the very Voidship that had
brought themall to Pandora.

It is forbidden to release an artificial consciousness on the universe. The directive was clear
though it was generally believed that any deep-space travel would require an artificial

consci ousness. The Organic Mental Cores, "brain boxes" as the techs called them failed with
meticulous regularity. The Flattery nunber five nodel had failed to press the destruct trigger in
time. This Ship that he had allowed to survive was the being that nmany Pandorans worshi ped as a
god.

Raja Flattery, "the Nickel." Now why didn't he blow us all up as planned?

Flattery wondered, as he often did, whether the trigger that was cocked in his own subconscious
still had its safety on. It was a risk that kept him from devel oping an artificial consciousness
to navi gate the Voidship.

There was only Flattery left to wonder why he had been the only duplicate crew nenber in
hyber nati on.

"They wanted to be dammed sure that whatever consci ousness we manufactured got snuffed before it
took over the universe," he nuttered.

Flattery cal cul ated that any one of his three OMCs would get himto the nearest star systemwth
no trouble. By then they'd have a fix and a centripetal whip to a first-rate, habitable system
The necessary adjustnents in the individual psychol ogi es of each Organic Mental Core had been nade
before their removal fromtheir bodies for hardware inplant. It was Flattery's theory that

behavi oral rather than chemical adjustnent would hel p them nai ntain sonme sense of enbodi nent,
sonmething to prevent the rogue insanity that plagued the whole Iine of OMCs from Moon-base.

Flattery rubbed his eyes and yawned. These nightmares wore himout. Questions nagged at the
Director as well, taking their yamrering toll, waking himagain and agai n, exhausted, soaked in
sweat, crying out. The one that worried at himthe nost worried himnow

What secret program have they planted in ne?

Flattery's training as Chapl ai n/Psychiatrist had taught himthe Monbase | ove for ganmes within
ganmes, ganes with human life at stake.

"The Big Gane," was the gane he chose to play -- the one with all human life at stake. The only

humans in the universe were these speci mens on Pandora, of this Flattery was thoroughly convinced.
He woul d do his best with them
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He avoi ded touching the kelp, for fear of what anmunition it mght find should it probe his mnd
Sonetimes it could do that, he had seen incontrovertible evidence. Fascinating as it was, he
couldn't risk it

He had never touched Crista Galli, either, because of her connection with the kelp. He harbored a
kind of lust for her that his daydreanms told himwas seated in the thrill of danger. He hinself
had provi ded the danger. Hi s |abtechs gave her a chem stry appropriate to the fictions he

rel eased about her. Wthout Flattery's special concoction, the people that touched her would
suffer sone grave neurol ogical surprises, perhaps death. It would just take a little tine .

What if the kelp probes nme, finds this switch? |If | amthe trigger, who is the finger? Crista
Galli?

He had wanted Crista Galli nore than once because she was beautiful, yes, but something nore. It
was the death in her touch, the ultimte dare. He feared she, like the kelp, m ght invade his
privacy with a touch.

A wretched dream of tentacles prying his skull open at the sutures kept coming back. Flattery
heard that the kelp could get on track inside his head, travel the DNA highway all the way to
genetic nmenory. The search itself might set off the program put the squeeze on a trigger in his
head, a trigger set to destroy themall. He needed to know what it was hinself, and how to defuse
it, before risking it with the kelp

Flattery's greatest fear was of the kelp using himto destroy hinself and this last sorry remant
of humanity that popul ated Pandora. This Raja Flattery did not want to die in the squalor of sone
third-rate world. This Raja Flattery wanted to play the Director gane anong the stars for the
rest of his days, and he planned for a good many of them

Should I be god to themtoday? he wondered, or devil? Do | have a choice?
His training dictated that he did. His gut told himotherw se.

"Chance brought nme here,
see ne through." O not.

he nuttered to his reflection in the cubbyside plaz, "and chance wil |

Hi s eyes glanced to the large console screen flickering beside his bed. The top of the screen, in
bright anber letters, read "Crista Galli." He pressed his "update" key and watched the wretched
news unfold -- they hadn't found her. Twelve hours, on foot, and they hadn't found her

He sl apped anot her key and barked at the screen, "Get ne Zentz!"

He had pronoted Oddie Zentz to Security Chief only this year, and until yesterday Flattery had
been pl eased, very pleased with his service. It had been a bungle in his departnment that |et
Ozette get her out of the conpound.

Late last night Flattery had ordered Zentz to personally disassenble the two security nen
responsi ble for this breach, and Zentz had at themw th apparent glee. Nothing was |earned from
either man that wasn't already in the report -- nothing of value, that is. That Zentz did not
hesitate to apply the prods and other tools of his trade to two of his best nen pleased Flattery,
yes, but it did not unspill the mlKk.

I"I'l have Zentz kill two nore of themif she's not found by noon, that should put a fire under
t hem

He slapped the "call" key again, and said, "Call Spider Nevi. Tell himl'll need his services."

Flattery wanted Ozette to suffer |ike no human had ever suffered, and Spider Nevi would see that
it cane to pass
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That is the difference between gods and nmen -- gods do not nurder their children. They do not
exterm nate thensel ves.

-- Hali Ekel, from Journals of Pandoran Pioneers

It |ooked like an ordinary stand of kelp, much as anyone on Pandora m ght resenble another fellow
human. In color it appeared a little on the blue side. By positioning its massive fronds just
so, the kelp diverted ocean currents for feeding and aeration. The kelp packed itself around

sedi nent-rich plumes of hydrothermals, warmcurrents that spiraled up fromthe bottom form ng

| acunae that the humans called "l agoons.™

I mrense channel s streaned between these | agoons, and between other stands of kelp, to formthe
great kel pways that humans mani pul ated for their undersea transport of people and goods. The
kel pway was a route significantly faster and safer than the surface. Most humans travel ed the
kel pways wapped in the skins of their subnersibles, but they spoke to each other over the sonar
burst. This blue kelp had been eavesdroppi ng and | ong harbored a curiosity of these hunmans and
their painfully slow speech

Humans |i ked the | agoons because they were calmwarmwaters, clear and full of fish. This blue
kel p was a wild stand, unmanaged by Current Control, unfettered by the electrical goads of the

Director. It had learned the right nmimcry, suppressed its |light display, and awakened to the
scope of its own slavery. It had fooled the right people, and was now the only wild stand anong
dozens that were | obotom zed into donmesticity by Current Control. Soon, they would all flow free

on the sane current.

Certain chemistries fromdrowned hunmans, sonetinmes from humans buried at sea, were captured by the

kel p and inprisoned at the fringes of this lagoon. 1t found that it could sunmon these
chenmistries at will and they frightened human trespassers away. Between |apses in avail able
chemi stries, the kelp taught itself to read radi o waves, |ight waves, sound waves that brought

fragments of these humans up cl ose.

A human who touched this kelp relived the lives of the lost in a sudden, hall uci nogenic burst.
More than one had drowned, hel pless, during the experience. A great shield of illusion surrounded
the kelp, a chemcal barrier, a great historical mrror of joy and horror flung back at any hunman
who touched the periphery.

The kel p thought of this perinmeter as its "event horizon." This kelp feared Flattery, who sent
henchnen to subjugate free kelp with shackles and blades. Flattery and his Current Contro
degraded the kelp's intricate choreography to a robotic march of organic gates and val ves that
controlled the sea

The kel p di sassenbl ed and anal yzed their scents and sweats, each tine gaining wisdomon this
peculiar frond on the DNA vine nmarked "Hunan."

These anal yses told the kelp that it had not awakened with its single personality, its solitary
being intact. It discovered it was one of several kelps, several Avata, a nultiple mnd where
once there had been but one Geat Mnd. This it gleaned fromthe genetic nenories of hunmans, from
certain histories stored anpong their tissues thenselves. Large portions of the Mnd were nissing -
- or disconnected. O unconnected.

The kelp realized this the way a stroke victimmght realize that his mnd is nothing like it was
before. Wen that victimrecognizes that the damage is permanent, that this is what life will be
and no nore, therein is born frustration. And fromthis frustration, rage. The kelp called
"Avata" bristled in such a rage.
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Right is self-evident. 1t needs no defense, just good witness.

-- Ward Keel, Chief Justice (deceased)

Beatriz Tat oosh woke froma dream of drowning in kelp to the three | ow tones that announced her
ferry's arrival on the subnersible deck. Her overnight bag and briefcase nmade a |unpy pillow on
the hard waiting-room bench. She blinked away the blur of her dream and cleared the frog from her
throat. Beatriz always had drowning dreans at the Merman | aunch site, but this one started a
little early.

It's the ungodly press of water everywhere

She shuddered, though the tenperature of this station down under was confortably regul ated. She
shuddered at the aftermath of her dream and at the prospect of escorting the three Organic Mental
Cores into orbit. The thought of the brains w thout bodies that woul d navigate the void beyond
the visible stars always |aced her spine with a finger of ice. Tenperature was also confortably
regul ated aboard the Orbiter, where she was scheduled to be shuttled in a matter of hours. It
woul d be none too soon. Life groundside did not attract her anynore.

Sonehow t he surgical vacuum of space surrounding the Orbiter never bothered her at all. Her

fam |y had been |slanders, driftninnies. Hers had been the first generation to live on land in
four centuries. |Islanders took to the open spaces of land |ife better than Mernen, who stil
preferred their few surviving undersea settlenments. Logic couldn't stop Beatriz fromsquirning at
the idea of a fewmllion kilos of ocean overhead.

The humidity in the ferry | ocks clanped its clamry hand over her nouth and nose. |t would be

worse at the launch site. Mst of the full-tinme workers down under were Mermen and they processed
their air with a high hunmidity. She sighed a |ot when she worked down under. She sighed again
now when her ferry's tones warned her that she would be under way to the |launch site in a matter
of mnutes. The |oading crowd of shift workers bound for the site runbled the deck on the |eve
above her.

The drone of hundreds of feet across the netal |oading plates nmade Beatriz squeeze her eyelids
tighter yet to keep her mnd fromconjuring their faces. The |aborers were barely nore active,
had barely nore flesh on their bones than the refugees that clustered at Kal al och's sad canps.
The | aborers' eyes, when she'd seen them reflected the hint of hope. The eyes of the people in
the canps were too dull to reflect anything, even that.

I magi ne sonething pretty, she thought. Like a hylighter crossing the horizon at sunset.

It depressed Beatriz to take the ferries. By her count she'd slept nearly five hours in the

wai ting roomwhile a hyperalert security squad | eader sprang a white-glove search on the ferry,
its passengers and their possessions. She rem nded herself to check all equi prment when the
security was done -- a discipline she picked up fromBen. Holovision's equipnment was junk so she,
Ben and their crews built their own hardware to suit thenselves. It would be tenpting to a
security with cousins in the black market. She sighed again, worried about Ben and worried about
the insidious business of the security squad.

I know that he and Rico are behind that Shadowbox, she thought. They have their distinctive
style, whether they shuffle the deck and deal each other new jobs or not.

About a year ago, the second tine Shadowbox jammed out the news and inserted their own show, she
nearly approached Rico, wanting in. But she knew they'd |left her out for a reason, so she let it
go and took out the hurt on nmore work. Now she thought she knew the real reason she'd been |eft
out.

They need sonebody on the outside, she thought. [|'mtheir wild card.
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She had been called in to replace the nmissing Ben on Newsflash |ast night, reading, Ben
Ozette . . . on assignment in Sappho . " knowing full well that his assignnment this Starday,
as it had been every Starday for six weeks, had been Crista Galli herself, inside the Director's
personal conpound and under the Director's supervision

He was with her at the tine she was missing, his presence wasn't nentioned anywhere. He's
m ssing, too, and the Hol ovision high brass is covering it up

That scared her. Oders to cover up whatever happened to Ben nmade the whole thing real

She had t hought sonehow that she and Ben and Rico were imune to the recent ravages of the world.
"Paid witnesses," Ben had called the three of them "W are the eyes and ears of the people."

"Lanps," Rico had laughed, a little buzzed on boo, "we're not wi tnesses, we're |anps .
Beatriz had read on the air exactly what the Newsflash producer had witten for her because there
hadn't been time for questions. She saw now how deliberate it had been to catch her off guard.
Hol ovi si on had incredi ble resources in people and equi pment and she nmeant to use themto see that
Ben didn't disappear.

Ben's not just a witness this time, she cautioned herself. He'll ruin everything.

She had | oved him once, for a long tine. O perhaps she had been intinmate with himonce for a
long time and had just now cone to love him Not in the other way of loving, the electric
monents, it was too late for that. They had sinply lived through too much horror together that no
one el se could understand. She had recently shared sone electric nmonents with Dr. Dwarf

Macl ntosh, after thinking for so long that such feelings woul d never rise in her again.

Beatriz blinked her raw eyes awake. She turned her face away fromthe |ight and sat up straight
on a nmetal bench. Nearby, a guard coughed discreetly. She wished for the clutter of her Project
Voi dship office aboard the Orbiter. Her office was a few dozen neters fromthe Current Contro
hatch and Dr. Dwarf Maclntosh. Her thoughts kept flying back to Mack, and to her shuttle flight
to himthat was still a few hours away.

Beatriz was tired, she'd been tired for weeks, and these constant del ays exhausted her even nore.
She hadn't had tinme to think, nuch less rest, since the Director had her shuttling between the
Proj ect Voidship special and the news. Now today she was doing three jobs, broadcasting from
three | ocations.

She rode to the Orbiter on the shoul ders of the greatest engines built by humanki nd. Wen she
bl asted of f Pandora her cluttered office aboard the Orbiter becane the eye of the storm of her
life. No one, not even Flattery, could reach her there.

The tones sounded again and seened distinctly |onger, sadder. Final boarding call. The tones
once agai n nade her think of Ben, who was still not found, who m ght be dead. He was no | onger
her |over, but he was a good man. She rubbed her eyes.

A young security captain with very large ears entered the waiting-roomhatch. He nodded his head
as a courtesy, but his nouth remained firm

"The search is finished," he said. "M apologies. It would be best for you to board now. "
She stood up to face himand her clothing clung to her in sleepy folds.

"My equi pnent, ny notes haven't been rel eased yet," she said. "It won't do ne a bit of good to --

He stopped her with a finger to his lips. He had two fingers and a thunb on each hand and she
tried to renmenber which of the old islands carried that trait.

Orcas? Camano?

He smiled with the gesture, showing teeth that had been filed to horrible points -- runored to be

the mark of one of the death squads that called thenselves "the Bite."
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"Your bel ongings are already aboard the ferry," he said. "You are fanpbus, so we recogni ze your
needs. You will have the privacy of a stateroomfor the crossing and a guard to escort you."

"But . . ."
H s hand was on her el bow, guiding her out the hatchway.

"W have delayed the ferry while you board," he said. "For the sake of the project, please make
haste."

She was al ready out in the passageway and he was propelling her toward the ferry's | ower boarding
section.

"Wait," she said, "I don't think . . ."

"You have a task already awaiting you at the launch site," the captain said. "I amto informyou
that you will be doing a special Newsbreak there shortly after arrival and before your |aunch."

He handed her the nmessenger that she usually carried at her hip.

"Everything's in here," he said, and grinned.

Beatriz felt that he was entirely too happy for her own confort. Certainly the sight of his teeth
gave her no confort at all. She was curious, in her journalistic way, about the hows and whys of
the death squads. Her survival instinct overrode her curiosity. The security escort net them at
the gangway. He was short, young and | oaded down with several of her equi prent bags.

"A pleasure to have net you," the captain said, with another slight bow He handed her a stylus
and an envelope. "If you please, for my wife. She adnmires you and your show very nuch."

"What i s her nanme?"
"Anna. "

Beatriz wote in a hasty hand, "For Anna, for the future," and signed it with the appropriate
flourish. The captain nodded his thanks and Beatriz clinbed aboard the ferry. She had barely
cleared the second | ock when she felt it subnerge.

Wrship isn't really Iove. An object of worship can never be itself. Renenber that people |ove
peopl e, and vice versa. People fear gods.

-- Dwarf Maclntosh, Kel pmaster, Current Contro

The early nmorning light clarified the newdrift that Ben's |ife had taken. He knew that he woul d
use Crista's holy i mage on Shadowbox, nuch as Flattery had used it on Hol ovision, to manipul ate
the people of Pandora. He would use Crista to whip themup against Flattery. He knew that doing
this would further bury her humanity, her womanhood. Know ng he would do it cost hi m sonething,
too. He vowed it would not cost themtheir love that he already felt filling the space between
them There woul d be a way .

Damm!

Ben had not wanted anything to step between hinmself and the story he'd set out to get. Now he was
the lead story on prime tine. He and Crista had watched the Hol ovi si on newsbreak the ni ght before
in one of the Zavatans' underground chanbers. Though it didn't surprise him he found it ironic
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that Beatriz was taking his place.

"Good evening, |adies and gentlenmen," she began, "I'm Beatriz Tatoosh, standing in for Ben Ozette,
who is on assignment in Sappho. In our headlines this evening, Crista Galli was abducted a few
hours ago fromher quarters in the Preserve. Eight arned terrorists, thought to be Shadows . . ."

Maybe she thought she was doing nme a favor, he thought.

But it was no favor, at least not to Ben. He was not on assignnent in Sappho, and there had been
no eight armed terrorists. They'd sinply wal ked away. Beatriz read the lines that Flattery's
hired maggot fed her. Wapped up as she was in the Obiter and Project Voidship, she probably
didn't know the difference.

Ben wondered what was going on in the boardroom of Hol ovision right now Hol ovision was owned by
Merman Mercantile, and the Director had acquired control of Merman Mercantile through bribery,
mani pul ati on, extortion and assassination. This was the story that Ben had begun to broadcast on
Shadowbox. What had started as the biggest story of his |ife had beconme an act that woul d change
his life forever, probably change Crista's |life forever and perhaps save the people of Pandora
fromthe Director's backlash of poverty and hunger

Now Crista was hiding out with him He had touched her and |ived. He had kissed her and |ived
Even now, it took great self-control to keep Ben frommoving that pale |ock of hair out of the
corner of her nouth, to keep from caressing her forehead, to keep from slipping underneath the
sil ky cover and .

You're too young to be an old fool, he thought, so stop acting |ike one. You could be a dead
f ool

He reflected on the conbined coincidence, fate or divine inspiration that had brought them
together, at this tine, in this cubby, on this world a millenniumat |ight speed fromthe origins
of humans thenselves. It had taken thousands of years, travel fromstar to star, the near-

anni hilation of humankind to bring Ben and Crista Galli together. Avata, too, had been nearly
anni hil ated, but a few kel p genes were safely tucked away in nost Pandoran humans. Perhaps they
were all altered for eternity and these stray bits of the genetic code would bring them together
at |ast.

Wiy? he wondered. Wy us?

This was one of those times when Ben wished for a nornmal life. He did not want to be the

sal vation of society, the species, or anybody's salvation but his own. Things weren't working out
that way, and it was too |late now to change that. Now, against his better judgnment, he was once
again in love with an inpossible woman.

In the long scheme of things Crista was nuch nmore hunan than Avatan -- at |east, in appearance.
What her kel pness held in check was anyone's guess, including Crista's. 1In theory, it neant she
had many conpl ete mi nds, capable of thinking and acting independently. This had been discovered
in one of the Director's cherished studies. Crista herself had exhibited only one personality
during her five years under scrutiny, and it was the one subject that she was reluctant to speak
of with Ben.

She was alleged to be the daughter of Vata, and Vata was the "Holy Child" of the poet/prophet
Kerro Panille and Wael a TaoLini. Vata had been conceived in a thrash of human |inbs and the
intrusion of Avatan tendrils and spores inside the cabin of a sabotaged LTA centuries ago. She
was born with a total genetic nmenory and sone form of thignoconmunication conmon to the kel p. She
lay comatose for nearly two centuries.

The human purported to be Crista's father, Duque, had Avatan characteristics instilled through his
nother's egg in the labs of the infanmbus Jesus Lewis, the bioengi neer who once wi ped out the kelp
body of Avata. He very nearly destroyed humanity along with the kelp. Vata was the bel oved saint
of Pandora, synbol of the union of humanity with the gods, voice of the gods thenselves. Crista
Galli, beloved of Ben Ozette, was no |l ess godlike in her power and nystery, in her beauty, in the
shadow of death about her. This did not nmake | oving her easy.
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Ben knew that the kelp -- Avata -- had been the survival key to humans on Pandora. It was
difficult, maybe inpossible, for humans to relate to a sentient . . . kelp. And this new kel p was
not the same creature that the pioneers had encountered. Ben had studied The Hi stories enough to
agree with the experts -- this kelp was fragnented, it was not the single sentient being of old.
Many of the faithful anbng the people of Pandora clainmed that this was why Avata fornmed Crista
Galli, to present itself in an acceptable form This theory was fast gaining support.

Then what does it want?
To live!

The sudden thought intruded on his mind |ike a shout, startling himalert. It was a voice he
al rost recogni zed. He listened deep inside hinself, head tilted, but nothing nore came. The
sl eeper still slept.

The kel p, the body of Avata, was responsible for the stability of the very planet itself. One
nmoon had pul verized itself to asteroids while several continents had ripped apart |ike tissue
paper after the kelp was killed off by the bioengineer Jesus Lewis. Now, the kelp was repl anted
and the | and masses returned after a couple of centuries under the sea. Humans were relearning to
live on land as well as on or undersea. It pained Ben that people were still just scratching in
dirt when they should be thriving.

That's the Director's fault, he renmi nded hinself, not the kelp's.

The Director refused to recognize publicly the sentience of the kelp and used it sinply as a
mechani sm a series of powerful switches that controlled worldw de currents and, to sone degree,
weat her. Everyone knew this was getting nore difficult daily. There was nore kelp daily, and
very little of it was hooked up to Current Control

The kelp is resisting Flattery, he thought. Wen it breaks conmpletely free, | want it to have a
consci ence.

Ben's diligent research, with a few leads from Crista, uncovered the secret reports and he knew
the real depth of Flattery's interest in what one paper called "the Avata Phenonmenon." Ben had
spoken with the Zavatans, nmonks in the hills who used the kelp in their rituals.

Crista says the Director should be consulting the kel p! he thought. And | get the sane story from
t hose nonks.

She stirred again, and he knew she woul d wake soon. She woul d see the dockside shops fill with
vendors and hear the norning calls fromthe street of: "MIk! Juices!" "Eggs! W have |licensed
squawk eggs today!" This was one of the many snall pleasures that the Director had denied her --

human conpani onshi p. Ben knew that he, too, in his way, would deny her this.
For now, he reninded hinself. Soon, we will have all the tinme in the world together.

From the cof fee shop bel ow he could hear the faint scrape of furniture, the nmetallic clink of
utensils and chi na.

Ben Ozette | eaned back against the wall and let out a long, slow breath. Though he'd refused to
admt it until now, he was surprised to be alive. He'd not only touched the forbidden Crista
Glli, but he'd kissed her. It was twelve hours |ater and he was still breathing. They'd nade it
t hrough the night w thout Vashon Security hunting them down. He waited for Crista to wake, for

Ri co's code-knock at the door, to see what they woul d nake of the rest of their |ives.

When you see a cloud rising in the west, you say at once, "A shower is comng,"” and so it comes to
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pass. And when you see the south wind blow, you say, "There will be a scorching heat," and so it
comes to pass. You hypocrites! you know how to judge the face of the sky and of the earth; but
howis it that you do not judge this time?

-- Jesus

Crista Galli's first nenory of waking up that norning on Kal al och was of the way the |ight caught
the carved cup in Ben Ozette's hand, and of his hand. She wanted that hand to touch her, to brush
her cheek or rest on her shoulder. It was so still, that hand bal ancing the cup on his knee, that

she lay there for a while wondering whether he had fallen asleep sitting up beside the bed. She
shuddered at the thought of sitting in one of those pieces of ghastly Islander furniture, a living
creature that they called "chairdog."

Kal al och, too, was waking outside. She heard the stirrings of people and the stutter of engines
starting as the dozer and crawl er crews headed for another day's work advancing the perineter

The hungry and honel ess of a dozen grounded islands al so woke fromtheir sleep in the gritty folds
of greater Kal al och.

Crista listened to the closer, warmer sound of Ben's quiet breathing.
God, she thought, what if I'd killed hin®

She stifled a giggle, imagining the news | ead as Ben hinself mght have witten it: "Holovision's
popul ar Nightly News correspondent Ben Ozette was ki ssed to death [ ast night on assi gnnent "

The warnth, the taste of that kiss replayed itself in her mind. This was her first kiss, the one

she'd nearly given up on

Ben suffered no ill effects, which she attributed to the action of Flattery's daily dose of
antidote, still in her system Yet she had received the flood of Ben's past with the touch of his
lips to her own, a cascade of nenories, enotions and fear that nearly paralyzed her with its
unexpected clarity and force.

There were these matters of his life that she preferred not to know Ben's first kiss, a pretty
redhead; his last kiss, Beatriz Tatoosh. Both of these and nore lingered on her own lips. She

wi t nessed his first |ovemaki ng through the menory of his cells, witnessed his birth, the sinking
of CGuemnes Island, the deaths of his parents. H's nmenories inpregnated her very cells, waiting for
her own enotional trigger that would call themto life.

She had received his nenories with his kiss, too stunned to tell him Her dreans that night were
his dreanms, his nenories. She saw Shadowbox as he saw it, as the organ of truth in a body riddled
with lies. She knew that he, |ike herself, was vulnerable and lonely and had a life to live for
others. She did not want to keep this fromhim the fact that she now owned his life. She did
not want to | ose himnow that they had finally found each other, and she did not want to be the
death of him either.

Ben was not afraid of "the Tingle," as people called it -- this kelp death that supposedly | urked
in her touch as it did in sone kelp, within her very chem stry. Sonetines she didn't believe it,
either. Flattery hinself had devel oped the antidote, which he sawto it that she received daily.
It did not dimnish the chenmical nessages she received, such as Ben's menories. It merely nuted
those that her body might send. Still, none dared touch her and all of her attendants in
Flattery's conpound kept her at a safe distance

This was the first norning in her nmenory that she did not wake up to attendants, endless tests, to
the difficult task of being a revered prisoner in the great house of the Director. Crista had
slept the refreshing sleep of the newborn in spite of their escape, their hiding, her first Kkiss.
An enptiness runbl ed through her stomach as delicious aromas rose to her of pastries, hot breads,
cof f ee.

Sonewher e beneath them hot sebet sizzled on a grill. Meat was sonething she craved. Flattery's
| abt echs had explained this to her, some nunbo-junbo about her Avatan genes affecting her protein
synthesis, but she knew this sinply as hunger. She also hungered for fresh fruits of all kinds,
and nuts and grains. The very thought of a sal ad gagged her and al ways had.
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Though they'd fled here in the night, Crista had nenorized the warrenli ke underground systemthey
took to get fromthe Director's conplex at the Preserve to this Islander community at Kal al och

She was reni nded of the maze of kel pways down under. She knew not hing of the |ocal geography save
that she was near the sea, relieving sonme other hunger that runbled wthin.

She heard the sea now, a wet pul se over the babble of street vendors and the increasing traffic of
the day. Pandorans were an early lot, she'd heard, but unhurried. It is difficult for the hungry
to hurry. Only a very few remained on their traditional organic islands. Drifting the seas had
become nmuch too dangerous a life in this day of jagged coastlines and sea | anes choked with kel p.
The majority who settled |andside still called thenselves "Islander” and retained their old
manners of dress and custom Those |slanders whom she'd known at the Preserve conpound were
either servants or security, close-nouthed about their lives outside Flattery's great basalt

wal I's. Many were horribly nutated, a revulsion to Flattery but a fascination to her.

Crista Galli tucked the cover under her chin and stretched backward, unfolding to the sunlight,
aware of sone new nobdesty in the conpany of Ben Ozette. She had all of the intimacies of his life
stored in her head, now, and she was afraid of what he might think of her if he knew. She felt
herself flush, a bit of a voyeur, as she renenbered his first night with Beatriz.

Men are so strange, Crista thought. He'd brought her here on the run from Vashon security and the
Director, assured her that they were safely hidden in this tiny cubby, then he sat up all night
besi de her rather than join her in bed. He'd already proven i mune to her deadly touch, and she
liked the kiss as nmuch as the daring gesture of the kiss.

The attentions of other nen, the Director anong them had taught her sonething of the power of her
beauty. Ben Ozette was attracted to her, that had been clear the first tine she'd | ooked into his
eyes. They were green, sonething |like her owmn only darker. She treasured the one magic kiss they
had shared before she slept. She treasured his nmenories that now were hers, the famly she shared
with him his |lovers .

Her reverie was interrupted by a shriek in the street below, then a |long, high-voiced wail that
chilled her in spite of her warmbed. She lay quiet while Ben set aside his cup and rose to the
wi ndow.

They' ve found soneone, she thought, sonmeone who's been kill ed.

Ben had told her about the bodies in the streets in the norning, but it was sonething too far from
her life to inagine.

"The death squads | eave themfor a |l esson,” he said. "Bodies are there in the nornings for people
to see when they go to work, when they take the children to their creche. Sonme have no hands,
sonme have no tongues or heads. Sone are nutilated obscenely. |If you stop to |ook, you are
questioned: 'Do you know this man? Conme with us.' No one wants to go with them Sooner or

later a wife is notified, or a mother or a son. Then the body is renoved."”

Ben had seen hundreds of such bodies in his work, and she had glinpsed these the night before in
the speedy unreeling of his nenories into her own. This wail she thought nust cone from a nother
who had just found her dead son. Crista was not tenpted to | ook outside. Ben returned to his
wat ch at her bedsi de.

Had he seen anything of her when she kissed hinf Such a thing happened sonetines with the kelp
but sel dom anynore with herself. It had happened with others who'd touched her. First, the shock
of wi de-eyed disbelief; then, the unfocused eyes and the trembling; at |ast, the waking and the
registry of stark terror. For those who had been | ucky enough to wake.

What did | show then? she wondered. Wy sonme and not all? She had studied the kelp's history and
found no help there, precious little confort. She still snoldered over sone research tech's
pointed reference to her "famly tree."

She renmenbered how she had been kept alive down under by the cilia of the kelp that probed the
recesses of her body. She received the ministrations of the nysterious, nearly nythol ogi ca
Swi mrers, the severest of human nutations. Adapted conpletely to water, Swimers resenbl ed giant,
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gilled sal amanders nore than humans. They occupi ed caves, O acles, abandoned Mernan out posts and
sonme kel p I agoons. She had been one with the kel p, nore kelp than human, for her first nineteen
years. There were sonme of Flattery's people who thought that she had been manufactured by the
kel p, but she herself believed that couldn't be true.

A lot of other Pandorans sported the green-eyed gene of the kelp, including Ben. At alittle over
a nmeter and a half tall she could | ook over the heads of npbst wonmen and | ooked nbst nmen nearly in
the eye. Her surface network of blue veins was slightly nore visible than other people's because
she was nearly pale enough to be translucent. The blood in her veins was red, based on iron, and
incontrovertibly human -- facts that had been established her first day out of the kelp.

Her full 1ips puckered slightly when she was thinking, hanging on the edge of a kiss. Her
straight, slender nose flared slightly at the nostrils and flared even nore when she was angry --
anot her enotion she dared not indul ge anong Flattery's peopl e.

Crista had been educated by the touch of the kelp, which infused in her certain genetic nenories
of the humans that it had encountered. Before Flattery took power, npbst humans contacted the kelp
by being buried at sea. She had to shut out the flood of nmenories that canme rolling in with the
sounds of the nearby waves. She treated herself to another |anguorous stretch then turned to Ben

"Did you sit up all night?"

"Coul dn't sleep anyway," he said.

He stood slowy, working out the kinks in his body, then sat on the edge of her bed.

Crista sat up and | eaned agai nst his shoulder. The disturbance bel ow their w ndow was gone. They
faced the plaz, the norning sunlight off the bay, and Crista was lulled into a half-sleep by the
warnth fromthe wi ndow, the coziness of Ozette beside her, and the harnoni ous chatter of the
street vendors. |In the distance she heard the heavy machi nery of construction tear into the
hills.

"WIIl we | eave here soon?" she asked. She was invigorated by the sunlight, the plop-plop-plop of
waves agai nst the bul khead and a whiff of broiling sebet on the air. The years of lies and

i mprisonnent at the hands of the Director washed through her like a current of cold blood. Every
nmorni ng that she had awakened in his conmpound she sinply wanted to curl up under those covers and
doze. Today, wherever Ben Ozette was going, Crista was going with him

Sormeone whistled at their hatch, a short nusical phrase, repeated once. It was the sane kind of
whi st | e-1 anguage that she'd heard from docksi de the night before.

Ozette grunted, rapped twice on the deck. A single whistle replied.

"Qur people,” he said. "They will nobve us this norning, nmuch as 1'd |ike to show you the
nei ghborhood. Rico is setting it up. The whole world knows by now that you're gone. The reward
for your return, and for ny head, will be enough to tenpt even good people . . . on either side.

There is much hunger."

"I can't go back there," she said. "I won't. | have seen the sky. You kissed ne .
He sniled at her, offered her a drink of his water. But he did not kiss her.

She knew that he would be killed if caught, that Flattery had al ready signed his death warrant.
The Warrior's Union would take care of it, had probably already taken care of every servant and
sel ected others at the Preserve.

The ni ght before, enmerging fromthe underground, they had dodged from building to building al ong
the waterfront streets, fearful of security patrols enforcing Flattery's curfew Crista had
stopped in the open to | ook at the stars and at Pandora's nearer noons. She bathed firsthand in
the touch of a cool breeze on her face and arns, snelled the charcoal cookery of the poor, saw the
stars with only the atnosphere in her way.

"I want to go outside," she whispered. "Can we go out soon, to the street?"
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Al ways the answer fromthe Director had been no. It was always no. "The denons," they would say
at first, "you would hardly make a neal for them" O, later, "The Shadows want you killed," the
Director would say. Lately, he had repeated, "You can't tell -- the swine could |Iook |ike anyone.

It would be horrible if they got their hooks into you."

The Director had a particular |leer that gave her the creeps, though to hear himtell it there was
no one who could protect her but him no one she could trust in the world but him For nost of
that five years she had believed him Shadowbox changed all that. Then Ben Ozette canme to do his
story, and she realized that the only reason Flattery forbade her touch was his fear that she
woul d | earn sonething fromhim fromhis people, and expose his intricate systemof |ies.

"Yes," Ben said. "We'Ill get out soon. Things are going to get very hot here very soon

He stiffened suddenly and swore under his breath. He pointed at a Vashon security patrol working
their way down the pierside toward them two men on each side of the street. They poured an

i nsidious stillness over a choppy sea of commuters and shoppers in the nmarketplace. The press of
conmmuters crowding toward the ferries parted for them without touching.

Each guard carried a snall |asgun slung under one arm and from each belt hung various tools of
the security trade: coup baton for infighting hand to hand, charges for the lasguns, a fistful of
smal | but efficient devices of chemical and nmechanical restraint. They each wore a pair of
mrrored sungl asses -- trademark of the Warrior's Union, the Director's personal assassination
squad. Anong the people there was nmuch sniling, headshaking, shoul der-shruggi ng; sone cringed.

Crista watched the pair work their way along the dockside street and felt the small hairs rise on
her arnms and the back of her neck

"Don't worry," Ben said, as though reading her mnd. Wth his hand on her bare shoul der |ike that
she believed it was possible that he was reading her mind -- or, at least, her enotions. She

| oved his touch. She felt a new flood of his life enter through her skin. It stored itself
somewhere in her brain while her eyes went on watching the street.

The security teamleft one man in front of each building in turn while the other searched inside
They were cl ose.

"What do we do?" she asked.
He reached to the other side of the bed for a bundle of Islander clothes and set themin her |ap.
"Cet dressed," he said, "and watch. Stay back fromthe plaz."

There was a sudden, concussive whunp and a flash of orange fromthe harbor, then a roil of black
snoke. The street turned into a scranble of bodies as people ran to their boats dockside and to
their firefighting stations. Pandorans had used hydrogen for their engines and stoves, their
wel di ng torches and power production since the old days. Hydrogen storage tanks were everywhere,
and fire one of their great fears.

"What . . . ?"

"An old coracle,” Ben said, "registered to ne. They will be busy for a while. Wth luck, they
will believe we were aboard."

Anot her whunp took Crista's breath away, and as she pulled on the unfaniliar clothing she saw that
the security squad had not disappeared with the cromd. They canme on with the sane precision and
del i beration, door to door. The street was nearly enpty as everyone el se who was abl e-bodi ed
fought the fires or noved nearby boats to safety.

Wil e Ben stood watch beside the window, Crista pulled on a heavily enbroidered white cotton dress
that was nuch too big for her. Her breasts, though not small, bobbled free inside. She held the
fabric away fromher flat belly and | ooked questioningly at Ben

He tossed her a black pajana-type worksuit of the Islanders that appeared identical to the one he
wore. Froma drawer beside the bed he pulled a | ong woven sash and handed it to her.
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"I don't know how to tell you this, but you're pregnant. Qite a ways al ong, too.

When she still didn't follow his intent, he said, "Strap the worksuit on your belly to fill out
the dress," he said. "You'll need it later. For now, you are a pregnant Islander. | amyour
man. "

She strapped the worksuit around her as instructed and adjusted the dress. In the mrror beside

the hatch she did | ook pregnant.

Crista watched in the mrror as Ben wapped a | ong red bandana around his head, letting the tails
fall between his shoul der blades. It was enbroidered with the same geonetries that appeared on
her dress.

My nman, she thought with a smle, and we're dressing to go out.

She patted the paddi ng on her stomach fondly and rested her hand there, half-expecting to fee
some tiny novenent. Ben stood behind her and tied a simlar bandana around her forehead. He gave
her a floppy straw hat to wear over it.

"This manner of dress is the mark of the Island | grew up on," he said. "You have heard about
GQuenes | sl and?"

"Yes, of course. Sunk the year before | was born."

"Yes," he said. "You are now the pregnant wife of a GQuenes Island survivor. Anong |slanders you

will receive the greatest respect. Anong Mernen you will be treated with the deference that only
the guilty can bestow. As you know, it neans absolutely nothing anong Flattery's people. W have
no papers, there wasn't tinme . "

Two whistles at their hatch. Two different whistles.

"That's Rico," he said, and matched her smile. "Now we get to go outside."

The things that people want and the things that are good for themare very different. . . . Geat
art and donestic bliss are nmutually inconpatible. Sooner or later, you'll have to make your

choi ce.

-- Arthur C. d arke

Beatriz dozed awhile on the couch after shutting off her alarm The dark, plazless office at the
|l aunch site hel ped keep the fabric of her dreamalive. Freed fromthe confines of her mnd, it
flowed about the roomwith the ease of a ghost. In a way, it was a ghost.

She had been dreamnmi ng of Ben, of their last night together, and there were parts of the dreamthat

she wanted to savor. It was two years ago, the night before she nade her first trip up to the

Orbiter, before she met Mack. She was nervous about her first shuttle flight to the Orbiter, and
Ben was going off to the H gh Reaches to neet with sone Zavatan elder. In spite of the fact that
they'd been lovers for years, they both felt awkward. It was ending, they knew it was endi ng, but

neither of themcould talk about it.

It was early evening, clear and warm A shot of sunset still streaked the horizon pink and bl ue
They sat aboard one of Holovision's foils at dockside, in the crew s quarters. She renmenbered the
fam liar shlup-shlip of water against the hull and the occasional nutter of wld squawks settling
down. Children played their evening ganmes before being called in for the night and they whistle-
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signaled frompier to pier. She and Ben had tal ked of children, of wanting them and of bad
timng. This night the rest of their crews had discreetly left themalone. She found out |ater
it was at Rico's suggestion

"Wonen are the answer," Ben said, handing her a glass of white wine.
"And what was the question?"

She touched gl asses with him sipped, and set it down. She did not want to ride a rocket into
orbit in the norning with a hangover

Ben's green eyes | ooked particularly beautiful against his dark skin. H's |Iean, nmuscul ar body had
al ways been perfect with hers. She couldn't understand why he had to go off on his wild projects
chasi ng down Shadows when he could stay and work with her. She'd covered as nuch death as she
cared to, it was tinme they thought of thensel ves.

I want to report on life, advances, progress.

"Worren represent |ife, advances, progress," he said.
The hair prickled at the back of her neck

"Are you reading ny m nd?"

"Would | dare?" he asked.

Those green eyes twinkled in their way that shot sonmething straight into her heart. Watever it
was was warm and it always nelted downward |ike a hand inside her underwear. Beatriz was a
strong wonman, and she knew it. She also knew that Ben Ozette was the only man who ever made her
weak in the knees. She sipped her wine and kept the glass at her chest.

"What am | thinking now?" she asked, feeling she had to change the subject.

"You're wishing 1'd get on with whatever it was | was going to say so that we can get on with the
eveni ng. "

She laughed a little |ouder than she liked, and ran a hand through her black hair.
"Way, M. Ozette, what kind of girl do you think I an®"
He ignored her flirtation. His manner turned serious.

"I think you're the kind of girl who wants to see the best for everyone -- for the refugees,
yoursel f, even Flattery. You've covered sonme of the nobst horrible disasters and bl oodi est
atrocities this world has seen. | know because | was there. Now it won't go away, So you're
going away. You want to see progress, you want to see good things. Wll, sodo I . . ."

"But | ook what you're doing!" She fisted her thigh and scooted back in the couch. "OK, security
is nore than enthusiastic, that's bad enough. |If you nmake heroes out of the people fighting them
then nmore will join them They will have to fight the same way. There will be no end to the
cycle. Dammt, Ben, that's why they call it 'Revolution.” Weels turn and turn in place and the
vehicle gets nmired dowm. |'ve cone damed close to dying nore tines than | can count -- nost of
those times with you -- and now | want to get sonmewhere. | want a famly . "

Ben set down his glass and grasped her hand across the table.

"I know," he said. "I understand. Maybe |I understand nore than you think. | want to offer you
Iife, advances, progress.”

Nei t her of them spoke for a while, but their hands conversed with each other in the faniliar
| anguage of | overs.

"OK," she said. She tossed off her wine, trying to appear |ighthearted, "what's the plan, nman?"
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"I don't know the plan, yet," he said. "But | know the key. [It's information. Qur business,
remenber ?"
"Yes?" She refilled her glass, then his. "Explain."

"You didn't see any wonen in Flattery's security force, and you set out to do a story, renenber?
What happened?"

"Not approved, we never shot a centineter
"And how many tinmes has that happened?"

"To nme? Not nmuch. But then, there are plenty of stories to do, nore than I'Il ever live to do, |
just find another one or take an assi gnnent "

"An inportant point," Ben said. He hunched over their little table, tapping the top with his

index finger. "If Flattery doesn't get flattered, the story, whatever it is, doesn't get aired.
He is froma different world -- literally, a different world. He is froma world that starves
wonen and children because they are on the wong side of an imaginary line, and he won't allow
themto cross it. W are froma world that used to teach: 'Life, at all cost. Preserve life.'

Pandora has been adversary enough. W haven't been able to afford the luxury of fighting anongst
oursel ves."

"So, | don't get where . . ."

"Hal f of the shows | do get dropped,"” Ben said. "It's not because they're not good, it's because
it's getting harder and harder to keep Flattery fromlooking Iike the hood that he is. Wat would
happen i f people refused to have anything to do with him-- refused to speak with him feed him

shelter him-- what woul d happen then?"
She | aughed agai n.
"What makes you think they'd do that? It would take --"

"Informati on. Show himup for what he is, show the people what they can do. This whole world's
been a disaster since Flattery took over. He prom ses them food and keeps them hungry. He keeps
us in line because we know what he can do to us. |If people knew they'd be no nore hungry without
Flattery, without the Vashon Security Force, would they put up with hin®"

"I't would take a mracle," she finished.

She couldn't ook himin the eye. This was the conversation she really didn't want to have on
their last night together. He |eaned over and kissed her on the cheek

"I"'msorry," he said. "I'mrunning off at the nouth again. | interviewed a group of nothers
today who are petitioning the Chief of Security for news of their sons and husbands who have

di sappeared. Another group, over five hundred nothers, says that they had sons killed but there
was never an investigation, never an arrest. They say security did it, there are witnesses. Now,
I don't know about that. Wat | do knowis that nothers are the ones on the march. Holovision's
refusing to pick up onit, forbidding ne to report on what people have the right to know. There
has to beaway . . . I'mjust thinking out loud, is all."

He ki ssed her again on the cheek, then lifted her chin.

"I'"ll shut up now," he said. He kissed her lips and she pulled himdown to the carpet beside the
tabl e.

"Prom se?" She kissed himback, and untucked his shirt fromhis pants so she could get her hands
under his clothes, onto his smooth, warm skin.

Hi s hands unbuttoned her |slander bl ouse, unpeeled her cotton skirt and found her bare under both.

"Pretty daring," he muttered, and kissed her belly as she undressed him
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"You realize we're going to get rug burn."
"I thought you prom sed to shut up."

Her alarmwent off again and startled Beatriz out of her waking dream She shut it off and sat up
to give herself sone energy. Ben had been right about the rug burn. They' d kicked the wi ne over
on thensel ves, too. She was sure that had been the night that Ben conceived the idea for
Shadowbox. She sighed, trying to lift a heavy sadness from her chest.

Too bad we coul dn't have conceived a little one, she thought. It mght've saved us both.

If they had, she woul dn't have met Mack. Her relationship with Ben prepared her for Mack. He was
alittle older, and because of his upbringing on Moonbase he wanted a family as much as she did.

Beatriz pressed the "start" key on her pocket nessenger and it announced: "0630 . . ." She
twi sted the vol ume knob down and massaged her tired eyelids. The preliminary briefing fromthe
Hol ovi si on head office would be followed by nore details before air time so she hal f-1istened,
intent only on news of Ben Ozette. Another deep sigh

The snell at her launch site office down under was distinctly Merman -- air swept clean of

particul ate, saturated with the scent of nold inhibitors and sterile water. Lighting in

Hol ovi sion's smal |l broadcast studio always dried things out a bit and hel ped her breathe easier on
the air. She suspected she would be on the air again in |l ess than half an hour

She pulled the legs of her singlesuit straight and unbunched the winkl ed sleeves from her

arnmpits. Her office was backlit in the Merman way, so her reflection in the plaz was a warm one,
capturing the glow of her brown skin and the sheen of her shaggy black hair. Her generation and
Ben's was the first in two centuries to have nore children born to the ancient norm of human
appearance than not. Beatriz did not pity the severely nutated, pity was an enotion that nost
Pandorans could do without. She thanked the odds daily for her natural good |ooks. Right now she
want ed a hot shower before facing her nmessenger's |atest story of woe.

That's what Ben always called it, she thought. She spoke it aloud, "'Another story of woe.'"

Fati gue and a hal f-sl eep deepened her voice enough that it sounded vaguely like his. It made her
want to hear his voice, to argue with himone nore tine about who worked the hardest and who got
the shower first. She sniled in spite of her worry. It was nore than synbolic that they had

al ways wound up in hot water together

It was fear for Ben that nmade her not want to face the nmessenger just yet. It was hard enough to
face the fact that she still loved him though in an unloverly way.

Sui ci de, she thought. He might just as well have run the perinmeter on a bet and |l et a dasher have
at him

Beatriz knew the signs, and it was Ben who'd made her aware of them Crossing the Director was a
survival matter.

She dol | oped enough milk into her coffee to cool it off, then sipped at the rimwhile she repl ayed
the brief, chilling nessage.

0630 Meno:

Location brief, Launch Bay Five, air tine 0645.

Lead: Crista Galli still in hands of Shadows.

Second lead: OMCs to Orbital Station today.

Detail: ref terrorists, arns, drugs, religious fervor, Shadows. Final assenbly of Voidship drive
inorbit, OMC installation inmnent. |Itens follow on Location

Secondary di scretion: Mndatory at 0640.
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Tinme out: 0631.

Beatriz glanced at the processor's tine display: 0636.

"Secondary Discretion!" she muttered. That meant they were doing a tine-delay. Tinme enough that
Hol ovi sion could run a pretaped Newsbreak if she didn't show up or, worse, if they didn't Iike
what she said on the air. Ben had warned her it would cone to this.

"Dam! "
What el se was he right about?

The elevator to the Newsbreak studio at Launch Bay Five was only a dozen meters down the
passageway from her office. She fingered the tangles out of her hair and hurried out the
hat chway. The hurry didn't slow her worrying one whit.

Ben had sonething to do with this Crista Glli thing, and she knew that Flattery knew that, too.
Why, then, was there still no rel ease on Ben? The answer was one that Ben had tried to warn her
about, and it chilled her to think it.

They' Il see that he di sappears, she thought. |If there's nothing on himin the briefing . . . She
didn't want to think of that.

Flattery knows about us . . . about Ben, she thought. She knew about the disappearances, the
bodies in the streets of Kalaloch in the nornings. Ben had warned her about this nore than once
and shown her firsthand, finally, how it happened. She knew that unpopul ar peopl e di sappear ed.
She had never thought it woul d happen to one of them

Anot her thought shook her as she faced the el evator
If | don't say sonething about himon the air, then he's going to disappear for sure!

She was scheduled to fly with the crew that delivered the OMCs to the Orbital Station for their
Voi dship installation. He nust know about her budding relationship with Mack, that was no secret.
The installation of the Organic Mental Cores was a nice piece of propaganda for Flattery that
woul d take her conveniently out of the picture. It would also make it inpossible for her to

i nvestigate Ben's di sappearance on her own.

She hadn't known what to think |ast night when she'd had to fill in for Ben. She'd read the
pronmpter cold, too surprised at the lie on her screen, at the suddenness of the lie, to challenge
it there. Flattery had finally tossed her a gauntlet.

What is the worst? she asked hersel f now
The worst would be that they woul d both di sappear

She squeezed into the el evator anong the press of techs and nechanics, left their greetings
unreturned. They were a sweaty bunch in the cranped hunmidity.

What is for sure?

For sure Ben woul d di sappear if she said nothing, if Holovision Nightly News continued to lie
about his absence.

She rounded the passageway into the studio suite of the Hol ovision feature assignment crew. It
was an engi ne assenbly hangar with ten-nmeter-high ceilings. The makeup tech's hands were fussing
over Beatriz's hair and face as soon as she entered the hatchway. Soneone el se hel ped her slip
into a bul ky pullover blouse with the Holovision logo at the left breast. As usual, several of
the crew were tal king at once, none of them saying what she wanted to hear. She wouldn't be doing
this Newsbreak unless Ben were still m ssing.

She had seen Ben and Crista Galli together a few days ago at Flattery's conpound. Ben and Cri sta,
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in the hibiscus courtyard, Ben |eaning toward Crista in that intent way he had. Beatriz knew then

that he had fallen in love with the girl. She also knew that he probably didn't know that yet

hi msel f.

| should have had a talk with him. . . not a lover talk, a friend talk. Now he night be dead.
She patted her cheeks flush and the lights turned up. It was nearly tine, and still she spoke to

no one, heard little, viewed the blank pronpter with a certain nmeasure of fear. He had held her
own gaze intently hundreds of tines over the years, dozens of times with the same argument.

"I look at the big picture,"” she'd say. "Pandora's unstable, we've seen that. W could all die
here on any given day at the whimof neteorology. W need another world . . ." And he would
al ways argue for the now.

"Peopl e are hungry now," he would say. "They need to be fed now or there won't be a later for any
of us . "

She always felt insignificant in the studio in spite of her fame, but today as they scrubbed and
dusted her face, fluffed her hair and placed her earpiece she was witing her own script for the
Newsbreak -- one that she hoped would keep Ben in the news but keep Flattery off her back. She
| ooked into the pronpter, adjusted the contrast and cleared her throat. She had thirty seconds.
She cleared her throat again, smled at the lens cluster and took a deep breath.

"Ten seconds, B."

She let the breath out slow, blinked her eyes for the shine and said to the red Iight, "Good
Mor ni ng, Pandora. This is Beatriz Tatoosh for Newsbreak . "

Since every object is sinply the sumof its qualities, and since qualities exist only in the m nd
the whol e objective universe of matter and energy, atons and stars does not exist except as a
construction of the consciousness, an edifice of conventional synbols shaped by the senses of man.

-- Lincoln Barnett, The Universe and Dr. Einstein

Alyssa Marsh lived in the past, because the past was all that Flattery could not strip from her
He had tried chemicals, |aser probes, tiny inplants but the person who had been Al yssa Marsh
survived themall.

He is afraid, she thought. He is afraid that ny life here has nade me unfit as an OMC -- and he's
right.

He had taken her body away fiber by fiber, or taken her away from her body. Her carotids and
jugul ars had been bypassed to a |life-support system and she had been decapitated, then Flattery
hi msel f excised the remai ning fl esh and bone fromaround her unfeeling brain. The only sense she
retai ned was the vaguest sense of being. She no longer felt nuch kinship with humans, and had no
way of knowi ng how |l ong she'd felt that way. Until soneone hooked her up to her Voidship she had
no nmeans of measuring tine. Tinme becane her newest toy. Tine, and the past.

Even fog has substance, she thought.

Logic told her that her brain still existed or she wouldn't be entertaining herself with these
thoughts. Training in her Moon-base creche hundreds of years ago had prepared her for her
responsibility as an OMC -- purely nental functions, naking human deci sions out of nechanically
derived data -- but Pandora had opened up other possibilities, all of themrequiring a body.
Having a child, sonething she'd never have been pernmitted as a Mwon-base clone, changed her
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perspective but it didn't change her indoctrination. She kept her child' s birth secret,
especially fromhis father, Raja Lon Flattery nunber six, the Director

Wthout eyes or ears she would have thought herself a perpetual prisoner of a conmpletely silent
darkness. Wthout skin she expected not to feel, and without the rest she inagined she'd sniffed
her |ast blossom tasted her |ast bootleg chocolate. None of this proved to be true

Alyssa had expected to be cut off fromher senses, but reality proved her to be free of them
instead. Like the gods, she was free now to clench the folds of tinme and replay her life at will,
m ni ng sensory details that she'd mi ssed when they filtered through her enotions. She did not

m ss her enotions nuch, either, but she allowed as this mght be a sinple denial process
protecting what was | eft of Alyssa Marsh fromthe full horror of what Flattery had done to her

"You'll be the Organic Mental Core," he had announced to her. He spoke of it as privilege, honor,
as the salvation of humankind. He might have been right about the salvation of humankind. At the
time, even drugged as she was, she didn't buy the first two. She recognized that she was
listening to one of the ol dest argunents for martyrdom known to her speci es.

"Be reasonable,” he'd told her. "Accept this banner and you will live in a thousand bodies. The
Voi dship itself will become your bones, your skin."

"Spare ne the speech,"” she slurred, her tongue thickened by drugs. "lI'mready. |If you're not
going to let me go back to my studies in the kelp, if you're not going to kill me, then just get
on with it."

She now felt that the major difference between herself and the kel p was that the kel p's entire
body was also its brain. The tissues were integrated and the appropriate acconplishnments
measurable. Flattery would hear none of this.

He had spoken to her of an Elysiumof sorts, of a pain-free and di sease-free life. He remni nded
her that an OMC in its harness was the closest that humans came to inmortality. This did nothing
to confort her. She knew the insanity record of other OMCs, the rate at which they'd turned rogue
and destroyed their host ships and their expendabl e cargoes of clones, clones |like herself, and
Flattery, and Mack. |Indeed, the sane thing had happened aboard the Voidship Earthling, which
brought themall to Pandora. Three OMCs went crazy and the crew had to fabricate an artificia
intelligence to save their skins. |t brought themto Pandora and abandoned themt here.

I' munderstanding that nore and nore, she thought. [1'd like to neet this Ship sonetine, interface
to interface.

Wrds had al ways anused her, and a |l ack of flesh to laugh with did not seemto dimnish that
anusenent. Thi nki ng of her son was al ways serious, however, especially since he'd nade such good
headway in Flattery's security service. She thought of himnow because her one regret was not
seeing himface to face before she .

Shucked nmy nortal coil, she thought. | wanted to see himwith ny own eyes. No . . . |
wanted himto see ne before . . . this.

She had given himup to an upwardly nmobile Merman couple rather than risk what woul d happen if
Flattery found out she'd borne hima son. She had been afraid he would kill her and take the son
turning himinto another ruthl ess Director

| shoul d've kept him she thought. He's turned out like Flattery, anyway.

The boy woul d know by now -- she'd left the appropriate papers hidden in her cubby before Flattery
reduced her to a convoluted lunp of pink tissue. It had been her last act of sentimentality.

"Your body betrays you," Flattery growl ed that |ast day. "You've had a child. Were is it?"

"I gave it up," she said. "You know how | am about nmy work. | have no time for anything but the
kelp. Achild. . . well, it was only a tenporary inconveni ence."

It was the kind of argument that Flattery woul d nake, and he bought it. He never seened to
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suspect that the child was his. Their liaison had been brief enough and | ong enough ago that
Flattery seemed not to renenber it at all. He had nmade no further reference to it after she left
his cubby for the last tine nore than twenty years back. He only grunted his acknow edgnent,
probably thinking that the child was the product of a recent indiscretion. He could not deny her
passion for her work in the kelp. Only Dwarf Maclntosh shared her passion for delving into this
myst eri ous near-consci ousness that filled Pandora's seas.

I should have kept himw th ne in the kel p, she thought. Now he's becone what |'d nost feared and
I've | ost his presence, too.

In her present state, the OMC Alyssa Marsh dwelt often on that birth and those few precious
monments her child had been with her. He had stopped crying inmediately after birth, happy to
watch the Natali as they cleaned up his nother and the room He had a full head of black hair and
seened fully alert right fromthe start.

"He was a nonth overdue,” the mdwi fe said. "Looks like he wasn't wasting his tine in there."

After a few nminutes she handed himto the couple who would give himtheir name. Frederick and
Kazimra Brood had visited her weekly for the past few nonths, and they had made full arrangenents

for his care. It would cost Al yssa dearly, but she wanted himto have the best of chances.
Flattery was determned to turn Kalaloch into a real city, the center of Pandoran thought and
comrerce. He had hired the young Broods -- an architect and a social geographer -- to build the

security warehouses and garrisons for his troops. There was talk at the tinme that they night get
the university contract. Wo could have foreseen the changes in Pandora, the changes in Flattery
t hen?

| could, she thought. | thought devel opnent of the kelp as an ally nore inportant than raising ny
son.

If she had had her body with her, she would have let out a long, slow breath to relieve the
tension that woul d have been brewing in her belly. She had neither belly nor breath and her
reason now was relatively free of enotion.

| did the right thing, she thought. |In the grand schenme of humankind, | did the right thing.

Even if they, with m nds overconme by greed, see no evil in the destruction of a famly, see no sin
in the treachery to friends, shall we not, who see the evil of destruction, shall we not refrain
fromthis terrible deed?

-- from Zavatan Conversations with the Avata, Queets Twi sp, el der
Fl utterby Bodeen unrolled her precious bolt of stolen nuslin across the dusty attic deck. Her
t hree young school mates cl apped in their excitenent.

"You did it!" Jaka cheered. He was twelve, lanky, and the only boy. Hs father, |ike
Flutterby's, worked down under at the Shuttle Launch Site, or SLS. His nother also worked at
Mer man Hyperconductor, so their famly received nearly doubl e the usual scrip at The Line.

"Shhh!" Flutterby warned them "W don't want them finding us now Leet, did you get the
pai nt s?"

Leet, at eleven the youngest of the four, pulled four thick tubes fromunder her bul ky cotton
bl ouse.

"Here," she said, without |ooking up, "I couldn't get black."
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"Green!" Jaka bl ew out an inpatient breath. "You want themto think we're Shadows? You know
they all use green . "

"Shush!" Dana enphasi zed her point with a finger at her |ips and an exaggerated scow . "Maybe we
are Shadows now, did you ever think of that? They' Il treat us the sane if we're caught, you
know. "

"OK, OK/ " Flutterby interrupted. "W're not going to get caught unless we're here all day. Dana,
Jaka, we're supposed to be practicing our nusic, so you two play awhile. Leet and | will each
make a banner, then we'll play so you can do two."

"Security's all over the street this norning," Dana warned.

"I't's because of Crista Galli. Maybe they think she's around here, sonewhere . . ."

"Maybe she is around here
"We shoul d have a | ookout

"They won't cone in while wots are practicing," Flutterby said, and put her hand up to quiet the
others. "W wants to have anything to do with nusic | essons? Besides," she sniffed, and her
chin raised a fraction, "ny brother's a security. | know how they think."

"Yeah, and he's up in Victoria," Dana said. "They think different up there. You know they split
themup so if they shoot sonebody it won't be fanmily."

"That's not true!" Flutterby said. "They just don't want them working the same district as their
fam |y because -- because --"

"They're going to walk in here if we don't get busy,"” Jaka interrupted. His voice was changing,
and he tried to make it sound authoritative. Jaka |ived at the edge of Kalaloch's | argest refugee
canp. He was nore fearful than the others of the i nmedi acy of hunger and the reprisals of
security. At twelve, he had already seen enough death fromboth. He uncased his well-worn flute
and snapped the sections together.

Dana shrugged, sighed and uncased her caracol. |Its new strings glistened in a stray sliver of
sunlight. The swirled black back of its huge shell shone with the polish of four generations of
fingers.

"Gve me an A" she said.

Jaka obliged, and as they proceeded to tune the caracol the other two youngsters tore the cloth
into four equal |engths of about three neters each

"Has your brother ever killed anybody?" Leet whispered.

"OfF course not," Flutterby said. She smoothed out the winkles in their cloth w thout
nmeeting the other girl's eyes.

"He's not like that. You ve net him"
"Yeah," Leet said. Her brown eyes brightened and she gi ggl ed.
"He's so cute."

Flutterby found that she got her banner lettered with less than half a tube of green. It was dark
green and would be nearly as visible as black. The large block letters read, "WE RE HUNGRY NOW "
It had becone the rallying cry of the refugees, but she'd heard it nunbl ed everywhere lately. As
scarcity spread and rations declined, Flutterby had even heard it whispered in The Line.

The Line, where everyone stood for hours to get into the food distribution centers, was where she
chose to hang her banner. Leet's would go over their school, which faced the concrete-and-
pl asteel offices of Merman Mercantile. Jaka wanted to snmuggle his into Merman Hyperconductor, and
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Dana said she'd hang hers fromthe ferry dock, within easy view of Holovision's offices on the
pi er.

Dana ran up and down the scales a few tines, then she and Jaka played a fast, lilting dance piece
they'd practiced at school. Flutterby thought it the best her friend had ever played. Jaka
struggl ed, as usual, but diligently played on.

"Do you think the Shadows ki dnapped Crista Galli?" Leet asked.

The bul ky tube was difficult for her to handle, and she was going over her letters twice to nake
them bol d enough to be read at a distance.

"I don't know," Flutterby said. "I don't know what to believe anynore. M nother grew up on
Vashon, and she says that Crista Galli is sone kind of god or sonething. M dad says she's just
anot her freak."

"Your nother?"

"No," Flutterby giggled, "Crista Galli, you stoop. He says that the only way to feed the world is
to keep control of the currents, and that if Crista Galli helps control the kelp then the Director
is right to make sure she doesn't get away, or turn it against us. Wat do your parents think?"

Leet frowned.

"They don't say much of anything, anynore," she said. "They're both working all the tinme, every
day. Mm says she's too tired to hear herself think. M dad won't even watch the news anynore.
He doesn't say anything, just bites his lip and goes to bed. | think they're afraid . "

An explosion in the harbor startled them both. Dana set her caracol on the deck with a thunp.

"That was close," she said. Dana had a |lisp that came out when she was nervous, and it slipped
out now.

The four of themcrowded the tiny plaz porthole at the far end of the attic. A snudge of black
smoke blotted the sky to their right at the end of the street. Looking up the street to the left,
Flutterby watched the giant cup on the Ace of Cups sign swing to and fro fromthe concussion. The
street was packed with norning commuters and vendors at their little tables. Flutterby heard a
gasp from Dana, and | ooked where she pointed, straight beneath them

"Security!" she whispered. "He's covering the hatch. They nust already be inside!"

"We've got to hide this stuff," Jaka said, his whisper cracking into its high range. "If they
find this, they'Il kill us."

"Or worse," Dana nuttered.
They scranbled to gather up the paints and to roll up the two wet banners, but it was too |late.

The flinmsy hatch burst aside as a fat, no-neck security kicked it in. Another, nearly identica
to him slipped inside and waited with his back to the wall

"Look here," he said, straightening the banners with the nuzzle of his weapon. "A little nest of
flatwi ngs, no?"

Wthout waiting for a reply he snapped two bursts fromhis |asgun. Jaka and Leet dropped to the
deck, dead.

Flutterby wanted to scream but she couldn't catch her breath.
"They're wots," his partner said. "Wat did you . . . ?"

"Maggots neke flies," the other said. "W have orders.”™ The nuzzle canme up again and Fl utterhby
didn't even see the flash that killed her
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Manki nd owns four things
that are no good at sea
rudder, anchor, oars

and the fear of going down.

-- Antoni o Machado

Ben undogged the hatch and Rico LaPush rushed inside. Rico nodded once to the girl, who | ooked
ghastly pale, and handed Ben t he pocket nessenger. Most of the briefing on it was already
outdated, but Ben would want to hear it, anyway. Rico was careful to keep fromtouching the girl.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Ready, " Ben sai d.

"Yes," said the girl.

Ri co scratched his chin stubble and adjusted the lasgun in the back of his pants. He had been
with Ben since Guenes island was sunk, nore years than Crista Galli had been alive. H s nistrust
of people had kept themalive nore than once, and he did not intend to |l et his guard down with Her
Hol i ness.

"Deja vu,'
things were sinply tough. The streets are crawming with security, she'll need a good act

he said to Ben, nodding at her Islander dress. "She rem nds ne of the old days, when

"You can speak to ne," Crista interrupted, her cheeks flushed with a run of anger. "I have ears
to hear, mouth to answer. This sister is not a chairdog, nor a glass of water on her brother's
table."

Rico had to nmuster a smle. Her Islander accent was perfect, her phrasing perfect. She was a

very quick study -- of course, she had nore intimte ways of getting inside people' s heads
"Thank you for the |esson, sister," he said. "You are nost cheerfully dressed, nmy conplinents."
Rico noted Ben's smile, and the fact that his partner's gaze never wavered fromCrista Glli's

perfect face.

Ri co's caneras had taped the faces of nmany beautiful wormen for Hol ovision and he had to adnit that
everything he'd heard about Crista Galli was true. Wen Ben becane a reporter, R co LaPush signed
on as a field triangulator with the hol ography crew. A well-placed Iie got himthe job, but his
facility for learning kept it. He had filned nore ponp and nore horror in any given year than
nmost caneranmen witnessed in a lifetine.

She's pale, but beautiful, he thought. WMybe the sun will give her sone color.

Operations said to keep her out of the sun, but Rico thought that, given their recent bad | uck
this would be inpossible. Operations, whoever they were, didn't have their butts on the |ine.

"We'll be wal king for a while," Rico told them "Don't hurry."
He nodded at the nessenger in Ben's hand.

"Don't bother,"” he said. "You might as well shitcan that thing. They tell us we're going by air
but the airstrip's already |ocked up by Flattery's boys. W'Il have to do it by water."
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"But they said

"I know what they said," R co snapped. "They said the airstrip would be secure. They said keep
her away fromwater. Let's nove."

Crista Galli carried a sadness about her that Rico didn't like. He could take fear, or anger, or
even hysteria but sadness felt too nmuch |ike bad luck. They'd started out with that. Wen she
reached out a tentative hand toward Ben, Rico stopped her with a word.

"No," he said. "I'msorry. | can't let you touch him"

"Your fear?" she shot back, "or this 'Qperations'? He is clothed."

"My fear."
She was hurt when Ben remained silent.

Crista shrank back fromhim and Rico slipped into the Guenmes dialect that he'd set aside years
ago.

"Among |slanders, | amnerely advising one of nmy sisters that she needs to recogni ze the depth of
trust and | ove that the people have for her," he said, with a curt nod of his head. "They speak
out to her when the speaking is painful."

"And the fear?"
Good! Rico thought. She won't be bullied.
He continued to speak to her in the nanner of the Guenes Islanders.

"This sister apprises the brother well. Let the brother remnd the sister that only the unknown
is feared. Perhaps the sister will set this brother at ease, in time. Shall we begin?"

She was quiet then, and Rico |iked that about her. Watever curse she carried, she carried it
with grace. He had known Ben Ozette for twenty-five years. Rico had fallen in love with a dozen
wonen during that time, but Ben had only fallen once. Rico renenbered that Ben had | ooked at
Beatri z Tatoosh the sane way he now | ooked at Crista Galli

It's about tine, he thought, and smled to hinself. Beatriz is tight with that guy Macl ntosh
Ben needs sonebody solid, too.

Everybody knew that rel ationships within the industry had to be short-lived, and that famlies
were inpossible. Wth all of the travel and stress sonething, sonmewhere, had to give and it was
usually the relationship. Rico had given up long ago and was currently seeing a redhead who
worked full-tine for Operations.

"The harbor,"” Rico said as they started down the ranp. "It's a madhouse there and so far no
security near the Flying Fish. Victoria' s as secure as Victoria gets, so we'll head up there
Ri sky, but not so risky as this."

They turned right, walking slowy down the pier, toward the crowd at dockside. Rico trailed
slightly behind the coupl e, keeping buildings and hatchways cl ose, and didn't speak. He nearly
stunbled into the Galli girl several times as she stopped suddenly to stare at sone of the shops
and the relics of herself that were sold there. At each shop, she pulled the mantilla closer
about her face.

So, it's true, Rico thought. She doesn't know

He wat ched her reach out toward a tasteless vest in a glass case that bore the inscription: "Vest
of Crista Galli, worn at age twelve. Not for sale.” Also arranged about the case were various

m croscope slides with blood snears on them a clipping of hair too obviously dark to be hers and
several bits of cloth -- all with price tags, all claining to cone from"Her Holiness," Crista
Galli. Above the case was scrawl ed a hand-lettered warning: "Extrene danger, do not touch

Saf ety packaging i ncluded with each sale."
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You' d think she'd never seen a dog before, he thought, watching her, or a chicken -- she sure went
| oony over those goddamm chi ckens.

Ri co dawdl ed cl ose behind themand tried not to listen to their talk. He hadn't eaten since the
previ ous norning and the charcoal spatter of hot food set his stomach runbling. He was a little
nervous, plenty could still go wong. But the diversion had taken one patrol off their backs.

If the boys are doing their jobs, we shouldn't see a security between here and the boat.

Just as he thought it he knew better, but there was no calling the thought back and there was no
calling back the two security guards rounding the corner ahead of them Rico pressed a switch on
the broadcast unit in his pocket. A third explosion went off near the harbor but neither guard
took the bait. Rico sighed and adjusted the |asgun at the back of his waistband. It was an ol der
nodel , short-range. He renenbered thinking, as the two guards veered across the street toward
them how difficult it had becone to buy spare charges.

Ben and Crista saw the security and slowed to a stop. Comuters and street vendors pressed past
themin waves. Rico stopped, too, a few paces behind themand in front of a deep hatchway. Wth
the new expl osion there was a renewed flurry anong those crowdi ng toward the harbor, and Rico was
not happy that Ben had stopped. Both of the nmen approaching wore the khaki fatigues of the Vashon
Security Forces, rank four. They were both burly, armed only with stunsticks, nearly normal but
with the creased ears and fat lower |ips betraying certain internal defects typical of Lunm

I sl anders.

Just as Rico's hand clutched the grips of his lasgun, Crista Galli stepped forward, exaggerating
the rolling wal k of the heavily pregnant. She spoke, her hand upraised and head tilted in the
Guenes fashion of greeting.

"Brothers," she said, "this mother cannot find a rest station and she is in great need." This she
delivered matter-of-factly, and turned her pal mup. Though the guards were obviously junpy, the
response was autonati c.

"Up two streets, one street left. The shops --

The other security gave his partner a shove and interrupted: "This could be the start of a Shadow
attack . . . let's nove!l Sister, get out of the street. You two," he pointed to Ben and Ri co,
"get her inside soneplace and lay |ow "

The two guards huffed toward their station at the harbor and Rico | et out the breath he'd been
holding in a low whistle. It was a coded whistle, fromtheir childhood days, that any Islander
wot woul d recogni ze as "all clear."

“You sure made Rico happy," Ben said, grinning.

"Cot it all on tape, too," Rico said. He tapped a tiny lens at his shirtfront. "It'll |ook great
in your nenoirs."

He nodded at Crista.

"Good job thinking, helluva good job acting.”" He rechecked the charges in the canera at his belt

and buffed the lapel lens with his sleeve. The lens |ooked Iike a snmall pin nade of a gl ossy gray
st one.

"Shouldn't we get out of here?" Crista asked. "You heard what he said, the Shadows --"

"Are us," Rico interrupted in a whisper, "and there will be no attack. The villagers night bust
| oose, though. Things are pretty hot. The Flying Fish is down there." He pointed out the "Pier
Four" sign just ahead.

One of the huge cross-bay ferries had surfaced dockside, unwilling to risk explosive damage in the
conmparatively shallow waters of the bay. Foot passengers fromall over Pandora streanmed out of
the rear hatch, while two- and three-wheel ed vehicles crowded the roadway. The norning dust
changed to nud under all the feet and hosewater, and nmud splashed up fromwheels to stain the hens
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of fine Islander enbroidery. |Islanders even dressed up to go to narket.

About half of the crowd that el bowed back down the pier wore the plastic ID tag around their necks
that marked them as Project Voidship enployees. Watever they did, they did it for Flattery's
paycheck. This was a huge village, huge enough to strain the bonds of family, and today nmany of

t he dockside vendors threw catcalls and curses after the workers fromthe shuttle launch site.

The pier itself was a bridge between two subway nouths -- one fromthe village to the pier, and
anot her that | oaded onto the subnarine ferry. Vendors crowded the station entrances, selling
tubes of suntan lotion, sodas, dried fruits. Here the smell of charcoal and the spatter of
grilled fish were drowned out in the babble of the crowds.

Suddenly, one of Rico's greatest fears was made real. An Islander refugee, carrying a placard and
wet to the skin froma firehosing, rushed down the crowded pier and attacked one of the commuters.
They both fell in a tunble and, out of reflex as nuch as anger, the knot of commuters began

ki cking at him Several dozen refugees tried in their weak way to free him then to fight back
but within a matter of blinks they were all set upon and beaten

Ri co and Ben closed tight on Crista Galli and Rico | ooked for a way down the pier. Screans of
anger turned to grunts of pain all around them Bodies splashed into the bay and the hot norning
was filled with curses and the wet red smack of fists on skin.

Crista kept her arms folded in front of her and her hands in her sleeves, |ike many of the old

I sl ander wonen. She seened | ocked in position with her hand out, like a figure froma wot's gane
of freeze-tag. As they worked through the crowd she stunbled on the Islander's battered placard
and Rico sawthat it read, "Gve a Brother a Break!"

A splintering sound and the wail of bent bracing came from behind them then screans of fear
Ri co saw, over his shoulder, that a portion of the pier had given way and hundreds of people
spilled into the water

That might cool things for now, he thought, but not for |ong.

"Wal k slower,"” Rico said at Crista Galli's ear. "You're tired and pregnant and haven't eaten
since |last night."

He knew that the last was true. He thought of all the nmeals he'd nissed as a wot, wondered when
was the last time Crista Galli or the Director had mssed a neal. He and Ben m ssed plenty
wor ki ng the news business, but that was different. Wen R co was a wot, he hadn't chosen to go
hungry.

He scanned the beach where it broke out fromthe Islander settlenent on the coast and flattened to
a grassy plateau at the village perineter. Security gathered there in their black personne
carriers, waiting for the crowd to tire before it was their turn to work themover. A bl oody
frenzy this close to the perinmeter, and relatively open to beach and bay, might bring in dashers.
The sight of a hunt of dashers woul d disperse the crowd, then security could take down the dashers
and hardly winkle a crease in their fatigues.

Rico's visual and el ectronic sweep of the area detected no signs of security on the pier itself.
He had nothing that woul d detect the high-power |istening devices that the Director favored
| ately.

Crista stared strai ght ahead as they wal ked, eyes widely dilated, and Ben took her el bow.

"Tell them before we go that they are all one. WMke themunderstand that they are all the same
being and if they cut off their arns and legs they'll die . . ."

Ben gri pped her el bow and gave it a shake. Rico saw her eyes as she turned to face him They
went fromw |l d, wide and unfocused to normal. Rico noted that Ben was careful and didn't touch
her skin.

"We're going to Port Hope," he lied, talking quickly as they wal ked. "The |ake there is beautifu
this time of year, and even with the altitude you will find it warmat night. The older Islands
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are too vulnerable. W have strong |loyalties anmpbng the Mernen but you can't nove freely in their
settlements down under. CQur inmredi ate danger is security. The Director's got spotter planes up
all along the coast, particularly near the Preserve. O course, there are his Skyhawks. At sea
we are vulnerable to the kel p," he paused, and when Crista | ooked his way he nodded, then
continued, "and the Director's new fleet of foils, sone of which he conveniently sold to Vashon
security. O course, we also have his spies anobng us."

Rico was relieved. Wat Ben had said was for the benefit of |istening devices, not for Crista
Glli. He was sure, by her blank stare, that she had not understood a word.

She shuffled on through the shouts and cries along Pier Four as though she heard nothing. Rico
saw that there were nore boats burning now, maybe a dozen, and firefighters were trying to push
them away fromthe others. One of the Vashon Security Forces power foils steaned full-tilt toward
the blaze fromthe Preserve side of the water

The Flying Fish, Holovision's private foil, was within sight at the end of the slip. Rico felt
the tease of adrenaline in his belly. He hoped that Operations had briefed Elvira, pilot of the
Flying Fish. She didn't nuch care for sudden changes of plans, and she really didn't Iike
encounters with Vashon Security.

El vira was the toughest pilot that Hol ovision had ever hired. No one inconvenienced Elvira. To
Ri co's know edge she had no politics, no hobbies, no friends and no religious convictions

what soever. Her sole passion was to pilot the hottest hydrogen-ramfoil in the world as often and
as fast as possible. |In surface node she was highly conmpetent; in undersea node or flight she had
no equal in the world. She had flown Ben and Rico in and out of nore hot assignnents than he
could count. This would undoubtedly be the hottest.

Ben caught Rico's gaze and raised a quizzical eyebrow, nodding toward the girl.

Ri co scratched his two-day beard. Crista turned to stare past himat the crowd that now had
worked its way up the pier, gathering bodies and nomentum and was now fanning out into the
streets of Kal al och.

Everyone who was to renenber this event recalled that the norning air split with a crack |ike
summer thunder, or a whip. No echo, not a breath of breeze. Even a cluster of fussing children
nearby silenced thenselves in their nmother's skirts.

Ri co touched a fingertip to each of his ears, acutely conscious of the scratchings at each
contour, each follicle and fold. |If a shock wave had hit his ears, they'd still be ringing.

She did that inmy . . . in our mnds!

Crista felt the sudden clap of stillness crack with her anger. She was glad that Ben and Rico
were the first to recover, though what she saw in their eyes was clearly fear. The npb had
stopped, nmonentarily stunned and | ooki ng about for a weapon, then it boiled anew at the onslaught
of the truckl oads of Vashon Security that came to neet it.

Crista spun away fromthem and boarded the Flying Fish, still affecting the w de-beanmed wal k of
the largely pregnant. She stood on the deck, beside the cabin hatchway, huggi ng herself and

| ooking out to sea. The children started fussing again, stunned villagers rubbed their ears and
began to nove. Rico noticed that the boat fires had spread to the pier itself and sone of the
shops. Both ferries at the slip had subnerged, enpty, for safety. Rico approached Crista at the
rail while Ben cast off the lines.

"This was coming for nonths," R co said, "you could tell by the feel in the streets. They've had

enough. It's too soon, and they're not organized. It will fail, for them Some will be drawn
out after us. Sonme, to the harbor. Qhers, to the attack that is inevitable inside the
settlement. That will |eave the Preserve weak . "

"It's too well-protected," she said, her voice matter-of-fact. "They will fail."

She fixed Rico with those striking green eyes. He noticed, once again, that they were dilated in
spite of the sunlight.
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"I know how you felt now, back there, when you were so afraid of ny touch.” She snpothed the
dress over her nakeshift belly. "Wat | know of the Shadows and what you know of me are the sane.
I only know what Flattery told me. | don't know whether you should fear my touch. Do you know

whet her | should fear yours?"

When he didn't answer she turned and shuffled into the cabin of the Holovision foil in silence.

Evil is in the eye of the behol der.

-- Spider Nevi, special assistant to the Director

Li ghts had been suitably dimmed in the Director's holo suite, and one tight spotlight illumn nated
his face frombelow. This effect accentuated Flattery's height, nearly a head taller than the
average Pandoran, and it added an inperiousness to his stature that pleased him

An enpty hol o cassette teetered across the red arnrest of his favorite recliner. One fluorescent
orange sticker on the cassette read "For Eyes Only," and under that was handwitten: "TD, S. Nevi
only." Under that was stanped in black: "Extrene Penalty." Flattery smled at the eupheni sm

At his direction, all those who violated the "Extreme Penalty" sancti on became the honmewor k of
Spider Nevi's apprentice interrogators. Messy business, security.

"M . Nevi," he acknow edged, with a nod.
"M. Director."

As usual, Spider Nevi's face was unreadable, even to Flattery's expert training as a
Chapl ai n/ Psychi atrist. Nevi had been pronpt, unhurried, arriving in a snappy gray cut of a Mernan
I ounging suit right at the first blood of dawn.

"Zentz hasn't found them" Flattery said. Hi s voice was clipped, betraying nore anger than he
wi shed.

"It was Zentz who | ost them" Nevi countered.
Flattery grunted. He hadn't needed the remi nder, especially from Nevi.

"You find them" he said, and jabbed a finger at the air between them "Bring back the girl
wring what you can fromthe others. Save Ozette for a special occasion. He's at the bottom of
thi s Shadowbox and they've got to be shut down now. "

Nevi nodded, and the agreenent was struck. Bounty would be worked out later, as usual. Nevi's
terns were always reasonable, even on difficult matters, because he liked his work. H's was the
kind of work that might go unpracticed if it weren't for the Director

Every art has its canvas. Flattery thought.

"The airstrip is secure,” Nevi said. "There were preparations for themthere, including a half-
dozen col | aborators, so we have cut themoff. Solid intelligence. Zentz's nmen are turning the
usual screws in the village. They will be forced to nove the girl soon. Overland is out, that
woul d be insane. It would have to be by water, and under diversion to get out of here. M guess
woul d be Victoria. It would pay to wait and nake as big a sweep as possible, don't you think?"

"You have the docks under watch?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (41 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:21 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

"Of course. The Holovision foil is bugged, a precaution. Your sensor systemis now keyed into
it." Nevi glanced at the clock on Flattery's console. "You should be able to tune themin just
about any tine."

Flattery shifted slightly in his conmand couch, betraying his uneasiness at this |oss of control
Nevi was second-guessing his noves, and he didn't like it.

"Well," Flattery said, splitting his face with a smle, "this is nagnificent! W wll have them
all -- and you will be rewarded for this. Zentz grumbles that you steal away his best nen but,
dammit, you get the job done." He slapped his palmon the tabletop and held the snile.

Spi der Nevi's expression did not change, and he said nothing. His only response was the barest
percepti ble nod of his horrible head. The shape of it was nore or |less normal, except for the
mucous slit where the nose should be. Nevi's dark skin was shot through with a gl owi ng web work
of red veins. His dark eyes glittered, nissed nothing.

"What do you want done with the Tatoosh woman?"

Flattery felt his smle droop, and he tried to pick it up a bit.

"Beatriz Tatoosh is very helpful to us," Flattery said. "She has a passion for the Voidship
project that we could not buy." He raised his hand to stop Nevi's interruption. "l know what
you're thinking -- that little tryst between her and Ozette. That's been over for over a year --"
"It wasn't a 'little tryst,'" Nevi interrupted. "It |lasted years. They were wounded together at

the mners' rebellion tw years ago --

"I know woren," Flattery hissed, "and she will hate himfor this. Running away with a younger
worman . . . sabotagi ng Hol ovision and the Voidship. Didn't she do the broadcast as witten | ast
ni ght ?"

A nod from Nevi, and sil ence.

"She knows as well as we do that nmentioning Ozette as party to this abduction would lend it a
popul arity and a credence that we cannot afford. It is over between them and as soon as he's
back in our hands everything will be over for Ben Ozette. The Tatoosh wonman will be aboard the
orbital assenbly station this afternoon and out of our hair."

At Nevi's continued silence, Flattery rubbed his hands together briskly.

"Now, " he said, "let nme show you how |I've kept the kel p pruned back for the last couple of years.
You know how the people resist this, it always takes a disaster to get themto go along with it.
Well, the kelp's will was breached | ong ago by our lab at Orcas. Too conplex to explain, but
suffice it to say it is not nerely a matter of mechanical control -- diverting currents and the
like. Thanks to the neurotoxin research we tapped into its enotions. Renenber that stand of kelp
off Lilliwaup, the one that hid the Shadow comrando tean®"

Nevi nodded. "I remenber. You told Zentz 'Hands off.""

"That's right," Flattery said. He drew hinself upright in his recliner and snapped the backrest
up to meet him He keyed the holo and automatically the lights dimed further. Between the two
men, in the center of the room appeared in mniature several nonitor views of a Merman undersea
out post, a kelp station at the edge of a midgromh stand. Kelp lights flickered fromthe depths
beyond the outpost. The kelp station had been built atop the remants of an old Oracle.

Oracles, as the Pandorans called them were those points where the kelp rooted into the crust of
the planet itself. Because of the incredible depth of these three-hundred-year-old roots, and
because the Mernmen of old planted themin straight lines, Pandora's crust often fractured al ong
root lines. It was such a series of fractures that had given birth to Pandora's new continents
and rocky island chains.

Flattery's private garden, "the Greens," lay underground in a cavern that had once been an O acle.
Fl attery had had his people burn out the three-hundred-nmeter-thick root to accommpdate his
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| andscapi ng pl ans.

Three views clarified on the holo stage in front of the two nen: The first was of the inside of a
kel p station, with a balding Merman fretting at his control console; the second, outside the

station, fromthe kelp perinmeter, focused on the station's nmain hatch; the third, also outside the
station, took in the gray nass of kelp fromthe rear hatch. The Merman | ooked very, very nervous.

"His children have been swiming in the kelp," Flattery said. "He is worried. Their airfish are
due for replacenent. Al have been dutifully taking their antidote. The kelp, when treated with
my new bl end, shows an unhealthy attraction for the antidote."

There were occasional glinpses of the children anong the kel p fronds. They noved in the ultra-
sl ownoti on of dreanms, much slower than undersea novenent dictated, considerably slower than the
usual polliwog wiggle of children

The Merman activated a pul sing tone that shut itself off after a few blinks.

"That's the third tinme he's sounded 'Assenbly,'" Flattery said. Anticipation made it difficult
for himto sit still.

The Merman spoke to a fermale, dressed in a worksuit, wet fromher day's |abor of wiring up the
kel p stand for Current Control

"Linna," he said, "I can't get themout of the kelp. Those airfish will be dry . . . what's
happeni ng out there?"

She was thin and pale, rmuch |ike her husband, but she appeared dreany-eyed and unfocused. Most of
t hose who worked the outposts did not wear their dive suits inside their living quarters. She
wor ked the fringes of what the Mernen called "the Blue Sector."

"Maybe it's the touch of it," she nmurnured. "The touch . . . special. You don't work init, you
don't know. Not slick and cold, like before. Nowthe kelp feels like, well . . ." She hesitated
and even on the holo Flattery could detect a bl ush.

"Li ke what?" the Merman asked.

"I . . lately it feels like you when it touches nme." Her blush accented her crop of thick
bl onde hair. "Warm kind of. And it nmakes nme tingle inside. It makes my veins tingle."
He grunted, squinted at her, and sighed. "Where are those wots?"

He gl anced out the plaz beside himinto the di mdepths beyond the conpound. Flattery coul d detect
no flicker of children swinming. He felt a niggling sense of glee at the Mernan's grow ng
appr ehensi on.

The Merman activated his console tone again and the proper systens check |ight winked on with it.
Hi s finger snapped the scanner screen

"They were just there,"” the man blurted. "This is crazy. |1'mgoing code red." He unlocked the
one button on the console that Flattery knew no outpost wanted to press: Code Red. That woul d
notify Current Control in the Orbiter overhead and Conmmuni cations Central at the nearest Merman
base that the entire conpound was in inmnent danger

"You see?" Flattery said. "He's getting the idea."

"I'"mgoing out there," the man announced to his wife, "you stay put. Do you understand?"
No answer. She sat, still dreamy-eyed, watching the fifty-nmeter-long fronds of blue kelp that
reached her way fromthe perineter.

The Merman scooped an airfish out of the | ocker beside the hatch and buckled on a toolbelt. He
grabbed up a | ong-handl ed | aser pruner and a set of charges. As if on second thought, he picked
up the whol e basket of airfish, the Mernmen's symbiotic gills that filtered oxygen fromthe sea
directly into the bl oodstream
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Ghastly things, Flattery thought with a shudder. Unconsciously, he rubbed his neck where they
were customarily attached.

Once outside, the Merman's handlight barely illum nated the stand of kelp at the conmpound' s edge
Thi s hol o had been nmade at the onset of evening, and the waning |ight above the scene coupled with
the depth darkened the holo and nmade it difficult to see detail of the man's face -- a small

di sappoi ntnent for such a good chronicle of the test itself.

As the Merman reached the conpound's perinmeter within range of the kel p's | ongest fronds, he
whirled at the click-hiss of an opening hatch. His wife swamlazily out of it directly into deep
kel p. The atnosphere fromtheir station bubbled toward the surface in a rush. He nust have
realized then that everything was |ost as he watched the sea rush into their quarters through the
un-dogged hatch. Al sensors went bl ank

Flattery switched off the holo and turned up the lights. Nevi sat unnoved with the same
unr eadabl e expression on his horrible face.

"So the kel p lured themand ate then?" Nevi asked.
"Exactly."

"On conmand?"

"On comand -- ny comand.”

Flattery was pleased at the trace of a snmile that flickered across Spider Nevi's lips. |t nust
have been a luxury that he allowed hinself for the noment.

"We both know what will come of the hue and cry," the Director said, and puffed hinself a little
before continuing. "There will be a demand for vengeance. M nmen will be forced, by popul ar
demand, to prune this stand back. You see howit's done?"

"Very neat. | always thought

"Yes," Flattery gloated, "so has everyone else. The kelp has been a very sensitive subject, as
you know. Religious overtones and whatnot." Another dismi ssive wave of the hand. Flattery
couldn't stop braggi ng.

"l had to acconplish two things: | had to get control of Current Control, and | had to find the
poi nt at which the kel p becane sentient. Not necessarily smart, just sentient. By the tine it
sends of f those dammed gasbags it's too late -- the only solution there is to stunp the lot. W

|l ost a |l ot of good kel pways for a |lot of years that way."
"So, what's the key?"

"The lights," Flattery said. He pointed out his huge plaz port at the bed just off the tideline
"When the kelp starts to flicker, it's waking up. It's like an infant, then, and only knows what
it's told. The language it speaks is chem cal, electrical."”

"And you do the telling?"

"OfF course. First, keep it out of contact with any other kelp. That's a nust. They educate each
other by touch. Make sure the kel pways are al ways very wi de between stands -- a kil onmeter or

nore. The dammed stuff can learn fromleaves torn off other stands. The effect dies out very
quickly. A kilometer usually does it."

"But how do you . . . teach it what you want?"

"l don't teach. | manipulate. 1It's very old-fashioned, M. Nevi. Quite sinply, beings gravitate
toward pl easure, flee pain."

"How does it respond to this kind of . . . betrayal ?"
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Flattery smiled. "Ah, yes. Betrayal is your departnent, is it not? Well, once pruned and kept
at the light-formation stage, it doesn't renenber nmuch. Studies show that it can renenber if
allowed to develop to the spore-casting stage. You have just seen what the answer is to that --
don't let it get that far. Also, studies show that this spore-dust can educate an ignorant
stand. "

"l thought it was just a nuisance," Nevi said. "I didn't realize that you believed it could

t hi nk. "

"Ch, very much so. You forget, M. Nevi, |I'ma Chaplain/Psychiatrist. That | don't pray doesn't
mean . . . well, any mind interests me. Anything that stands in ny way interests ne. This kelp
does both."

"Do you consider it a 'worthy adversary'?" Nevi smiled.

"Not at all," Flattery barked a laugh, "not worthy, no. It'll have to show ne nore than |'ve seen
before |I consider this plant a "worthy adversary.' It's merely an interesting problem requiring
i nteresting solutions."

Nevi stood, and the crispness of his gray suit accentuated the fluidity of the nuscles within it.
"This is your business,” Nevi told him "Mne is Ozette and the girl."

Flattery resisted the reflex to stand and waved a |inp hand, affecting a nonchal ance that he did
not at all feel.

"OfF course, of course." He avoided Nevi's gaze by switching the holo back on. He keyed it to the
Tat oosh woman' s upcom ng Newsbreak. She woul d acconpany the next shuttle flight to the Orbiter, a
shuttl e that contained the O ganic Mental Core for hookup to the Voidship. Already the OMC was an
"it" in his mnd, rather than the "she" who used to be Al yssa Marsh

Flattery seethed inside. He'd wanted sonething nore from Nevi, sonething that now snelled
distinctly of approval. He didn't like detecting weakness in hinself, but he |liked even | ess the
notion of letting it pass unbridl ed.

"What ever you need . . ." Flattery left the obvious unsaid

Nevi left everything unsaid, nodded, and then left the suite. Flattery felt a profound sense of
relief, then checked it. Relief meant that he'd begun to rely on Spider Nevi, when he knew ful
well that reliance on anyone neant a blade at the throat sooner or later. He did not intend for
the throat to be his own.

And out of the ground made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight, and good for food;
the tree of life also in the mdst of the garden, and the tree of know edge of good and evil.

-- Christian Book of the Dead

Atrail left the beach about a kiloneter beyond the limts of the Preserve. It was a Zavatan
trail, used by the faithful to transport their gleanings of the kelp fromthe beach to their
warrens in the high reaches. Because it was a Zavatan trail it was well-kept and reasonably safe.

Its rest spots were anple and afforded a sweeping vista of Flattery's huge Preserve. The junbl ed,
jerry-rigged tenenents of Kalaloch sprawl ed fromthe downcoast side of the Preserve, covered today
by a cl oak of black snoke. Mazelike channels of aquafarns and jetties branched both up- and down-
coast into the horizon. Distant screans and expl osi ons echoed fromthe panorama bel ow up the
winding trail.
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Two Zavat an nonks stopped to study the clanor rising fromthe settlenent a few klicks away. One
man was tall, lanky, with very long arns. The other was small even for a Pandoran, and noved in a
scuttle that kept himtucked inside the larger man's shadow. Both were dressed in the |oose,

paj amal i ke gi of the Hylighter Lodge: durable cotton, dusky orange that represented the col or of
hylighters, their spirit guides.

A gith of hylighters |azed overhead, drawn to the scene by their attraction for fire, |ightning
and the arc of lasguns frombuilding to building. The hylighters dragged their ballast rocks from
long tentacles and circled w dely, audibly valving off hydrogen and snapping their great sails in
the wind. Should they contact fire or spark, the hylighters would expl ode, scattering their fine
bl ue spore-dust, which the nonks gathered for their nost private rituals. Many of the nonks had

not |left the high reaches, except to walk this trail, for ten years.
"It's a shanme they don't understand,"” the younger nonk mused. "If we could only teach themthe
letting go . "

"Judgenent, too, is an anchor,"” the elder warned. "It is Nothing that they need to know -- the No-
thing that frees the mind fromnoise and perfects the senses.”

He lifted his nutant arnms in a |ong skyward reach, then turned slowy, rejoicing in the norning
gl ow of both suns.

This el der nonk, Tw sp, |oved the press of sunlight on his skin. He had been a fisherman and
adventurer in his youth, and what drew himto the Zavatans was not so nuch their contenplative
life as other possibilities that he sawin them Like nost of the nonks, Tw sp had been wooed by
the romance of the new quiet earth that rose fromthe sea. They sunmarily rejected the petty
squabbl i ngs of politics and noney that raged across Pandora to establish an underground network of
illegal farns and hi deaways.

Twi sp, however, had remai ned entrenched in Pandora's civil struggles, sonething he troubled few of
his fell ow Zavat ans about. Now, once again, all was changing, he was changing. He had nore to

of fer Pandora than contenpl ation, though he refrained fromtelling the younger nonk so. He was
not religious, nmerely thoughtful, and he had made a good |ife anong the Zavatans. |t would pain
himgreatly to | eave.

Two hylighters tacked toward them and Mose, the younger nonk, set down his bag and began his Chant
of Fulfillment. Wth this chant he hoped to be swept skyward by the mass of tentacles and
transported to a higher level of being. Twi sp had experienced the hylighter enlightennent at the
first awakening of the kelp a quarter century past. That was before Flattery's iron fist cane
down, and before the people he |oved were kill ed.

Hyl i ghters, though born fromthe kel p, remained indifferent to humans, treating themas a
wonderful curiosity. Mse's chant became nore vigorous as the hylighters drew near, their
magni fi cent sail menbranes golden in the sunlight.

"These two want their death today," Twisp said. "Do you really want to go with thenP"

It was the fire that attracted them and Mise should know that. The younger nonk had eaten too
much kel p, too nuch hylighter spore-dust over the years. Two humans in the open near the Preserve
usual Iy nmeant arned security. Hylighters wanting the-death-that-neant-life |earned how to draw
their fire.

Now t he nusty snell of their undersides filled the air. The nusical flutings of their vents
lilted on the breeze as they valved off hydrogen to drop closer. Mdse's chant becane nore
tremul ous.

Each hylighter carried ten tentacles in the underbelly, two of themlonger than the rest. Usually
these two carried rocks for ballast. Hylighters that felt the death need com ng on sought out
lightning, often gathering in giths to ride the afternoon thunderstorns. Sparks or fire attracted
themas well, setting themoff in a concussive blaze of flane and blue spore-dust. Sone dragged
their ballast rocks to spark a grand suicide, an ultinate orgasm
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Twi sp breathed easier when the two great hul ks tacked back toward the Preserve. He interrupted
Mose, whose eyes were cl osed and whose stubbled face was pal e and sweaty.

"This tack will take theminto range of the Preserve's perineter cannon," he said. "There will be

dust to take back for the others."

Mose silenced hinself and followed Twisp's long pointing arm The two hylighters tacked in tight
formation, using all that they could capture of the slight breeze blowing up fromthe shore.

"Flattery's security will wait to fire until the hylighters are over the settlenent,'
whi spered. "That way, the hylighters becone a weapon. Watch."

Tw sp

It was al most as he said. Either the cannoneer was a fool or one of the Islanders got in a clear
shot, but the hylighters exploded over the Preserve in a double blast that took Twisp's breath

away and stung his eyes with Iight. Mich of the main conpound aboveground was incinerated in the
fireball and the great wall of the Preserve was breached for a hundred neters in either direction

Alull in the fighting brought his ears the cacophonous screans of the charred and the dying. It
was a sound that Tw sp renenbered all too well.

The young Mose cane down this trail seldom and had been only twel ve when he went to live in the
hi gh reaches. He did not have nmuch of a life in the outside world, and knew little of the ways of
human hatred and greed.

"All we can do is stay out of it," Twisp nmuttered. "They will have at thenselves and | eave us in
peace."

The wet patter of hylighter shreds fell anmong the brush and rocks bel ow t hem

There will be the refugees, too, he thought. Al ways the honeless and the hungry. Where will we
put themthis tine?

The Zavat ans supported refugee canps all along the coastline, turning sone into gardens,

hydr oponi cs ranches and fish farns. Twi sp calculated that there were already nore refugees both
up- and downcoast than Flattery housed in Kalal och. Though it was true everyone was hungry, only
those in Kal al och starved. This was the story he hoped Shadowbox woul d tell

In time, the Director will be the hungry one.

Twi sp remenbered Guenes |sland and the refugees of twenty-five years ago, hacked and burned and
stacked |i ke dead naki in a Merman rescue station down under. Twisp and a few friends hunted down
the terrorists responsible, and a hylighter executed the | eader. A Chapl ain/Psychiatrist had been
at the bottomof the trouble that tine, too

Flattery had burrowed as nuch of his conpound bel ow the rock as above it, and Tw sp knew of bolt-
holes that led to escape routes along the shore. Flattery wouldn't need themthis tine. The

ol der nmonk had seen fighting before, and knew Flattery's strategy: |lure as nmany of the rebels

i nside as possible, then kill themall. Let themthink, for a tine, that they mght win. Blane
it on the Shadows. The rest, who |ost everything but their lives, would not rise so easily to
anger again.

Mose pulled at his garnent, straightening the folds. He faced away fromthe horror below. His
eyes did not nmeet Twisp's, but focused in the mddle distance beyond the trail. H's were eyes
sunken deeply for one so young, for one dwelling anong the untroubled. He was attenpting inner
peace at breakneck speed. He shaved his head daily, customary these days w th younger Zavatan
monks and many nuns. Many ragged scars crisscrossed his scalp fromhis reconstruction surgery.

Twi sp was one of a handful of exceptions. H's full head of long, graying hair was tied into a
single braid at the back, minmicking the fanmily style of an old friend, long dead. H's friend,
Shadow Panille, was said to have been of the blood lines that led to Crista Galli

"We should get the others," Mse said. "W'Il|l need lasguns if we're going dust-gathering in the
val ley. "
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Twi sp shaded his eyes and surveyed the scene below. A blur that nust be villagers spilled into
the Preserve's conpound. Running the other way, like fish fighting their way upcurrent,
Flattery's precious cattle fromthe Preserve stanpeded out the breached wall and into the
unprot ected val |l ey.

Security had kept the denon population at a mnimum near the Preserve, but with the scent of bl ood
thick on the air and cattle mlling about |oose dashers were sure to follow. Things were going to
get nasty enough without a new hunt of hooded dashers slinking about. He grunted hinself out of
reverie.

"Spore-dust goes bad," Twisp said. "If we're going to bring any back, we'll have to do it now "

He and Mbse stored the kelp fronds they'd collected in the shade of a white rock. Mse still did
not | ook Twisp in the eye.

"Are you afraid?" Tw sp asked

"OfF course!" Mose snapped back, "aren't you? W could be killed down there. Dashers will snel
the . . . the . . ."

"Just monents ago you wanted to die in the arns of that hylighter,"” Twisp said. "Wuat's the

di fference? There are denons up here, too. You feel safe on the trail because we say the trai

is safe. You know that some have died here in the past, others will die in the future. You stick
to the trail, with no cover except these scrub bushes and the rock, no weapon but your body."

Twi sp poi nted past the flanmes bel ow them and out to sea.

"Weather will kill you as dead as any denon, on or off the trail. It is a danger now, as
dangerous as a dasher. It always stays alive, to kill another day. |f dashers come, they will go
to the blood, not to us. |If anything, we are safest now This is the present, and you are alive.

Stay in the present, and you stay alive."

Wth that he shoul dered his enpty bag and set out in long strides for the valley and the spore-
dust below. Mose stunbled al ong behind him his nervous eyes too busy hunting fears to watch the
trail

To think of a power neans not only to use it, but above all to abuse it.
-- Gaston Bachel ard, The Psychoanal ysis of Fire
Two ol d vendors hunched in a hatchway, protecting thenselves and their wares fromthe jostlings of

a nob that nuscled its way toward the Preserve. One nmunched a smashed cake, the other nursed a
bl eedi ng nose agai nst his sl eeve.

"Animal s!'" Torvin spat, and a fine spray of blood came with it. "lIs there anyone left who is not
an ani mal ? Except you, ny friend. You are a human being."

H s free hand patted the other's shoul der and found a large rip in the fabric of the older man's
coat.

"Look, David, your coat . . ."

Davi d brushed crunbs fromhis chin and pulled the shoul der of his coat across his chest, closer to
his good eye.
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"I't will nend," he said. "And the nob is passing. |If there are dead, ny friend, we should get
their cards for the poor."

"1"'mnot going out there."

Torvin's voice was muffled by his sleeve, but David knew he was firmon that point. It was just
as well. His eyes were bad, and his feet not quick enough to outrun the security. It was a shame
when the security got the cards. They sold them or traded them Every day Torvin and David
risked their lives to give a bit of stale cake or a rind of dried fruit to a hungry one w thout a
card. David shook his head.

What f ool i shness!

He wor ked beside Torvin, they were friends, yet he could not trade hima cake for a dried fruit.
He had to have a narker on his card for the fruit, and Torvin would have to punch it out, and then
he could have it. |If Torvin didn't have a pastry marker on his card, David could not give hima
cake. For Torvin to possess a cake without a proper punched card would nmean | osing his next turn
in The Line. Under the best of conditions, he woul d not have expected a turn for at |east a week.
Under the worst conditions, he could starve with a fistful of coupons.

"This is craziness!™ he told Torvin. "It is well | amold and ready to die, because the world
mekes no sense to me. Qur children run about killing each other. It is perm ssible to have food
on one table but not another. W have a | eader who takes food fromthe nouths of babies so he can
travel to the stars -- good riddance, | say. But what will he | eave behind? His bullies, who are

al so our children. Torvin, explain this to nme."
" Bah ! n

Torvin's faded blue sleeve was crusted with blood but the bl eeding on his nose had stopped. David
could tell by the way he said "Bah!" that the nose was stopped up. He renenbered that tine the
security slapped him the fragrant burst of blood in his nose.

"Thinking will get you into trouble,"” he heard Torvin warning him "W are better off to keep
quiet, dry our allowance of fruit, bake our allowance of cakes and be thankful that our famlies
have sonething to eat."

"Be thankful ?* David wheezed one of his silent |aughs. "You are no youngster, Torvin. Who
taught you to be thankful to eat when someone across the wall has nothing? There is no greater
sin, ny friend, than to eat a full neal when your nei ghbor has none."

"W give cards to the poor

"Graverobbers!" David hissed. "That's what they've nade us. G averobbers who can be shot for
throwi ng scraps to the hungry. This is craziness, Torvin, such craziness that this nmob is naking
sense to nme. Burn it all and start over. They are hungry now . "

"Those . . . aninmals who beat ne, they are not hungry. They have cards. They work down under and
we see them here daily. Were do they get off chanting 'W're hungry now when --"

"Listen, Torvin, to me an old man now gone crazy. Listen. W are old, you and I. You, not so
old. Wuld you have given them sonething i f you coul d?"

Torvin stuck his head out the hatchway, | ooked up and down the street, then hunched back inside.

"Of course. You know ne, |I'mnot a greedy nan. | have done such a thing."
"Well, listen to nme, old nan. The nob we saw, yes, they have cards. Yes, they bring alittle
food home -- for a famly of four. |If there are six, eight, ten then the card still only feeds a

famly of four."

"No one argues with that," Torvin said. "W can't breed ourselves out of --

"When you or | get too old and have to live with our children, Ship forbid, that will be one nore
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on a card of four. Take in a refugee who has no card, ny friend. Yes, that nakes it six on a
card of four and the average of people who have cards is eight.

"The ones without cards, the stinking ones who are dying at the settlenent's edge beggi ng for

food, begging for work, sleeping in the nud -- they cannot run through the streets thenselves to
shout 'We're hungry now,' because they can barely stand. W give crunbs fromour guilt, from our
shane. This nob gives their bodies, their voices to the hungry. They give whatever they have."

Davi d | eaned heavily on his folded table and got to his feet. The nob had noved on quickly. Had
his body all owed, he m ght have foll owed them He watched Torvin test his nose gingerly with his
fingertips.

"I amafraid, David, of people like that. They m ght have killed us. It could have happened."
Torvin sounded as if he had corks in his nose.
Davi d shrugged.

"They are afraid, too, because only the card gives thema place in The Line, and then only when
their turns cone around. Wthout a card, how | ong before you or I wake up in the nud downcoast ?
How many ni ghts, Torvin, could you sleep in the nud and still wake in the norning?"

Torvin tested the bridge of his nose again, w ncing.
"l don't like this, David. | don't like getting beat up .

"Such drama," David said. "The man was pushed in here. You were hiding under your table and the
corner hit your nose. That is not a beating. The Poet, over there, now that nman took a beating."

David's nod indicated a dark shape pacing the hatchway across fromthem The street was nearly
clear, only a few stragglers scurried about, dodging the stunsticks of security. The Line to the
war ehouse was reformng already as the bravest, or the hungriest, came out of hiding.

Only one adult and one child of a card could wait in line, so the chore usually fell to the
strongest unenpl oyed nenber. Woever did the shopping might have to carry out a two weeks' supply
of foodstuffs for eight people or nore. Security protection was good in The Line, but spotty

el sewhere, so there were actually two lines, one on one side of the street going in and one on the
ot her goi ng out.

Li censed vendors |ike David and Torvin worked The Line, selling to those who were afraid they
woul dn't get inside today, or who wanted a little sonmething different to take home to the wots.

The man they called "the Poet" across the way worked his way up and down The Line each day,
babbl i ng of Ship and the return of Ship. He was careful not to speak against Flattery's Voidship
project. He had done that once, and come back a broken man. The Poet had not stood upright
since, but walked in a shuffle, bent nearly double at the waist. David could hear him now,
shouting after the tail-end of the nob:

"l have been to the nmountaintop! Let freedomring!"

"That one?" Torvin snorted, and started his nose bleeding again. "That one has been into the
spor e-dust once too often.”

David smled at his friend. He and Torvin were nearly the sane age, in their sixties, but he
hadn't known Torvin long. There was nmuch he had never told him

"l was taken once,"” David whispered. "A security wanted cakes wi thout a nmarker and | woul dn't
give themto him | knewif | did he would be back every day. He bullied nme. | would rather
give themto the poor, so | did a foolish thing. | threwtheminto The Line, and there was a
scranble. Well, | knew | would be arrested, but | forgot about the others. They rounded up

everyone who had a cake without a punch on the card and took themin."

Torvin's face paled. "W friend, | didn't know. . . what did they do to you?"
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"They took me to a shed that had cubicles in it, separated by curtains. In each one they were
doi ng something to soneone. The screans were terrible, and the snell "

David took a deep breath and let it out slow The Poet was still gesturing and railing fromhis
hat chway .

"He was there, in the cubicle next to nme. He was an inportant man from down under who was the
director of all of Holovision. Flattery had taken over -- | didn't know that -- and this nan had
comrented on the air that Flattery wanted to brai nwash the world."

"A brave man," Torvin said. He appraised the Poet in a new |light.

"A fool ," David said. "He would've been better off to find a way to fight inside, or hidden out
to do sonething |ike those Shadowbox people are doing. He nust've known what woul d happen.”

Davi d dusted off his threadbare trousers, put on his cap and | eaned agai nst the hatchway, his gaze
very distant and his voice | ow

"Well, 1'lIl tell you what happened to him They put himin a netal barrel, bent over double, and
tied a block of concrete to his testicles. There was no floor in the barrel, so he could nove it
around by shuffling, but he had to keep bent over, and his knees bent down, to keep the weight off
his testicles. His hands were tied behind his back, and throughout the day they would beat the
sides of the barrel with those sticks they carry.

"They seldom fed him but when they did he had to take food and water fromthe floor, bent over
like that, an animal inside the barrel. He was a |learned man. | never heard himcurse. He only
prayed. He prayed to every god |I've heard of, and nany that | don't know. They nade himcrazy to
di scredit him-- who would believe a nadnan? Particularly a madnman who eats bugs and scraps and
sonetines dirt to stay alive."

Torvin was quiet for many blinks, digesting what his friend had told him The Poet continued his
rant, and the few security patrolling nearby ignored him

"My friend," Torvin said, "what did they . . . were you . . . ?"

"They beat ne," David said. "It was nothing. | was in and out in a day for being insubordinate.
I don't think the captain cared rmuch for the security guard who charged ne. At any rate, he was
never seen on this street again. Look, now. It is clear, and we should go sell what we can. |

want to get hone and check on ny Annie. She worries about nme in times like this."

Both nen strapped on their little folding tables that fit around their waists and hurriedly
neatened their wares. As they stepped into the nmuddy street Torvin heard the Poet's hoarse voice
exhort him "Brother, brother, let freedomring!"”

Remenber that | have power; you believe yourself miserable, but | can make you so wetched that
the light of day will be hateful to you. You are ny creator, but | amyour master

-- Mary Shell ey, Frankenstein, Vashon Literature Repository
Spi der Nevi watched Rico pull the gangway up and onto the deck of the Flying Fish, then he
mani pul ated the sensor for a close view of Rico's back as he turned away.

"Lasgun there," Nevi said, and tapped a finger against the screen. "Belt, middle of the back
Carries hinmself like a fighter."
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Nevi never once glanced at the security officer watching the screen at his side. As the Flying
Fi sh departed noorage he switched to another sensor at the mouth of the harbor, one that confirmed
Crista Galli's presence on board.

At Nevi's command, the sensor zoomed in on the cabin of the passing foil, revealing LaPush in the
copilot's seat and Crista Galli buckled in behind him Ozette sat to her left, behind the pilot,
and was speaking to her. Nevi recognized the pilot, Elvira, and cursed under his breath.

"I'f your security launch tries an intercept, it will be outclassed," he said. "What then?"

"There will be a show of force," Zentz said, "then a warning shot."

"And then?"

Zentz cleared his throat, stroked the swollen area near the mddle of his face that functioned as
a nose.

"Shoot to disable."

Nevi snorted at the ridicul ousness of it. A laser cannon strike on a hydrogen-ramfoil could
ignite a fireball a thousand neters wide. He thought that a rather narrow definition of
"disable."

Zentz continued, flustered at Nevi's silence.

"The Director declared a 'state of security' alnost a year ago," he said. "You know the routine
mandatory interception and search of all vessels, except conpany ferries, that enter or |eave
Kal al och; search of any air or ground craft entering or |eaving the perineter "

Nevi let Zentz go on with his tedious recital

Flattery's precious Preserve was his nest, and Nevi knew he would take no chances here. But Nevi
was sure that any interception of the Flying Fish right now could easily be bungled into a

di saster of the greatest proportions. Flattery had just called himto duty because Zentz had
pernmitted such a bungle.

"W want Shadowbox and Crista Galli," Nevi said. "To exterm nate nerve runners you have to bum
their nest. This foil, intact, will lead us there."

Zentz, ranrod-stiff in his seat, cleared his dry throat and offered, "W suspect LaPush has been a
Shadow commandant for about six years . "

"Your crewis not to interfere with this vessel,"” Nevi ordered. He keyed in the security
frequency on his console. "You can give the order right here." He flipped a switch and | ooked
Zentz in the eyes.

Zentz cleared his throat again, then | eaned toward the m crophone.
"Zentz here. Thirty-four, disregard white class-three foil departing harbor."

"Sir," a young voice cane back, "by the Director's orders we're to seize any vessels sighted but
not searched."

Zentz paused, and in that pause Nevi enjoyed the exquisite dilemma that was now added to the
Security Chiefs fatigue. There was only one way out, one way to satisfy the by-the-book greenhorn
officer, one way to keep the Director at bay.

"I searched it personally at dockside," Zentz said. "W know what's on board."

Nevi switched off the connection, satisfied with the choice he'd nade in Zentz. |If it came right
down to it, Zentz would be the perfect sacrifice in the holiest of games, survival.

"Young officers haven't learned their priorities yet," Zentz said, forcing a smle
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"They have only learned fear," Nevi said. "They mature when they understand greed."

Zentz rubbed at the back of his thick neck, only half-listening. He had spent the entire night
interrogating two of his best guards as an exanple to the rest, and now that Nevi had ordered

Crista Galli out of his grasp it |ooked as if he was going to have to go through it all again.
Fromthe nmonent he'd freed the foil Zentz could feel a tightening at his collar that he didn't
like -- it was a nooselike grip, unrelenting as bal dness, cold.

Nevi woul d be the death of him this he was begi nning to understand. Wth this cane the
under st andi ng that there was nothing he could do about it, nowhere he could hide. The dasher
coiled to spring, that was what Spider Nevi saw when Zentz nmet his gaze.

"I am going to nake you a hero," Nevi said. "I have a part for you to play. |If we hand the
Di rect or Shadowbox we hand hi m back Pandora. The inplications for you and ne are obvious. You
will, of course, prefer this to whatever the Director has in mnd for you here?"

Zentz did not clear his throat, he did not speak. He nodded once and his grotesque |lunp of a jaw
qui vered with what Nevi presuned was the clenching of his teeth.

"I't will be just you and |I," Nevi said. "The nore we can tell the Director about these vernin and
their warrens, the happier he will be. You desperately need to nmake hi m happy."

The white foil slipped under the bay's waves, keeping the burning weckage between itself and the
Vashon Security foil opposite. They would be suspicious of not being challenged during an alert,
this Nevi knew, but he still had the advantage. They knew he was behind them they didn't know
how cl ose

Nevi used the sensor systemto pan the riot that was nowin full bloomin Kalal och

"They're working their way toward the Preserve," he noted. "Can your nen handl e this?"

Zentz's wattles rose in indignation

"Security is ny business, too, M. Nevi. | handle it ny way. W will let themthrow their
tantrumand trash their nest, then we will slaughter themhere at the wall. They nust be nmade to

be very sorry that they attack the Preserve. The danmage they do to their streets will keep the
survivors busy for a time."

Nevi flipped off the sensors and stood, straightening his tight suit with a tug.

"Secure one of Flattery's personal foils,"” Nevi snapped. "Full gear for two, plus a week's
rations. See to it there's coffee. Meet nme in the Preserve hangar in one-half hour."

Hi s eyebrows indicated disnm ssal and Zentz rose to | eave. Nevi saw the seed of hope in Zentz's
eyes, a seed that Nevi would nourish to a rich blossomand snip, when necessary, to nake just the
ri ght bouquet for the Director

| consider the positions of kings and rulers as that of dust motes . . . | look upon the judgnent
of right and wong as the serpentine dance of a dragon, and the rise and fall of beliefs as but
traces left by the four seasons.

-- Buddha

Crista Galli reclined in a | eather crew couch that snelled faintly of Rico. She gripped the
arnrests, eyes closed. Noise and the press of the crowd had always frightened her, at |east since
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she had been blasted free of the kelp five years past. Menory of her life before that bl ast
seenmed hopel essly | ost.

The suppl e | eather couch and roomy cabin muted the pierside clanmor. The others had finished
casting off and were returning to the cabin. A green circle flashed on the pilot's screen for
each hatch they dogged behind them

Their pilot, a severe, sensuous wonan in her md-thirties, prepared the ballast tank punps and
other predive systenms. She spoke the sequences aloud crisply as she conpl eted her checkoff.

"Taki ng on ballast."

Three fuel tanks flared together fromthe fire at the center of the bay and Crista felt the
concussions puff her lungs. A three-headed rage of fire boiled up fromthe waters off their bow,
heeling the foil over in a lurch to starboard. Ben and Rico sealed off the cabin and strapped in.

"Goi ng down?" Rico asked, and |aughed. The pilot didn't niss a beat.

"No security challenge," she reported. "Twenty-neter |evel-off mandatory until clear of marker
five-five-seven . "

Since boarding the foil Crista had felt a cal msuch as she'd not known for several years, in spite
of the nadness outside. She felt sonething pull her toward the nouth of the harbor, to the open
wat er beyond. Ben handed her a child' s dessert stick fromhis pocket.

"You'll need the energy," he said. "Once we're clear of the harbor we can raid the galley. |Is
the cabin air too dry for you?"

"No," she shook her head, "it feels fine. Like ny roomat the Preserve."

This was the cool, processed air that Crista had breathed for five years at the Preserve, free of
the charcoal odors of the street braziers, the whiff of raw iodine fromthe beaches and scant wet
bl oons of upland slopes. It was air swept nearly clean of humanity -- the humanity that idolized
Crista Galli, the humanity she had only known now for |ess than a single day.

It was midnorning yet, second sun just clearing the horizon, and Crista felt the race of sunlight
through her surging pul se. She was outside the Preserve now. Regardless of the circunstances,
she intended never to go back, never to be a prisoner of walls again.

Wat ch yoursel f, an anci ent one inside her warned, that you don't beconme a prisoner of action, or
words. And renenber, when you nake a choi ce you abandon freedom of choi ce.

She' d had no choice in her appearance anong hunmans, and Flattery had gi ven her no choices since
that time. She had been plucked fromthe vine of the kel p and dropped into Flattery's basket.
Crista thought that if the people of Pandora thought her a god, it was tine she acted |ike one.
Now t hat the water had begun closing about the foil, she felt an energy surge her blood that she'd
never felt before.

What coul d she do that would hel p herself and these people who were still alien to her? Even Ben
though she felt a love for him was a stranger. She had tried daily for five years, and could
summon no nenories of her earlier life.

Everyone, everyone is a stranger.

She'd had this thought before, but today it didn't surround her with the loneliness that it had in
the past. She'd touched Ben Ozette, and seen that he, too, had these thoughts and he'd lived
anong humans for his whole life.

This is what they could I earn fromthe kel p, she nused. W are not al one because we are el enents
of one being.

She listened as Rico nuttered loudly to no one in particular.

"Operations won't like it," he said. "Under no circunstances is she to be allowed near the sea.
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O course, they're welcone to drop in here and give us a hand after they pronised us the airstrip

She could tell that Rico felt nore confortable in the foil. He had smled, finally, and though he
seened to be conpl aining he was conmplaining with a snile

"Ever ride a foil ?" Ben asked her

"Never," she said, her wide eyes trying to take in everything at once. "I've watched them from
the Preserve. This one is beautiful."”

"Let me point out our three-way option," he said, and indicated certain diagranms on his contro
panel . "W are riding Pandora's finest vehicle on, above or under the sea. The hydrofoil nbde is
fast on the surface, but the foil struts clog up easily in thick kelp. Except in flight, these
class-one foils use the old Bangasser converter to retrieve hydrogen fromseawater, a virtually
infinite source of fuel. |If we go to the air, we have to renenber that the fuel tanks do get

enpty."

He gl anced over at Elvira's indifference and shrugged.

"W're goi ng down under,"'
be tracked, all the kel pways are heavily wired --

he said. "Their lasgun's no good underwater. But this guarantees we'l|

"I't m ght be sonething bigger than Flattery doing the tracking," Rico interrupted. "Heads up
we're goi ng down."

He paused and, when there was no response from Ben, he assisted Elvira with the dive checkout.
Whi l e they busied thenselves with tasks at their consoles, Crista watched the water close over the
cabi n.

Ironically, it was probably Flattery who best understood her life among the kelp. In his
hybernation, Flattery had lain nearly lifeless, his vitals nonitored and nai ntai ned by severa
devices on and inside his body. According to Flattery's |lab people, Crista Galli had lived in
synmbiosis with the kelp, a hundred nmillion kelp cilia inside her, breathing for her, feeding her.
They cl aimed that these tiny projections supported her for her first twenty years, until Flattery
had this stand of kelp blown up, |obotonized to the needs of Current Control

"It's like being an enbryo until you're twenty," she'd told Ben. "There's no other way | can
explain it. You don't eat, breathe, or nove around much. The only people you neet are in the
dreans that Avata brings. Now | don't know what was dream and what was nme, it's all confused.
There was no ne until . . . until that day. But Flattery knows sonmething of howthis feels. So
does that Dwarf Maclntosh, and that brain that Flattery's hooking up to his ship."

"It sounds horrible," Ben had said, and she realized that it probably did.

In dive node the engine shift vibrated so nuch that it rocked her fromside to side in her seat,
forcing her attention back to the present.

Crista fought back a tear, and couldn't turn away fromthe green water surging ahead of the cabin.
There are | aws agai nst touching ne!

She thought of that kiss again, the one that had lasted only a blink in real tinme but would replay
forever in her mnd. Even in the hot climte of Kalaloch, Crista wore the coverings dictated by
the Director. But alone, in the privacy of her suite, she had often shucked her clothes in spite
of Flattery's sensors, which she knew to be everywhere.

Any portion of her skin left bare tingled at its awareness of breezes and light. |If she noticed
nothing else in a day she noticed the thousand tiny touches between humans around her. It had
beconme difficult to think of herself as human. Now, having glinpsed the public idolatry focused
on her, she felt the frayed tether weaken even nore.

A surge in cabin air pressure popped her ears, and the great plasna-glass done of the cabin
settled conpletely under the waves. She caught herself holding her breath and cautioned herself
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to relax. She heard the susurrations of voices rise and fall with the pul se of the engines.
"Are you all right?"

Crista felt herself rising above Ben's voice to the ceiling of the cabin, through the ceiling and
hi gher yet, above the Preserve. She was a thousand neters above Kal al och, and beneath her writhed
a mass of brown tentacles

She was a hylighter, tacking her great sail across the breeze to keep the shadow of their foil in
sight bel ow. She was aware of herself, of her own being inside the foil, but felt every ripple
al ong the hylighter's supple body as well.

Ben Ozette was calling her nane, barely audible at this distance. It seened she shared an
unmbi I i cus fromhis navel to her own and he was pulling her in by it, reeling her back to the
Flyi ng Fi sh hand over hand.

Ben touched her cheek and Crista snapped awake. He did not take his hand away.

"You scared ne," he said. "Your eyes were open and you quit breathing."

As she sat forward, resisting his gentle pressure, she saw that Rico al so stood over her, an open
medi cal kit beside his feet. He was wearing gloves. What had been bl ue sky covering the plaz of
the cabin was now the green-gray twilight of the mddle deep. They were riding a kel pway, and
sonmehow she knew that they had al ready cleared the harbor, heading north

Rico stared at Ben's hand stroking her cheek, then at Crista.

"I was gone," she said. "Somewhere above us. | was a hylighter watching this foil and you
reached out and brought me back."

"A hylighter?" Ben |aughed, but it was a tight, very nervous |augh. "That's a strange enough
dr eam

Gasbag fromthe sky
How her tentacles withe
for nme . '

Renenber that song? 'Cone and Gone . . .'"

"I remenber that it was sone tasteless play on words, ridiculing the hylighter's spore-casting
function. And this was no dream"”

She saw the snap in her voice reflected in the tightening of his Iips, a closing off that she
didn't know how to stop

Ri co turned w t hout saying anything and stowed the kit beneath his seat. Crista snelled sonething
i ke anger, something |like fear pulse fromRico's turned back. Al of her senses washed back into
her trenbling body, delivering her into a state of hypersensitivity that she had never known

bef ore.

The undersea | andscape of blues and greens blurred past her like the settlenent had bl urred past
her -- too much wonder, too little tine.

O everyone to whom nuch has been given, nuch will be required; and of himto whomthey have
entrusted nmuch, they will demand the nore.
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-- Jesus

Beatriz was awaiting her cue for the two-m nute wi ndup of News-break when the fully arned security
detachment entered the studio, sliding fromthe hatchway with their backs along the walls. They
hung back beyond the fringe of lights, which blazed their reflection in the squad | eader's
mrrored sungl asses. Her nmouth was suddenly dry, her throat tightening, and she was due for the
wrap-up in thirty seconds.

Still on the air, she thought. The preenpt isn't running yet.

Her consol e showed her what the three caneras saw, but the nobnitor at the rear of the studio
showed what went out on the air. Now it showed Harlan fast-tal ki ng the weat her

It could be bypassed.

She shuddered in her newfound paranoia and thought that the fl oor director would probably stop
Harlan if they'd gone to tape, but she couldn't be sure anynore.

Maybe they want to see just how rmuch nmore 1'd try to say.

She had deviated fromthe pronpter, amd the waving hands of the producer and director. She
hadn't linked Ben with the Galli kidnapping, she'd just listed himas nmissing, along with Rico, on
assignment. She noted signs of surprise and nuttering anong the crew when she said it. Both Ben
and Rico were admired in the industry. Indeed, many of Rico' s inventions and innovations rmade the
hol o i ndustry possi bl e.

Harl an finished norning fishing patterns, and the countdown went to Beatriz. The officer of the
security squad had noved up in the studio and placed a nan besi de each of her cameranen. She had
t he sudden, weighty thought that her crew mi ght not be on the shuttle this afternoon

Harlan finished and smiled fromthe nonitor, and the floor director's fingers counted her down:
Three, two, one

"That's our norning Newsbreak fromour launch site studios. Evening Newsbreak will be broadcast
live fromour Obital Assenbly Station. Qur crew will have the opportunity to accompany the OMC,
Organic Mental Core, and take you, the viewer, through each step of installation and testing.

QG her news that we will follow at that tine: the abduction of Crista Galli. As you know, there
is still no word from her abductors and no ransom demand. Mre on this and other news at

ei ghteen. Good norning. "

Beatriz held her smle until the red light faded out, then slunped back into her chair with a
sigh. The studio erupted around her in a babble of questions.

"What's this about Ben?"
"Rico, too? Were were they?"
"Does the conpany know about this?"

They cared. She knew they would care, that nost of Pandora probably cared, and that was her

power. As the mirrored sungl asses nade their way through the crew toward her, she knew that there
was not hing he could do. Even if they' d preenpted and run the canned show, the crew knew and
there woul d be no keeping this | eak plugged.

When the security officer reached her, the babbling in the studio fell quiet.
"I must ask you to cone with us."

These were the words she'd been afraid she mght hear. These words, "Cone with us,"” were what Ben

had tried to warn her about for the | ast couple of years. He had said nore than once, "If they
ask you to conme, don't do it. They will take you away and you w |l disappear. They will take the
peopl e around you away. |If they say this to you, nake whatever happens happen in public, where

they can't hide it fromthe world."
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"Rol|l caneras one, two and three,"” she announced. Then she turned to Gus, the floor director
"Were we preenpted?”

"No," he said, and his voice trenbled. He was sweating heavily even though she was the one under
the lights. "If a preenpt signal was sent, | didn't see it. You went out live."

God bl ess Gus! she thought.
She turned to the security.

"Now, Captain . . . | didn't get your name . . . what was it you wanted of ne?"

What then shall we do?

-- Leo Tol st oy

"Trinmed and steady," Elvira reported. "No pursuit. Course?"
Wien Ben didn't answer, Rico said, "Victoria."
El vira grunted.

It was obvious to Crista that Elvira trusted both Ben and Rico conpletely. She had seen loyalty
at the Preserve, but never trust. She had nani pul ated the distrust ranpant throughout Flattery's
organi zation to open the hatch for her escape. That sanme distrust would bring Flattery down, once
and for all. O this she was certain.

"Flattery's people hoard information |ike spinarettes at the web," she told Ben. "It's barter to
them a medi um of exchange. So no one has the full picture and runmor guides the hand that bl esses
or damms. That's why Shadowbox has threatened himnore than anything else.”

"There's food in the galley," R co announced, and she saw t he acconpanying green indicator flash
on the console at her right hand. "Ben, you two take a break. Bring ne back some coffee. W're
a few hours out yet. Elvira would Iike the usual."

Ben led Crista to the galley behind the cabin with a hand at her el bow. Her |egs seemed wobbly in
spite of the even-keel ed subrmersible run of the foil. She had been hungry now for hours. Her
head ached with it, and the nmenory of broiled sebet on the village air charged her stomach

"W live in the galley," Ben told her. "Wen we're on a job, this roomis jamed, it's where
everyt hi ng happens."

She stepped fromthe semdimcabin into a warmyellow glow. The galley was a bright room of wood,
yel | owpanel and brass. She could inmagine a Hol ovision Nightly News crew spread out over the two
tables with coffee and notes in the hal f-hour before air time. It was a clean, well-lighted
space. Holo cubes of the crewin action on various assignments sat in a rack against the inboard
bul khead. Crista sat at the first of two hexagonal tables and pulled down a couple of the cubes
to | ook at.

"These really stand out at you," she said, noving the hol ograns through different angles of |ight.
"Nothing in Flattery's collection matches these for quality."

"Thanks to Rico," Ben said. "He's a born inventor. He'd be a rich nman today if Flattery's Mernan
Mercantile hadn't junped into the middle of things. Qur stuff is good because Rico nmakes up the
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equi prent hinself. W always roll with the best."

"She's very pretty,"” Crista said, holding a scene of Ben and Beatriz with their arns around each
other. "You two have worked together for a long time. Wre you in love, the two of you?"

Ben cleared his throat and pushed a few buttons. She heard the whirr of galley nmachinery at work.

"Now it's hard to know whether we were truly in |ove or whether we'd just survived so nuch
together that we felt no one el se could understand -- except maybe Rico, of course.”

"And you made | ove with her?"
"Yes. "

Ben stood with his back to her, staring at the backs of his hands on the countertop. "Yes, we
made | ove. For several years. Gven our lives, it would have been inpossible that we didn't
becone intimates."

"But now you're not?"
She saw t he slightest shake of the back of his head. "No."
"Does that nake you sad? Do you niss her?"

When he turned to her she saw the consternation on his face, the struggle he seened to be having
with words. She thought perhaps he'd started out to lie to her, but with a sigh he changed his
nm nd.

"Yes," he said, "I miss her. Not as a lover, that's past and would be too clunsy to rekindle. |
m ss working with her because she's so goddamm good at getting people to talk in front of caneras.
Ri co handl ed the techno stuff, and between us she and | could get to the bottom of nbst anything

I think she's in love with Maclntosh up in Current Control, but | don't think she's admtted it,
yet. If it's true, it should make life easier for both of us.”

"If one of you is in love, then that takes the heat off?"
Ben | aughed. "I suppose you could say that, yes."

She | owered her gaze to the cube that her hands passed back and forth in front of her. "Could you
ever be in love with me?"

He [ aughed a soft |augh and gripped her shoul der

"I remenber everything about you," he said. "That first day | saw you in Flattery's |ab, when you
| ooked at ne over your shoulder and smiled . . . | had a feeling when our eyes net like |I've never
had before. | still get it every time | see you, think of you, dream of you. 1Isn't that

sonmething like | ove?"

Her pale skin flushed red fromthe neck of her dress to the roots of her shaggy white hair at her
f or ehead.

"It's the sane for nme," she said. "But | have nothing to conpare with. And how could I live up
to whatever you've shared with . . . her?"

"Love isn't a conpetition," he said. "It happens. There were tough tines, living with B, but |
don't have to bring up the bad parts to punish nyself for missing the friendship, the good parts.
I think she and | are both people who refuse to dislike someone we've [oved. She's an exceptiona
person or | wouldn't have loved her. There was a lot of bliss, a lot of turnoil, no boredom at
all. The bliss part she called 'our convergent lines.' Utimately we each bl aned the other for
bei ng i npossi bl e when it was our situation we couldn't bear "

"Did you take the job of interview ng me because you knew that she was working with Flattery at
the Preserve?"
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He | aughed agai n.

"You have ne pegged, don't you? That's a yes and no answer. | thought, and still think, that
your story is the nost exciting thing | can show the rest of Pandora. | wouldn't have tried for
it otherwise. But, yes, |I did hope, in a noment of wallowing in loneliness, that |I'd see her
again."

"And . . . ?"

"l did. The thrill was gone and we were good friends. Good friends who still work very well

t oget her. "

"You knew that Flattery was buying us both off with those interviews, didn't you?" Crista asked.

She set her hat beside her on the deck and peeled of f her headband and mantilla. She gave her
matted hair a shake. She was relieved that he snmiled at this as he gathered their utensils at the
si deboar d.

"I figured it out," he said. "That's why . . . this. Flattery pulled the corporate strings,
denying air time before the first can was shot. But no one was told. | was paid, you were
interviewed at length on five occasions -- and this was the story of the century! He paid to have
it done so he could kill it."

"Yes," she said, "with no pangs of conscience whatsoever. Look what it got him W are here,
together. |, at least, amhappier. And hungry," she indicated her disguise, "in spite of how it
| ooks."

Ben patted the lunp of clothing strapped to her belly. "And fulfilled, too," he teased. He dared
to stroke her cheek again with a snile and then busied hinself setting out the food.

She wat ched the seascape as their foil slithered through the kel pways, her quick breaths fogging
the plaz. Though the Preserve was a seaside base canp Crista never once had been all owed down to
the shore. Flattery feared her relationship with the kelp, and sawto it that others around her
did, too.

Ben nudged her shoul der and pointed through the starboard port toward the skeletal remains of a
kel p outpost, dimMy visible in the foil's deepwater lights. The kelp itself had been burned back
to knobby stunps for a thousand meters all around.

he said. "Vashon Security did

"Report says kelp killed three fam lies here, sixteen people,
their retaliatory nunmber on the kelp, as you can see. They call it 'pruning.

Though it was shadow and beneath a weak wash of |ight and though the engines had quieted in
subrersi bl e node, Crista focused on the tingle at her shoul der where Ben had touched her. She
fought back tears of joy at his touch. How could she explain this to him who touched people and
was touched at will?

He pulled two hot trays out of the unit and set themon the table. He dealt out napkins, spoons,
chopsticks. She knew she needed food, strength, but sone dream ness had caught her up since
boarding the foil and she didn't really want to shake it.

Sunl i ght strengthened her, this she knew. The beautiful kiss fromBen, that strengthened her
too. Sonething about this Rico LaPush al so strengthened her, but she didn't know what.

Crista glanced again at Ben, beside her, as his eyes searched the di mess of the passing
| andscape.

"The Preserve is under attack," Ben said. She didn't respond. "You can watch it onscreen if you
want." He indicated the briefing screen against the aft galley bul khead. She preferred the old
word "wal | ," but not many used it. Tribute to Pandora's watery history.

Though Ben tal ked on, Crista concentrated on her neal, eating half of Ben's as well, leaving him
the vegetables. H's words buzzed |like a fat bee in the warmgalley air. Al the while a lullaby
kept running through her head that no human ear had heard in two thousand years.
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Hush littl e baby don't say a word
Moma' s gonna buy you a nocki ngbird

She had | earned to be cautious wandering her nmenories, too. Wen the flashbacks started sonetines
they took over, unpeeling whole sections of other people's lives. They |lasted |onger each tine,
dragging Crista through hours of lightning-fast nenories. There was no focus, no fine-tuning,
sinply off or on.

First it was blinks, then seconds, nmonents. A ninute of high-speed nmenory, lived with a ful
sensory conponent, could wing an entire lifetime out of the wet cloth of her mind. Her |ast
fl ashback had term nated only after exhaustion and heavy sedation. It had |asted nearly four

hours. Though conscious i medi ately, she had been dazed and unable to speak for three days.
Flattery had used this as an excuse to further limt her life at his conpound, and to adjust her
medi cati ons.

She felt that same dazedness now, but no onslaught of nenories, no sweat, no fear

"Crista @Glli," Ben said, "you have quite the life awaiting you. You are 'the One, Her Holiness,"
aliving legend. You are the nost inportant person alive today."

She felt an uneasiness at what he said, and sought reason to feel uneasy at the way he said it.
She found none.

"'"The One'?" she nmuttered. "'The One' to do what?"

"You are the One for whomthey have waited in suffering for so long," he said. "Depending on whom
you believe, you are the last salvation of humanki nd, or you are the kelp's secret weapon to

eradi cate humans forever. |In your glinpse of the people of Kalaloch you nust have felt your

power. There is a lot for you to learn, and quickly. W will help you with that. But because
one does not touch a god, one does not conme before a god scratching one's fleas, you will see only
the best side of the faithful, and the worst side of the rest."

"When the people know ne, knowit's all a --

"They will not know you,"” he interrupted. "Not the 'you' that you nean. They want to believe
sonet hing el se too nuch to stop them Faith can do that.

"You must be careful, you nust be quiet. And you nust be a mystery. W need that nystery to beat
Flattery. You will see plenty of need before very nmuch longer, and I think you will agree with
me. Eat the rest if you are hungry. W nmay not always be anbng those who have food."

She was hungry, very hungry. She drank the broth fromher soup, left the vegetables and picked
out the meat. She al so picked out the nmeat fromthe sandwi ch he nade her. She ate the bread in
tiny bites to nake it |ast |onger

She thought she could tell Ben, tell themall something of need. Touch was a human need and she
was nmostly human. At tinmes someone woul d touch her by accident or quickly in a breathless dare
The dari ng ones, she recogni zed now, must be the religious zealots, the Zavatans that Ben had told
her about. There was no way to know which way it would be: enbarrassnment or death.

When she | et Ben kiss her the previous night she had known it was possible that he would die. She
had the strongest feeling that she would die, too, and sonehow that made it all right. For the
first time she felt nmortal, and risked it. Wen neither of them died, she even kissed himback a
little. Her heart punped sonmething |like fear, even at the menory. Afterward, in his green eyes
so nearly like her own, there was the glitter of |laughter and a good dare taken

He | ooked so happy!

She remenbered that few people around her had ever |ooked happy, except the Director. Mbstly,
they seened afraid.
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"Way did you kiss nme?" she asked. A flush crept out of her collar. She didn't want to | ook at
himbut finally couldn't help it. He was smling.

"Because you let ne."
"You weren't afraid . . . ?"

"Afraid you wouldn't like it? Yes. Afraid of what you mght do to ne? No." He laughed. "I
have a theory. |If people expect to go crazy when they touch you, then that's what they do. It's
a hysteria, that's all "

She put her palmon his chest and said, evenly, "You don't know anything about me. You were |ucky
. we were lucky." She patted his shirt. "You didn't sleep,” she said. "If it's necessary
that one of us sit up, | can do it fromnow on."

Sonet hi ng dark passed over his expression

"There were arrangenents,"” he said, "with sone of the wonen we'll neet upcoast -- you were to stay
with them 1t was assuned that you would prefer . . ."

"It has to be you,"” she insisted. "You have no worman in your life, isn't that right?"
"That's right, but it's not a matter of . . ."
"What's it a matter of ?" she blurted. "Don't you like nme?"

Maybe it was the surprise that lifted the darkness fromhis face, or maybe it was the blush. "I
like you," he said. "I like you a lot."

"Then it's settled," she said. "l can stay with you."
"I't's not as easy as that."

"It isif we nake it so," she said. "Get sonme rest between now and then. If you really are
iMmune to ne, you're going to need it."

Intervention into destiny by god or man requires the nost delicate care.

-- Dwarf Maclntosh, Kel pmaster, Current Contro

Raja Flattery's private bunker |ay safely beneath alnost thirty neters of Pandoran stone. High
donel i ke ceilings held back the psychol ogi cal crush and sonme wel | -chosen hol ograns draped the

walls with scenes fromoutside the walls. Above him in the rubble of his surface conpound,
Flattery's security finished the | ast roundup of resisters.

"Stand down the fighting and send in the nmedics.”

Thanks to the hylighters, there would be a lot of burns. He spoke the order into his console and
didn't wait for acknow edgnment. Hi s bunker area was honeyconbed wi th cubicles, and those cubicles
were occupi ed by the underlings who carried out his orders and asked no questions. Fewer than a
handful had personal access to the Director

Ironic, howa little fire can cool things down.
Hi s security teans nopped up the carnage overhead and fornmed stark little shadows hunchi ng under

Pandora's unforgiving suns. Though the sterile imges of battle came into his bunker by holo, the
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Di rector thought he sniffed a distinct stench of burning hair beside himat the console.
The imagination . . . the mind . . . what incredible tools.

H s personal security teamwaited just outside his hatch, a precaution. There was no place on
Pandora that he could flee to that would be as secure as his own conpound. Certainly there was
nowhere as |uxurious. A brunch of sebet simmered in Orcas Red spread out at his left hand. There
was a fine bite to these Pandoran wi nes that pleased him even early in the day.

"Captain,"” he spoke to the shadowy figure at his hatch, "that canmera team were they depl oyed as
schedul ed?"

"Yes, sir," the captain's back stiffened. "Captain Brood' s men have been at the | aunch site since
daybreak. They know what you want."

"And the Hol ovi si on people, the ones the studio sent out to cover this . . . mess?"

"Captain Brood suggested letting themfilm sir. Wen it's done, his teamcan access their film
as well as their caneras and other equi pnent. He says --"

Flattery shouted at his attendant, "Captain, did anyone give this . . . Captain Brood
permi ssion to start thinking? D d you?"

The stiffened spine stiffened even nore.
"No, sir."

Flattery was thankful that the shadows hid the nan's face. There was no profile to it. Were the
captain's nose should be there were two noist slits that separated a very wi de set of eyes. Wen
Flattery talked with Nevi, at |east he could focus on the man's eyes. This man wasn't that
interesting, and Flattery had all too nuch tinme to dwell on the nalformed face.

Flattery spoke in his npbst reasonabl e tone.

"I want nothing to go on Hol ovi sion today without nmy prior approval. Brood's teamis to receive
priority treatnment, even if we have to replace the entire production staff, understood?”

"Yes, sir."

"Get their manager into nmy office within the hour, that puffy little nmaggot M| hous. W need
cooperation and | don't want any slip-ups. Tell himto bring sone canned stuff that we can use to
preenpt today until Brood's nmen get their tapes. No sense in the rest of the world getting

i nspired by what's going on here."

"Right, sir. Right away, sir.

" Capt ai n?"

"Yes, sir.

"You're a good nan, Captain. Your famly will be pleased that you're working with nme."

"Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.

The man's back retreated through the main hatchway to the offices. Flattery sighed. He watered
the wine a bit and raised a glass to his own firmmess under duress. He toasted his search teans,
who fanned out even now to burn the last of the bodies up in the rocks. This was a Zavatan

i nfluence, this burning of bodies. It was a practice that Flattery wel coned and supported. The
traditional burials at sea turned into a ghastly sight and a health hazard on Pandora's few
beaches.

Bodi es washi ng up everywhere

He suppressed a shudder at the nenory. It was nore than disgusting, it was a religious and
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econoni ¢ disaster. Every nitwit who touched the kel p in the process cane back a prophet. The
entire Pandoran social structure was shattered by the recent geol ogi cal changes al one, but this
kel p busi ness nmade it a madhouse.

Wnen of the settlenents wouldn't buy fish for a week after a traditional sea burial. They didn't
want to take a chance on eating fish that had eaten old Uncle Dak. There were tines, early in
Flattery's rise to power, when he had seen hundreds of enbroidered burial bags washed up on the
beach at a tine, and the local fleets wouldn't fish for a nonth. Flattery's answer was to buy out
the inmporters, stockpile everything, and control the seaways.

"Control,"” he nuttered. "That's the key. Control."

Flattery toasted the holo that played in the center of his quarters. H's nen had been forced to
inflict heavier casualties than he preferred, and it would raise hob with the work force just at a
ti me when he needed things snooth. Still, their way was best. There were plenty of replacenents,
t hough starvation nade themdimw tted weaklings. Things would be slow during the training

peri od.

My way, he thought. |[|'ve had to teach themeverything. Left to thenselves, these Pandorans
couldn't get anything done.

Flattery still marveled at his own progress. He'd built and fortified a city, unified politics
and industry under one banner, and prepared a Voidship for |aunch. The Voidship would present
themw th nore options than this stinking little hell-hole of a planet and Al yssa Marsh, the OVC,
woul d point the way. Pandorans had been here for hundreds of years and hadn't nmde nearly the
progress he'd nmade in the past twenty-five.

The trap topside had been sprung and was nearly ready for cleaning. This might conme close to
destroyi ng any significant Shadow resistance. There couldn't be many of themleft, and the rest
well, he'd see to it that they were too hungry to fight.

Except anong thensel ves, for scraps. M scraps.
Flattery's | osses, other than replaceable materials, were mninal.

He pushed the neal aside and drained his glass. The nop-up operation would be a bore. The | ast
of the nob would be torched outside the hatch in a natter of two or three hours. He keyed in his
conmmand post and noted the air of celebration anmong the junior officers.

Nothing like a well-executed victory to Iift norale, he thought. Nothing nore dangerous than an
army with no one to fight.

Flattery knew that they would not turn on him or each other, as long as they had the Shadows,
food thieves and the kelp to contend with.

The idle brain is the devil's playground, he chuckl ed.

Once again, Flattery keyed the voice frequency on his consol e.

"Update me on the Hol ovision foil's position, Colonel."

"Still subnerged," Colonel Jaffe reported, "about fifty klicks downcoast fromVictoria."
"Any sign of escort?"

"No. The foil is proceeding solo through the accustoned channels."

"And the kelp is not interfering?"

"Not exactly," Jaffe said. "Qur instrunents show a marked increase in tension on the grid -- the
kel p's fighting the signal from Current Control."

"The grid is holding?"
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"Yes, sir. W're preparing to detour traffic to the outside in case we lose it. Tension's rising
fast, we're getting sonme oscillations at this point. Al vessels with Navcom are probably getting
i nstrument di sturbances, too. W'Il try to warn them but as you know the sonic transm ssion
stations down under have a very limted range . "

"l understand, Colonel. Instruct Current Control that this is a priority one situation. They are
to maintain this grid at all costs. Stunp that stand, if you have to."

"WIl do, sir. Currents remain stable. Are they to be intercepted in Victoria?"

"That is not your jurisdiction, Colonel," Flattery snapped. "A Wiite Warrior teamwll take care
of it. We will root out the brass of this Shadow operation this tine, I'msure. Notify ne of any
sign of kelp interference, anywhere."

He broke contact without waiting for a reply, and snil ed.

Yes, root them out, he thought, but not all of them They will find new | eaders, then we wil
hunt them down, too.

He poured hinmself half a glass of wine and filled the rest with water

Moderation, he nused, it's a lot |ike patience. W wll prune themback, like nmy roses, to the
very brink of death. They will always bl ossom under our control, always ready for the picking.

Flattery stood at his console and stretched. He liked the privacy of his bunker. It was as
spaci ous as the conpound above him with all of the attendant conforts. The view through his view
screens was not nearly as satisfying as real plaz |ooking over the real world -- his world. Soon

hi s Voi dship woul d be manned and stocked, and he woul d hand over the husk of this world to anyone
who wanted it. He planned on taking Beatriz Tatoosh with him

Flattery had nonitored her broadcast, as was his custom He noted both her loyalty to Ozette and
her restraint. 1t proved she had due respect for his powers, but not a blind fear. This he
admired in her. Still, he did not want to underestimate Ozette's influence on her. The nman had
been pouring poison into her ear for quite a few years.

Flattery smled. He wasn't one to | eave much to chance, and he had a backup plan for Beatriz

Tat oosh. She woul d neet Captain Brood, one of Flattery's nore innovative Wiite Warriors. Brood's
pl an woul d take out a nunber of those troubl esome Hol ovi sion people and finish a clean sweep of
that little rat's nest. They would go the way Ozette was going. That would teach the |Iot of them
to back off when the Director said "Back off." And it would keep them from hel pi ng out that
Shadowbox, wherever it was hidden

| expected themto get on the air right away with Crista Galli, he thought. What does that tel
us?

That they hadn't got her to their broadcasting equi pment yet. He snmiled in anticipation

They' d better hurry, he laughed at the thought, they won't want to broadcast what they get once
the drugs take over

Captain Brood's plan would cl ean out Hol ovi sion and soften up Beatriz Tatoosh. Flattery al ways
liked a plan that worked on nore than one level. Brood would be the bad guy, and at just the
right nmonent Flattery woul d whisk her out of Brood's clutches. Then she would join himgladly in
the conmand cabi n of the Voidship. He planned an opul ence for that cabin befitting a | eader of
his caliber, a woman of her grace and beauty.

Qur children will populate the stars, he nused.
He drank to the future, and to the careful execution of plans.

She shows no sign of any of the Pandoran nutations, he thought. He'd made sure that she'd had no
surgical corrections to mask any of the Pandoran defects. W could start quite a world, the two
of us. In his wine-tinted reverie Flattery saw the two of them naked in a great garden, heady
with the scent of orchids and ripe fruit.

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (65 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:21 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

The ready |ight w nked on over the hatchway to the Geens, indicating a foil approaching the
docking well. Only Flattery and Spider Nevi knew the coded sequence for docking inside the
Greens. He glanced at his tinepiece, then grunted his surprise and opened the hatch.

Nevi's a quick one, he thought. Too quick. Ohers, |ike Brood, guess at what pleases nme. Nevi
figures out ny thoughts, ny noves even before | do. That will have to be dealt with.

He stood and adjusted his black dasherskin suit. Wen he wore this suit in the Geens, his pets
were much nore affectionate, nore attentive to his needs. He tried his |ook of disdain on the
mrror. It still worked. The suit was a nice touch.

Hi s consol e reported on the docking foil and identified two occupants.
That fool! he thought. Bringing Zentz into the Geens . . . a waste. Too late to worry now.

Wien the time cane for Zentz to be silenced he would remind hinself to have Nevi attend to it
personal | y.

The Greens was the Director's preserve below the Preserve. Plasteel welders and | aser cannon had
spent two years quarrying four square kilonmeters out of Pandora's stone. Crystallized particles

of the old kelp root glittered |like stars overhead. The doned ceiling arched to twenty neters at
the center and shone with the black gl oss of nelted rock

The Greens itself was a |lush underground park maintained by an old Islander biologist. At tinmes
Flattery called it "the Ark." No one who had worked inside the Greens had lived to | eave the
conmpound. Spider Nevi cane and went as he chose, and externinated those who could not. They were
easily replaced, and just as easily forgotten

The hatchway fromthe Director's quarters in his bunker opened to the edge of a deep salt-water
pool, circular, about fifty nmeters in dianeter. A blue glow rimred the | ower portion, |ight
diffusing in fromthe lanps installed around the Iip outside. This had been the rootway gnawed by
the kel p, the last vestige of a great Oracle.

A gentle grassy slope led down to the pool, as well as three small streans that issued fromthe
rock bul kheads. Animals did not do as well in the artificial light as Flattery would have |iked,
but his flowers, trees and grasses thrived. Fromwhere he stood inside the hatchway, Flattery
admired the thickest concentration of terrestrial foliage in the world.

He mai ntai ned no human security inside the Greens itself but his secret did not want for
protection. As the bubbling hiss of the ascending foil seethed the waters of the pool, the
Director's trained dasher, Goethe, lay in wait. He knew that the other three renai ned hidden
stunmpy tails twitching, sonewhere within a quick bound. Nevi's personal signal toned three tines,
then repeated itself. Flattery dogged the hatch behind him

The foil that rose fromthe pool was one of several that Flattery had designed for his own needs.
These were the last foils manufactured by Mernman Mercantil e before the great quake had destroyed
their manufacturing conplex two years ago. These were capable of flight but with a [inited range
and payl oad. They cruised faster subnerged than any other nodels. A glance into the cabin and
Flattery put on the proper mask of disapproval for Nevi, frowning and shaking his head.

VWell, M. Zentz first.

Nevi secured the foil beside one of its twins and waited on deck for Flattery to give the dashers
their "all clear" signal. Zentz stood in obvious awe at the hatchway to the cabin, the snags of
teeth in his lower jaw glistening saliva.

At the Director's hand signal Goethe slunk back into the foliage. The one he called "Archangel"

crouched between hinmself and Nevi. Archangel, unlike CGoethe, was an extraordinary hybrid of a
successful gene-swap between the cats in hyb and the hooded dashers of Pandora. They were
faithful and wished to please their nmaster -- two traits that Flattery admred in anyone, so |ong

as he was the nmster.
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Archangel 's eyes watched Nevi's every nove and he bristled when Zentz, too, approached the
Director. There was anot her backup "at ease" signal for Archangel, but Flattery didn't give it.

Zentz is cornered, he thought, and cornered aninmals conmit the unexpected.
Since Zentz would be killed soon, Flattery spoke freely in front of him
"M. Director," Nevi said, inclining his head slightly.

"M. Nevi."

This was their ritual greeting. Flattery had never known Nevi to shake a hand. To Flattery's
know edge, Nevi only touched the people he killed. He did not know Nevi's record wi th wonen and
did not intend to ask.

Flattery snmiled and indicated the Greens to Zentz with a generous sweep of his hand

"Welcone to our little secret,"” he said, and strolled briskly fromthe docking pool toward a
section of fruiting trees.

"Pity there isn't tinme for a tour. Near-tropical heat, but you don't know rmuch about the tropics,
eh? Bore deep enough into rock and you get heat. Fewer than one hundred peopl e have seen this
garden. "

And fewer than five survive

Zentz swal l owed audibly. "I -- |"'ve never seen anything like this."
Flattery did not doubt him

"One day all of Pandora will look like this."

Zentz brightened so much that Flattery forgave hinself the lie.

He turned to Nevi. "You saw the trap sprung topside?"

Nevi nodded. "Looks |like we burned about three hundred. Crews are out chasi ng down the wounded.
So far, nobody big. As we suspected, their eagerness outstripped their readi ness."

"We cannot meke that sane mistake," Flattery warned. "That is why you must bide your tinme with
Crista Galli and the others. Her abduction nmust be turned to our advantage in every way possible.
To take them now woul d be easy, and foolish. Renenber, fromnow on she's only the bait, not the
quarry.”

A pair of white butterflies tunbled the air between them and Zentz backed away.

Flattery smiled. "They aren't dangerous,"” he said. "Beautiful, don't you think? W've released
these topside. They drink the wi hi nectar. They have already multiplied the wihi threefold in
and around the Preserve. You know its value for defense -- a natural booby trap. A problem at
times, with the livestock. The larvae of these beautiful creatures . . . well, another time. |

have two specific demands of your m ssion."

Flattery strolled to a plot of young trees, carefully planted in rows, in various stages of bloom
and fruit production. Nearby, several hives of bees kept audi bly busy. Nevi did not care for the
bees, this Flattery well knew. He enjoyed Nevi's nastery of the neutral expression. He picked
each man a fruit.

"CGol den Transparent," he said. "A very hardy apple Earth-side. Since |I am devel oping a Garden of
Eden of sorts | thought them nost appropriate.”

He indicated two carved stone benches under the largest of the trees and sat. Nevi was clearly
inpatient to be off on the chase, but Flattery could not let themgo yet. Nor could he bear
wat chi ng Zentz nake a sl obber of his nagnificent fruit.
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"There are objectives nore inportant than their capture,” he enphasized. "Ozette must be

di scredited. He was popul ar on Hol ovi sion, and his di sappearance has al ready been aired, thanks
to Beatriz Tatoosh. This only firns our resolve to expose himas a nonster. He nust be seen as a
madnman in the clutches of madnen, with the deathly ill Crista Galli as their slave. W wll play
on her beauty and her innocence, |leave that to ne and to Holovision. That is the first thing
require of your nission."

"And t he second?" Nevi asked.

Such a question was uncharacteristic of Nevi -- how nuch he nust want to be on with it! Flattery
wonder ed what this enthusiasmwould add to Nevi's perfornmance.

"Crista Galli will be a problemfor themshortly," he said. "They'll want her off their hands.

W want her to be seen asking for our help. She nust want the Director to save her and the people
must know this. It is our only way of guaranteeing absolute control after this little action
topside -- our only way short of all-out exterm nation of these pocket villages and little Zavatan
nonasteries that are the breeding grounds for these Shadows."

"Interesting,” Nevi said. "This will require sone care. Mybe it's a job for your propaganda
peopl e at Hol ovi sion. Have you found any drugs to be useful for her . . . persuasion?”

"Details of her drug programare in the briefing you will receive in the foil," Flattery said. He
gl anced at his timepiece. "I will say that if she has eaten, she could be catatonic any tine.

I nstructions, precautions and drugs have been prepared and are stowed with your briefing
materials. Her persuasion is conpletely up to you. The manner of persuasion, too, is up to you."

Nevi sniled one of his rare smles. That was what Flattery liked about the man . . . if one could
call such a creature a man. He rose to a chall enge.

"The Tat oosh wonan, does she launch today with the drive system and your OMCs?"

"Yes," Flattery said, "as planned. Wy do you ask?"

"l don't trust her,
going into the kelp .

he said, and shrugged. "She'll be up there with Current Control and we're

"She will be no trouble," Flattery said. "She's been very helpful to us. Besides, she's ny
problem |leave that to ne."

Zentz had finished gnashing down his apple and was once again gawki ng about the G eens.

"Any of those Zavatans ever tunnel in here? They have hidey-holes all over the high reaches.™

He still has his uses, Flattery rem nded hinself.

"My pets love exploring,"” Flattery answered, indicating Archangel. "Did you know that 90 percent
of their brain tissue is dedicated to their sense of snell? No one has tunneled in yet, and
whoever does will face Archangel. Then we booby-trap the tunnel for the rest."

Zentz nodded. "A good arrangenent,"” he gurgl ed.

"You haven't tried your apple,"” Flattery said, nodding to the bright yellow fruit in Nevi's palm

"I"'msaving it," the assassin replied, "for Crista Galli."

Do you know how hard it is to think Iike a plant?
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-- Dwarf Maclntosh, Kel pmaster, Current Control (from Holovision Nightly News, 3 Juel es 493)

The Imensity prickled its long, gray-green fronds and sniffed the current in its chenical way.
The sniff did not detect a presence so nuch as the hint of a presence. It was nobre a prescience
than proper snell or taste, but the kelp knew that sonething of itself passed by nowin the
current.

The Imensity was a convol ution of kelp, a subtle interweave of vines that sprawed, like a
muscul ar brain, throughout the sea. It had begun as a wild kelp, an ignored planting inside a
| ong- abandoned Merman outpost. It had barely known "self" from"other" when it first encountered

the Avatal ogical study teamled by Al yssa Marsh. Mst of what the Imensity knew of humans it had
| earned from Al yssa Marsh

This stand of kelp knew slavery fromthe human nenories that her DNA held, and it knew itself to
be enslaved by Current Control. Wth the right tickle in its vines it raised them |owered them
retracted or extended them Another electrical tickle set off the luciferase in the kelp,
lighting the passage of human submarine trade. There were other tricks as well, all of which

pul sed a current through a channel -- sinple servility, sinple stinulation-response. This was
reflex, not reflection.

The Imensity had all of eternity at its disposal. It allowed this exercise because it pleased
the humans and did not interfere with the stand's extended contenpl ations. Thanks to Alyssa Marsh
and her shipmate Dwarf Macl ntosh, the kelp had | earned howto follow the electrical tickle to its
source. Everything that humans transnmitted now fl owed straight to the heart of the Inmmensity.
Ever yt hi ng.

The Imensity was finally prepared to send sonething back. It was getting closer to a
br eakt hrough to t hese hunans, and that breakthrough woul d not be through touch or the chenica
smel |, but through light waves intersecting in air.

Pl easi ng hunans was a trivial matter, displeasing themwas not. Once, soon after waking, this
kel p had lashed out in pain to pluck a runaway subnersible fromanong its vines. The huge cargo
train had torn a hundred-neter swath nearly a kilometer long in its path through the vines. After
the kel p sl apped the deadly thing and plucked it apart, Flattery's slaves canme with cutters and
burners to anmputate the kelp back to infancy. The Immensity knew that it had not been able to
think right for some tine after that, and it did not intend to give up its thinking ever again.

A certain stirring nowin the tips of its fronds told the Imensity that "the One," the

Hol omaster, was passing. The Imrensity could unite fragmented stands of kelp into one will, one
bei ng, one blend of physics that humans called "soul.” Deep in its genetic nmenory lay a void, an
absence of being that could not be teased out of the genetics |abs of the Mernen. This void
waited |like a nest for the egg, the Hol omaster who woul d teach the kel p how to unite fragnented
stands of humans.

Twice this Immensity gave up its body but never its will. It was capable of neither sorrow nor
regret, sinply of thought and a kind of neditative presence that allowed it to live fully in the
now while Flattery's electrical strings at Current Control manipul ated the puppet of its body.

Refl ex is a speedy response nade without the brain's counsel. Reaction is a speedy response made
with mninmal counsel. This kelp grew up expecting to be left alone. 1t |earned reaction only
after its vines twined with donmestic kelp. It learned to kill when threatened and to show no
mercy. Then it learned to expect retaliation for Kkilling.

This Imensity expected to live forever. Logic dictated that it would not live forever if it
continued reacting to humans. And now, the One was passing! It knewthis as surely as the blind
snapperfi sh knows the presence of nuree.

The original Immensity of kelp, Avata, enconpassed all of the seas of Pandora under one

consci ousness, one voice, one "being." Its first genetic extinction canme early in the formation
of the planet. It had been at the mercy of a fungus. A burst of ultraviolet froma huge sunstorm
killed off the fungus. Somewhere, a primtive frond lay numified in a salt bog awaiting
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Pandora's first ocean.

The second extinction was by hunman bei ngs, by a hunman bi oengi neer naned Jesus Lewis. The kel p was
teased back to life by a few DNA miners about fifty years later. The revitalized kelp that the
Mermen resurrected was devel oped fromthese early experiments. Now kelp once again filled the
seas, danpening the nurderous storns.

Once again the great stands scattered scent. They grew close with the years, their fronds spoke
the chemical tongue. This Inrensity itself retained two and a quarter million cubic kil oneters of
ocean.

The One rode a kel pway that skinmed the Imensity's reach. This particular kel pway cane out of a
stand of blue kel p that had been known to attack its own kind, overpowering nearby stands, sucking
out their beings and injecting its own. It had suffered many prunings, and was sorely in need of
gui dance. This the Inmensity knew from snatches of terror that drifted in on torn fronds. The
One could not be trusted to such a dangerous stand. At whatever cost, the One nust be spared.

The kelp shifted itself slightly, against the electrical stings fromCurrent Control, to bring the
One into its outnost currents, spiraling into the safer deeps of its own stand.

You have been educated in judgment, which is the essence of worship. Judgnent always occurs in
the past. It is past-thinking. WIIl, free or otherwise, is concerned with the future. Thinking
is the performance of the nonment, out of which you use your judgnment to nodulate will. You are a
convection center through which past prepares future.

-- Dwarf Maclntosh, Kel pmaster, from Conversations with the Avata

"Cour se change."

Elvira's voice was enotionless as rock but Rico detected the slightest edge of worry in the flurry
of her fingers across her conmand console. She never piloted the foil in its voice node because
she preferred to speak as sel dom as possible. That Elvira had spoken at all worried him-- that,
and the increasing shimy that had begun a few nmi nutes back.

n \My?ll
When working with Elvira, Rico picked up her habit of non-speech. She seened to |ike that.
"Channel change, " she said, nodding toward her screen. "W're being steered off course.”

"Steered?" he nmuttered, and checked his own instrunents. They nmaintained their position in the
kel pway, but their conpass said the huge undersea corridor was running in the wong direction

"Who' s doing the steering?"

El vira shrugged, still busy with her keyboard. She had taken them deep into sub train traffic to
m ni m ze tracking, and they ran without the help of sensors that would |ight their progress
t hrough t he kel pways.

"We're out of the wild kelp sector outside Flattery's launch site,"” he said, "that's where the
wei rdness usual |y happens.”

One-hal f of his screen displayed the navigation grid projected by Current Control fromits comrand
center aboard the Orbiter. The other half of the screen tracked their actual course through the
grid, which now appeared to be bent.
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Bendi ng, he corrected hinself. It |ooks |like our whole end of the screen is pouring down a drain
"Anyt hi ng on the Navcon?" he asked.

Sonetinmes Current Control changed grids through the kelp to accommpdate weat her conditions further
upchannel or the recent stunping of a stand of rogue kel p.

"Negative," she said. "Al clear."

The ride began to get bunpy and Rico cinched hinself tighter to his couch. He keyed the intercom
and said, "Rough water, everybody cinch up. Ben, you'd better cone up here."

Bel ow them Ri co coul d see another cargo train careening dangerously close to the kelp, attenpting
to recover fromthe sudden change. Their dive lights showed himthat the kelp seemed to be in a
struggle with itself, fluttering the channel as if pressing against a great force.

Ben used the hand grips along the bul khead to work his way to his console.
"Can we get Current Control ?" Ben asked. He dropped into his couch and cinched up

"Not without giving up our position."

"W got out too easy," Ben said. "They've got a bug on this thing, anyway .

"Had," Rico said, smling. "I did an E-sweep when we |eft the harbor, thinking the sane thing.
Found it. Elvira here jettisoned the little devil into a netful of krill that we passed about a
dozen grids back."

"Good work, both of you,"” Ben said. "All right, then let's try that cargo train bel ow .

The Flying Fish was buffeted again by sonething like a huge fist. Elvira westled with the
controls to keep them out of the kelp.

Ri co knew, as they all knew, that any danmage to the kelp could be construed as an attack. A |ot
of kelp lights were active in this sector. Besides the red and blue telltales of a waking stand,
this kelp flashed its cold navigation light at random and occasionally flooded themw th the
brighter fiber-optic sunlight that it transported fromthe surface. |If the stand was one that had
awakened, any m stake could get the foil and thenselves torn apart at the seans.

"Didn't Flattery just go on the air to tell us how safe he'd made the kel pways?"
"Just goes to show," Rico said, "you can't believe that bastard for a goddamm bl i nk."

The cargo train passing in the opposite direction beneath them was having even nore troubl e than
they were. A relatively tiny foil could stop in nmidchannel and hover if necessary, but the cargo
train needed to maintain a constant speed for maneuverability. The grid systemwas set up so that
the trains, Pandora's lifeline, could travel the kel pways swiftly and undi sturbed with mninima
course changes. Fromwhat Rico could see of the bucking cargo, the crew bel ow at both ends of the
train had their hands full.

"I't's bending," Rico said, watching the Navcom nonitor that marked out their grid system "The
whol e grid's bending."

"We'd better surface," Ben said. "Prepare for --

"Negative," Elvira said. "If this is a surface disturbance, things will be worse up there. W
need i nformation."”

Ben grunted acknow edgnent.

"Cargo train identity signal is registered to the Sinplicity Maru," Elvira reported, fighting the
controls to nmaintain hover and an equi di stance between walls of the kil oneter-wi de channel. This
ordinarily sinple maneuver was nmade nearly inpossible by the ever-changing walls of their kel pway.
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Ri co noticed a sweat beading on Elvira's brow and upper |ip.

Ben keyed for a | owfrequency broadcast. He hoped he didn't have to explain the absence of their
identity signal

"Sinplicity Maru, this is Qicksilver,” he lied. "Do you have reports on current disruption?"

Static hissed back at them then a m crophone clicked on. The nessage canme in badly broken
Under sea conmuni cation, especially around active kel p, was always difficult.

"Simp . . . Maru. Negative . . . into kelp." There was the sound of shrieking netal in the
background. " . . . king up. W are preparing . . . ballast. Repeat, preparing . '
Elvira threw the throttles forward and in spite of a violent buffeting the foil |eaped at her

touch. Her lips were pressed into a tight |Iine and her knuckl es shone white on the controls.

"Wait, we can't " Ben said. His body pressed further into his couch. "W can't go into
deep kel p."

"They're blowing ballast,"” Elvira growl ed. "That whole cargo train's going to pop up into us like
a cork."

Rico felt every fixture aboard rattle like his teeth.
"Ben, is the girl secure?"

"She's strapped in," Ben said.

Just then they cleared the rear cabin of the train. It blew past themtoward the surface,

contai ners and cabins tunbling like toys. A few of the containers snagged in the walls of the
kel pway, walls that still vibrated with light and that sane strange force.

"This is too weird," Ben said. "Let's surface and take our chances with the Director's air cover

This ride's getting nuch too ugly."

El vira nodded curtly and the foil started its ascent. As though alerted by their control panel
the kel p fronds began cl osing above the Flying Fish. First they formed a canopy, then, a tight
and i nmpenetrable mesh. A sudden change of current lurched themto starboard and sent the foi
tunbling end over end. Elvira righted them manually, her face very pale.

"Shit!" Ben fisted the armof his couch. "Sonehow Flattery nust've got to Current Contro
He snicked his harness rel ease over Rico's protests.

"I''"'mchecking on Crista," Ben said.

He had to use the handholds to make his way aft on the rolling deck. At the galley's hatch he
turned, suddenly a bit pale hinself, and R co knew what thought had just struck Ben. Rico smled.

"Rico," Ben said, "what if . . ."

"What if the kel p knows she's here?"

"Yeah," Ben said. "What if the kelp knows she's here?"
"We'd better hope she likes us."

"She probably doesn't have any say in this,
for the snap in his voice

Ben sai d, and undogged the hatch. Rico didn't care

"Sonebody has a say in this,”" Rico nuttered. The hatch slanmed, dogged itself. That was when
Ri co renmenbered when the kel p could have had a whiff of Crista Galli. It was the only tine that
hull integrity had been breached.

That bug! he thought. That goddamm little mercuroid chip of Flattery's.
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"We ejected that transmitter, Elvira, and we ejected it in cabin air." He thought he detected an
infinitesimal stiffening of her posture. "If that kelp can sniff, and | hear it can, then it
knows there's nmore in this can than us worms."

Mercenary captains either are or are not skilful soldiers. |If they are, you cannot trust them
for they will always seek to gain power for thenselves either by oppressing you, the master, or by
oppr essi ng others agai nst your wi shes.

-- Machiavelli, The Prince

The young security captain, Yuri Brood, was runored by his men to be the unacknow edged son of the
Director, product of an early tryst with a Merman wonan fromthe Domes. The nmen based this notion
on the strong physical resenbl ance between Brood and the Director, and on Brood's quick rise to an
advi sorship that went beyond the formalities of his rank. The two nen shared a ruthl essness that
did not go unnoticed outside the confines of the squad.

Captain Brood and his squad had been reared in a Mernan conpound near this Kalal och district.
Brood hinsel f had been schooled privately in the mathematics of logic and strategy -- that was
standard operating procedure for anyone anticipating an executive position with Merman Mercantil e.
Brood hinself preferred the nore direct solutions of physical pressure to the subtleties of
politics. H's superiors shrugged it off as a phase, agreeing that Brood got results where others
fail ed.

The old fam lies, Islander and Merman alike, retained a strong sense of loyalty to their comunity
that made the kind of enforcement that Flattery denanded inpossible fromwithin. Security command
removed Captain Brood's teamto Mesa for their training and fornmation of their conbat bond, then
depl oyed themto Kalaloch and its shuttle launch site for "police work." They were one another's
only fanmily, an Island adrift in a sea of eneny. Everyone was kept three villages away from hone.

Survi ve your tour, advance your rank, retire to an office at the Preserve -- this was the
uni ver sal goal

The young captain was afraid, and he wasn't afraid often. Wen he was afraid, heads rolled. He
and his team were short-tiners at one nmonth remaining, just starting their countdown to hone. The
captain had sonmething to return home to, and he intended to rotate on schedule. He intended that
his men rotate back home with him alive. For a year his district had been Kal al och and the SLS
Hi s squad's actions had drawn nore citations than a dress suit could hold. During that year
either the site or his nen had been under fire daily.

Today the captain faced Beatriz Tatoosh fromthe back of the studio, and he thought what a pity it
woul d be to have to kill her

Beatriz did not know what the captain thought, but fear dried out her nouth when she saw his squad
enter behind the lights and fan out al ong the bul khead backi ng the studio.

The captain pointed out each of the live cameras to three of his nmen. They pulled away fromtheir
squad, drew | asguns and wi thout a word each took careful aimat a caneraman

Beatriz heard gasps, curses, the arming of weapons. It was difficult to see what was happeni ng
because of the glare in her eyes. The large nonitor at the back of the studio cleared, then
di spl ayed a tape of the last launch, a tape cut by Beatriz and her present team

We're not going out live! she thought.

"Dak," she alerted her floor nman, "check the nonitor."
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When her gaze left the nonitor it caught the young captain watching her. She remenbered seeing
him before, his dark eyes flashing her a smle as he led his squad through the | abyrinth of the

| aunch site. He half-smled now, and nodded at her, and with that nod his three men executed her
t hr ee caner anen.

At the first shot she was stunned at the suddenness of it all, the audacity as much as the horror
At the second shot it was the snell of death itself that stunned her. At the third shot she faced
the i medi acy of her own death. She also faced the captain, who was no | onger smling.

She remenbered thi nking how hard everyone was breathing just then, how the second guard stood over
her dead caneraman and said to the first, "Shit, nman, that was no signal "

" Shut up, man,
all."

the third one said. "It's done. Just shut up. It don't change nothing here at

"Al right!"

The captain fanned his fingers out fromhis left palmand the rest of the squad seal ed off the
studio area. She started to trenble, then concentrated on controlling it so that the captain
woul dn't see

Ben was right! replayed through her mind. And who will know?

Beatriz watched the replay of herself on the nmonitor, interviewing the Director during one of his
ritual visits to the launch site. The expression on her face onscreen, one of admiration and

def erence, now nade her sick to her stonmach. Even so, her eyes stayed on the screen, rather than
face the unbelievable reality unreeling in her studio.

Through the shock and the trenmbling she heard Harlan's voice fromthe back of the studio, speeding
through a Zavatan chant for the dead. She renmenbered that the skinny caneraman with the fanlike
ears on nunber three was Harlan's cousin. The security who had shot himwas now draggi ng hi m by
the feet to the wall. The cameraman's head bunped over the sprawl of cables across the deck, the
hole in his chest burned so clean it barely bl ed.

The three assassins took wider positions in the room Fifteen people were being held by nine
guards in a very snall studio with sone very hot lights. The captain scanned the studi o once,
then turned to Beatriz. He indicated the red Ilights on the triangul ators.

"The red light neans the canera is on, correct? It is still recording?"

She did not answer. She felt it was inportant that he didn't hear her voice quaver. She could
not take her eyes fromhis eyes.

He did not smile this time, nor did he nod.
"Finish them" he said. Then he nodded at Beatriz, "Except for her."

The screans, the pleading, the curses with Flattery's nane on themsilenced in the few nmonents it
took the captain to walk her to the hatchway. It seened that she wal ked forever, because there
were the bodies of her crewto step over, and her |egs were so uncharacteristically unsteady.

"Now see what you have done," Brood said to her. He squeezed her upper arm and shook her. "See
what a mess your broadcast has nade."

She coul dn't speak or she would cry, and she didn't want to cry for him She sl apped away his
touch when he took her armto steady her. The |ast body she had to step over to reach the
hat chway was the makeup girl's.

What was her name? Beatriz felt a new panic rise. | can't blank out her name . . . !

It was Nephertiti, yes, Nephertiti. Sonmeone pretty and dark-skinned, |ike herself, with wde
eyes. She told herself to renenber this, to renenber it and to see that sonehow, sonetine the
wor |l d woul d know.
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"You're a cool one," the captain told her. "You probably saw worse than this at Mesa two years
back. "

She stopped in the hatchway and turned, still not speaking.

"I saw you there, too," he said. "I saw both you and your boyfriend bounced ass over teakettle

when that mine blew up your rig. Thought you both bought it."
She nodded, started to say, "So did we," but nothing cane out of her throat but a croak

For the first tine she noticed his name, stitched above the Vashon Security insignia at his left
breast: "Brood." Her only wi sh right now was that she would live | ong enough to see Captain
Brood die.

He turned back to the studio and its seventeen dead warm bodies. Beatriz | ooked once again at
herself on the nmonitor. The tape replayed an interview with Dwarf Maclntosh, Kel pmaster of
Current Control. He was one of the few humans, other than Flattery, to survive the opening of the
hyb tanks twenty-five years ago. He was so tall she'd had to stand on a box to do the interview
She had net himon her first flight to the new orbital conplex, the day after her last night with
Ben. Wthin a nonth she was sure that she was in | ove.

"Bag 'emup," the captain told his nmen. "Squeegee this place down, seal it off, then get al
their production shit aboard."

He bowed to her then, opened the hatch for her and said, "W're expecting the replacenents for
your crew any minute. They are my nen, and will do as they're told. M squad and | will trave
al ong, to see that you do, too."

The mnd at ease is a dead m nd

-- Dwarf Maclntosh, Kel prmaster, Current Contro

Dwarf Maclntosh floated in the turretlike chanmber of Current Control and surveyed the planet bel ow
for the birth of a certain squall at sea. |t happened at about this tinme every day that a swrl

of clouds materialized over Pandora's largest wild kelp bed. It was sonme confort nowto see this
squall fornming; it told himthat sonething was norrmal today even though the behavior of the kelp
was conpletely I oco. Today, humans didn't make much sense to him either.

"The Turret," as he called it, was a pl asna-gl ass extravagance of materials and worknanshi p that
Macl nt osh had fabricated for hinself before installing Current Control in the orbital station

I'd have taken the job anyway, Mack admitted, but only to hinself. "Kelpnmaster" wasn't so nuch a
job to himas it was a privilege. He couldn't have allowed any of Flattery's goons such an easy
throttl ehold on the kel p. Besides, he felt much nore confortable in orbit than he did on
Pandora's surface.

Li ke Flattery, Mack had been cloned, raised and trained in the sterility of Monbase, in the
hyperregi mentati on and cl onophobi a of Mbonbase. H's whole life, until hybernation, had been spent
orbiting an Earth that, for himand for all clones, never existed. |In those days, Flattery had
openly pined for a life Earthside, but even then Dwarf Macl ntosh | ooked outward, past Earth's
nmeasly systemto the possibilities beyond.

From his turret Mack observed and charted many of these possibilities. He naned them but not the
few speci al nanes he saved for his unborn children. He had spent the past two years above
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Pandora, refusing the usual R&R rotations groundside. |In that tine Maclntosh had not recognized a
single star that would | ead them Earthward. He liked it that way.

Dwar f Macl nt osh awoke from hybernation on Pandora one day in indescribable pain and found hinself

in the mddl e of nowhere, galactically speaking. In spite of the planet's horrors he was in his
own heaven anong a trillion brand-new stars. The other survivors clung to that little wetch of a
pl anet and nost of themdied there. Alyssa Marsh . . . well, she died, too. She died the day

Moonbase started inprinting her for backup OMC.

Mack and Flattery shared a dream of driving further into the void. Mck felt it a pity, in a way,
since he had never liked Flattery, even during training with him back at Monbase. Their
di fferences had come out |ately over nanagenent of the kel p.

If Flattery had any idea of what we've done, of what the kelp is
"Dr. Maclntosh, shuttle's set for |aunch."

Mack handed hinsel f out of the turret and with one foot-thrust sailed across the huge control room
to his personal console. Spud Soleus, his first assistant, busied hinself at the prinary
t er m nal

A gl ance at the nunmber six display told Mack that the kelp in the SLS sector was perforning as
directed. The nunber eight display was a different story, however. The great kelp bed down-coast
of Victoria was still a withing tangle. No telling how nany freighters were lost in there. He
punched up another batch of coffee.

"What's the del ay?"
Spud shrugged his skinny shoul ders, keeping to his consol e.

"They sai d sonet hi ng about replacenents for the news crew. You know Flattery, can't do anything
without crowing to the press.”

"Who's been replaced?" he asked. He felt his heart junp a bit. He'd been hoping . . . no,

pl anning to see Beatriz Tatoosh again. He'd thought about Beatriz Tatoosh daily fromthe nonent
her shuttle left nearly two nonths ago. His dreans took up where his thoughts left off, and he
had dreaned up the hope that she coul d nake a pernanent base aboard the O biter

"Don't know," Spud said. "Don't know why, either. Everything was cool just a while ago for
Newsbreak. Did you see it?"

Macl nt osh shook hi s head.

"Yeah, you were in your turret. The Tatoosh woman did the show, said sonething about Ben Ozette
m ssing. That rmust throw their staffing off or something."

"Yeah," Mack said, "he's a little goody-goody for nme, but he neans well. He's sure been on the
Director's tail lately."

Dwarf could see Spud's frown reflected in one of the dead screens.

"It's not a good idea to get on the Director's tail," Spud said. "Not good at all. |If you didn't
see the Newsbreak, then you didn't see yourself, either."

"Me? What . . . ?"

"That show they did when you first installed this station," Spud said. "They reran it. Your hair
wasn't as gray two years ago. | wish that Beatriz Tatoosh would | ook at me the way she | ooked at
you. "

"Stow it!" Maclntosh said.

Sol eus' s shoul ders sagged slightly, but he kept at his keyboard in silence.
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"Sorry," Maclntosh said.

"I nappropriate," Spud replied.
"Want me to take it now?"

"I wish sonebody would. What the hell's happening to our kel p?"

"It's not our kelp," Maclntosh reminded him "The kelpisits own . . . self. W're keeping it
in chains. It's doing what any enslaved being with dignity does -- it's fighting the chains."
"But Flattery's men will just prune it back, or worse yet they' Il stunp the whole stand.”

"Not forever. There is a basic problemwth slavery. The naster is enslaved by the slave."
"Cnpmon, Dr. Mack . . ."
Macl nt osh | aughed.

"I't's true," he said. "Look at history, that's easy enough. And Flattery, of all people, should
know better. W clones were the slaves of our age. First-generation clones had it real tough
They were grown as organ farns for the donors. They needed us, but they needed us to do what we
were told. Now he's enslaved the kelp, stunted its reason, because he needs it to do what it's
told. He can't keep cutting it back, because he can't afford the regrowth tine."

"So, what'll happen?”

"A showdown," Maclntosh said. "And if Flattery's still groundside when it conmes he'd better hope
that the kel p needs himfor sonmething or I wouldn't give you two bits for his chances."”

"Two bits of what?"
Macl nt osh | aughed again, a big bark of a laugh to match his size.

"I wouldn't want to guess how old that expression is," he said. "Wen | was at Monbase, two bits
was a quarter, which was a quarter of a dollar, which was the currency we used. But it started
way before that."

"W'd say, 'I wouldn't give a dasher turd for his chances.'"
"That's probably a better assessnent.”

Macl ntosh pointed at the six red lights blinking on their nessenger console. "Whose calls are we
not taki ng?"

"The Director," Spud said, and swiveled his chair fromthe console board. "He wants us to do
sonet hi ng about the kelp in sector eight, as though we weren't trying."

"Do sonmething . . . hah! If we push any harder we'll fry our board, and that kelp, and anybody
inside it."

"l wonder what it is that the kel p wants?"

"What if we gave it its head?" Maclntosh nmused. "That would be one way to find out. What could
it do that it hasn't already done?"

Spud shrugged, and said, "You' ve got nmy vote. How you going to convince the Director?"

A gl ance at the display showed the entire stand of kelp to be twisting itself into a vortex, |ike
the whirlpool in a drain. As near as Maclntosh could tell, Current Control was at its naxi mum
limt of restraint.

Spud pointed at the display.

"There's a focus of electrical override here. Whatever's bugging the kelp is right there."
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"El ectrical or nechanical ?"

"Could be either, or both -- it's a heavy traffic area,’
definitely irritating the kelp."

Spud said. "Sonething down there is

"Yes," Maclntosh agreed, "that's nmy thought. The electrical override is coming fromthe kelp
itself. It rmust be responding to sonmething. That stand's not nmature enough to think for itself.
O, at least, it shouldn't be."

"Doc?"
"Yeah?"

Macl nt osh wat ched the consol e review the kel p's configurati on changes over the past half-hour
Sonet hi ng nagged at him sonething that would explain the kel p's sudden . . . behavior

"I'"ve extrapol ated the path of the override."

Macl nt osh | ooked at Spud, who was busy at his own console, and saw a very thin, very pale
assistant. Spud's pointing finger trenbled with excitenent.

"What is it?"
"It's a spiral, headed into the nmiddl e of sector eight."

"That nmeans the one kelp bed is delivering sonething to its neighbor -- isn't that what it | ooks
like to you?"

"Or the neighbor is snatching it away."
"Spud, 1'Il bet you're right."

Macl nt osh stepped up to the consol e and tapped out a sequence with his two huge index fingers.
The red lights on the nmessenger panel went bl ack

"We just had a relay mal function," Maclntosh said, and wi nked at Spud. "Next tinme Flattery calls,

tell himit was a hardwire failure and you worked it out personally. Maybe you'll get a
pronotion. |f |'ve guessed wong, ny job will be up for grabs. Now, we might as well let go the
reins on this kel p and see where the hell it runs."”

Macl nt osh heard Spud swal | ow behi nd hi mand he snil ed.
"What's the big deal, Spud? It's a plant, it's not going anywhere."

"Well . . . well, it's just that Flattery doesn't trust anybody -- it'd be Iike himto have sone
ki nd of booby-trap . "

"He did," Maclntosh said, "and this stand got itself blown apart a few years back. But he hasn't
reset charges here yet -- the kelp's not supposed to get this frisky this soon." He waited for
the burst line to charge.

"There!" he said, and pressed the send signal. "Now let's sit back and see what cooks. Sonething
bizarre is inside there, and I'd like to be the first to know what it is. |If we can't do anything
with this stand, naybe we can at least learn fromit. Besides," he winked again, "Flattery's down
there, we're not."

A beeping signal fromhis console interrupted him He opened the intercomto Launch Comand.

"We sling our bird your way in five mnutes,"” the voice said. "Any contraindications?"
"Negative," Maclntosh replied. "Currents at your site are stable, weather will arrive your
| ocation in approxi mately one hour."

"Roger that, Current Control. Launch is a go for . . . four minutes."

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (78 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:21 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

Canon in D

-- Pachel bel

The Immensity recoiled with a snap fromthe shock of freedom then let its tendrils and fronds
drift intheir tingling bliss. 1t had been a long tine since this union of stands had felt good,
and never had it felt this good. The subnmarine trains foundering anbng its vines were

i nconsequential now.

A pul se went out anong the fronds, a ripple throughout the Imensity fromthe tiny foil adrift at
its outer reaches. A mass of tentacles cradled the foil and delighted in the scent of self that
it gave fromits brittle skin.

The little craft was slippery and the Imensity knew it to be extrenely fragile, so it was gently
tunbled frond to frond inward. Qher scents ningled with that of the One. One of these scents
was fam liar, provocative, kelplike. The Holomaster, Rico LaPush, was in the conpany of soneone
that the kel p had encountered before . . . before . . . well, no matter. It would find out soon
enough.

The Imensity had | earned to sniff out the holo | anguage of humans fromtheir spectrum of odd

scents. It decided, early upon awakening this time, that it would have to speak with humans to
live. It also concluded that it would have to speak the holo language if it wanted to speak with
humans.

The foil tried to wiggle out of the kelp's net. There was nuch pain now t hrough the vines, where
all of the trains trapped in sector eight were trying to burn, cut, slash their way toward their
preci ous atnosphere topside. Sone of these the kel p crushed reflexively, but when the death
scents of the crews mingled with the sea it forced itself to calmand to reason

Death, it reminded itself, is not the answer to life.

The I mensity nmanaged to open several kel pways and marvel ed at the easy ball et of subs headi ng
topside. Only the bright white Holovision foil suffered the grip of the Imensity. It strained
its engines trying to flee, but never lashed out at its tornentor. This the Imensity would
expect of the One, who was civilized in the arns of kelp, and of the honorabl e associates of

Hol omaster Ri co LaPush.

In conscience you find the structure, the form of consciousness, the beauty.

-- Kerro Panille, "Translations fromthe Avata," The H stories

Beatriz listened to the launch crew director count down the final mnute over the speaker. Her
shaky fingers chattered the metal clips as she snugged up her harness. She tried to think of the
straps around her as Mack's arnms and she tried to i magi ne they held her as Ben's did the night
they drove old Vashon down. It didn't work. Nothing could erase the sight of her crew,
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sl aughtered |Iike sebet in a pen
For a mi stake, she thought. They all died because that bastard nade a m stake.

She knew that the captain was afraid, she could snell it on himbefore he gave the final order at
the studio. He obviously didn't know whether Flattery would pronote himor execute himfor his
decision. Beatriz knew that her life, perhaps many other lives, teetered in this bal ance.

"Ten seconds to | aunch."

She inhaled a |l ong, slow breath through her nmouth and let it sigh out her nostrils. This was a
rel axati on technique that Rico had taught her when they all nearly drowned five years ago.

"Five, four

She took a little breath.

one .

The conpressed-air "boot" punched themup the | aunch tube and a pair of Atkinson Rans slung them
toward orbit. This was the part of the ride she hated -- it renminded her of the time the fat girl
sat on her chest when she was just starting school, and she didn't |like the feel of her face
flatteni ng out against the strain. On this |aunch, however, she wasn't worried about wi nkles,
engine failure, being trapped in orbit. She was worried about the captain, and how she could help
convince himof the necessity of keeping her alive.

No one in the shuttle cabin | ooked famliar. Mst of them had changed out of their fatigues and
into civilian clothes. They were quiet; Beatriz thought that they nmust be wei ghing the
consequences of the shootings. She didn't see the nman who started it. That was the nman she
feared even nore than the captain -- Ben had always said that the junpy ones get you killed.

How coul d he be so right and be so far away from ne?

She rubbed her tired face and patted her cheeks to keep hysteria at bay. She needed infornation
and a lot of it.

Mack, she thought. He'll help nme, |'m sure.

For an instant her fear included him After all, he was an original crew nenber like Flattery.
They had wor ked together |ong before waking from hybernati on on Pandora.

What if . . . what if . . . ?
She shook off her fears. |f her imagination had to run away with her, she preferred that it ally
her with Mack instead of against him Mack was not at all like Flattery, this she knew. Even

Mack had cringed at the news when Flattery converted Alyssa Marsh to an Organic Mental Core.

"I never believed we needed such a thing," he'd told her privately. "Now, with the kel p research
I'meven nore convinced that OMCs were just another built-in frustration, a goad to push us even
further fromhumanity."

According to reports -- Flattery's reports -- Marsh had been found in extrenis after an acci dent
in the kelp. He explained to her how clones were property, often nmerely living stores for spare
parts, and how Al yssa Marsh had been prepared for this nmonent fromher girlhood. Now Beatriz
realized how fortuitous the tinmng had been for Flattery, how unfortunate for Marsh and her kelp
studies with Dwarf Macl ntosh

What will Mack do?

He woul d need information, too. Like, how many in this squad? What kinds of weapons? Do they

have a plan or is this just reaction to the killings groundside? She couldn't remenber how many
peopl e worked the orbiter station -- two thousand? Three? And how nuch security did they have
al oft?
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Not nuch, she renmenbered. Just a handful to handle fights and petty theft anong the workers.

She'd counted thirty-two in the captain's squad as they boarded the shuttle, and each was heavily
arnmed. Eight of themwere assigned to fill out her crew, and they grunbl ed under the doubl e | oad.
This bunch carried a lot of the old, disfiguring nutations. The gear they'd | oaded aboard was
nmostly weapons, but a few of them knew enough about hol o broadcast to bring the bare bones of what
they'd need to get Newsbreak on the air. A couple of techs were assigned to oversee the OWC.

Beatriz had kept the worst of the shakes at bay and now, strapped firmy into her couch, she
nearly let herself go.

No, she warned herself, hold tight. | can't help anyone dead. | amthe only w tness agai nst
t hem

She hoped that the consol e tape survived back there, and that soneone synpathetic would find it.
Who woul d they show it to that could do anything? she wondered. Flattery?

Beatriz grunted a |augh at herself, then felt the captain's grip on her shoulder. It was firm
not painful. It was not gentle. It remnminded her of her father's grip the night he died, and it
I ightened the sane when their engines shut down. This nman was the sane age as her youngest
brother, but there was infinity in his dark eyes. She didn't see nmuch w sdom

"I know what you're thinking," he said. "I have taken hundreds of prisoners, | have been a
prisoner. Believe ne, | know what you're thinking."

He gestured the guard beside her away and, surprisingly clunmsy in zero-gee, noved up to join her.
H s voi ce sounded gravelly, strained, as though it had been scream ng. He continued speaking,
while his nen drifted out of earshot, their glances furtive and their conversations spare.

"W are both in a bad spot, you and |I. W both need out of it."
She had to agree.

"Up here it will be all or nothing, we are trapped. There is no escape for either one of us that
doesn't require both of us."

To this, too, she had to agree.
But only for the nmonment, she assured herself, only until | find Mack
Beatriz realized that, much as it disgusted her, her |ife depended on conmmunicating with this man.

"You are a nmilitary man, an officer. Howis it that you wal k yourself out the plank Iike this?

You woul dn't have done it on reflex. This is a plan and we . . . | sinply fall into it "

"My God, you're perceptive,"” the words cane in a rush, the captain's eyes aglitter. "W can only
win, Flattery is finished. W have the Voidship and Orbiter -- enough food stores for years. W
control their currents and weather. W have Flattery's precious Organic Mental Core -- shit, we

can hook it up to the ship ourselves and fly out of here

She didn't hear the rest. Her mind focused on what he'd said at the beginning: "enough food
stores for years."

If he kills everyone aboard the Orbiter

“ . . . He'll have to throwit in," the captain was saying. "The rabble will have at hi m down
there, and he doesn't dare destroy everything that he's worked for up here. \Whoever beats hi mon
the ground then can deal with ne."

He's really going to do this, she thought. He's going to kill everyone aboard.

He took her hand and she snapped it back with a revul sion that she couldn't hide.
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"Us," he said. "I neant they can deal with us. You and nme. They'll believe whatever you tel
them at least for a while." He |eaned closer, whispered, "You don't want to nake anot her
m st ake, get nore people killed."

She propelled herself out of her couch, not caring where the thrust might throw her in the gravity-
free cabin. No one pursued her. The first handhold she grabbed stopped her beside a pair of
security, younger than the young captain, who were review ng the basics of holo canera

triangul ation.

They really intend to go on the air, she thought.

She | ooked back at the captain. He had his back to her, briefing several nen. The tone of his
voi ce, briskness of his gestures told her that he neant business. It was true, he could do it
without her. It was true, that by hel ping hi mshe nmight save others. She could not bring herself
to speak to him to go to himin any way. She sighed, and interrupted her two new caneranen.

"No," she said, "with that setup the al pha set only gets fifteen degrees of pan. OKif you're
covering a launch, but we'll be inside, in a small space . "

As she instructed the two young amateurs she saw Brood watching her. He w nked at her once, and
she successfully suppressed the shudder that tenpted her spine.

"They' Il want to see this Organic Mental Core in transport, and they' |l want to know sonet hing
about its -- her -- background. Let's start by getting sonme of that in the can."

She passed the two-hour flight instructing her canera operators, two men and a worman, none of whom
she recognized fromthe massacre at the SLS studio. Beatriz preferred their conpany, even if they
did answer to the captain. Whether by accident or design, she did not encounter any of that squad
during their flight.

The Organic Mental Core was a living brain, enclosed in an intricate plasnma-gl ass contai ner that
made al | owances for the hookups to conme. A conplex plug would connect the brain with the contro
system aboard the Voidship. Wat she didn't expect horrified her the nost.

They' re supported by . . . bodies!

She had done a report on such a thing several years ago. Scientists had connected a brain froma
crushed body to a healthy body that had suffered a nassive head injury. Each kept the other
alive, though there had been no way to communicate with the healthy brain. At that tinme it was
sinply trapped in there, cut off fromall sensation, alive and dream ng. She took a deep breath
and | et the reporter in her take over.

The nmedtech in charge had a number of active facial tics and each of her questions seened to
accelerate them She |earned nothing about the principle that she hadn't already |earned through
research or through Dwarf WMacl ntosh

As you well know, it was because of a failure in the OMCs that we wound up on Pandora."

"I understand that the OMCs were traditionally taken frominfants with fatal birth defects. This
OMC is froman adult human. How will the performance differ?"

"Twofold," the tech replied. "First, this person was dying at the tine of conversion, therefore
it -- she -- should be thankful for an extension of her life in a useful, indeed noble, role.
Second, this person survived the | ongest hybernation known to humanki nd and woke to life on
Pandora. She knows that if hunmans are to survive, it nust be el sewhere. She can take confort in
being the instrunent of that survival."

"Does she know any of this?"
The tech | ooked perpl exed.
"Much of this was included in her early training. The rest we extrapolate fromthe evidence."

"What was she like as a person?"’
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"What do you nean?"
The tech's tics accelerated rapidly to a very distracting crescendo.

"You' re saying, essentially, that she will accept this duty because of |ove for humanity. Did she
have love in her life? A man? Children?"

Her canera crew was warmng to the task. They had not brought a nonitor into the tiny space, and
now she wi shed they had. It might be an OK piece, after all

While staring at this brain behind glass, Beatriz knewthat it was alive, a person. She also
realized that the tech was surrounded by the squad that had nurdered her crew and he probably
hadn't the slightest inkling of what had happened.

No one will knowif | don't tell them Beatriz thought. I'mlike this brain, cut off but alive
inside. | wonder what she dreans?

"I know very little about the person,” he said. "It's in the record. | do know that she had a
child that was given up for adoption so that she could continue her studies in the kel p outposts.”

"Dr. Maclntosh stated two years ago that Organic Mental Cores were crude, cruel, inefficient and
unnecessary," she said. "Do you have a comment on that?"

The tech cleared his throat.

"l respect Dr. Maclntosh. He, along with the Director and this OMC, is one of the |ast survivors
of the original flight of the old Earthling -- '"Ship,' if you prefer. Yes, it's true that there
were failures, and this required sone conpensation, but those bugs have been worked out."

"For sone of our viewers, your term'conpensation' mght seema little cold. The 'compensation'

you refer to was the first known creation of an artificial intelligence -- one that turned out to
be smarter than its creators, one that nmany believe is the personality 'Ship,' one that nost
Pandorans still revere as a god. Wy did your departnent pursue the failed course of OMVCs,

severed living brains, rather than pick up on the artificial intelligence?"
"We were instructed to take this course.”

"You were ordered to take this course,” she corrected. "Wiy? Wiy is the Director nore
confortable with failure than with the success that saved his life . . . and hers?"

Beatriz pointed to the OMC, wired into her box, deaf, blind and dunb beside her warm dead host.
"That's enough!"

The captain's voice behind her froze her spine and started her hands trenbling. She was stunned
silent again while the tech and her crew inspected the deck and their shoes.

"I'l'l speak with you in the cabin."

She foll owed himout of the shuttle storage |ockers and into the dimy lit passenger cabin.

"l had to stop you," he said. "It is expected of nme, no nmatter what ny opinion. Soon there wll
be no need for deception. Prepare for docking. There will be briefing materials for the next
Newsbr eak when we get aboard."

Three Orbiter security lounged at the docking bay as the hatch opened fromthe shuttle. They were
ready for the press, for the Hol ovision caneras, but they weren't ready for Captain Brood. The
captain remained inside the hatchway, with Beatriz beside him

"Three nen out there,"” he said to her in a gentle voice. Hi s eyes held her with that sanme wld
glitter. She tried not to ook at his face. "Choose one for yourself. One to . . . entertain
yoursel f."
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She was stunned at the question and his calm disarm ng nanner. She felt a sonething rise at the

back of her neck, something that she'd felt tingling there before the killing started groundside
"You want none of then?" he answered for her. "How fickle."
He pulled her aside and signaled the nmen behind themto fire. |In seconds nearly a quarter of the

Orbiter's token security force |lay dead on the deck

"Di spose of themthrough the shuttle airlock,” he told his nen. "If you kill one in a room kill
all inthe room | don't want to see any bodies. Beatriz will announce that there is a revolt in
progress aboard the Orbiter and the Voidship. W've been sent to stop it."

"Why do you do this to ne?" Beatriz hissed. "Wy do you tell ne | have a choice when | don't?
You were going to kill them anyway, but you have to include ne . "

He waved his hand, a disnissal gesture that she'd | ong associated with Flattery.

"A diversion," he said. "Part of a game . . . but see, you are stronger for it already. It
amuses ne, and it strengthens you."

"It's torture to ne," she said. "I don't want to get stronger. | don't want people to die."

"Everybody dies," he said, notioning his nen aboard. "Wat a waste when they don't die for
someone' s conveni ence. "

Anyone who becones master of a city accustomed to freedom and does not destroy it may expect to be
destroyed by it.

-- Machiavelli, The Prince

Spider Nevi's favorite color was green, he found it peaceful. He jockeyed Flattery's private foi
across the green-tinged seas and all owed the plush command couch to soothe the tension out of his
back and shoul ders. G een was the col or of newgrowth kelp, and tens of thousands of square

kil ometers of it stretched out around themas far as the eye could see.

Sone sunny days Nevi spun a foil out of noorage just to drift a kelp bed, enjoying the snell of

salt water and iodine, the calmof all that green. He didn't like red, it rem nded himof work

and al ways seened so angry. The interior of Flattery's foil was finished in red, upholstered in
red. The coffee cup that Zentz handed hi mwas al so red.

"What's so special about this Tatoosh wonan," Zentz gurgled, "the Director got the hots for her?"

Nevi ignored the question, partly because he wasn't l|istening, partly because he didn't care. He
was about to have his first sip of coffee for the day when the Navcomwarning light flicked on

He alnost didn't notice it because the light, like everything else, was red. An abrasive warning
tone blatted fromthe console and he started, spilling hot coffee into the lap of his junpsuit.
He doubted that he would have missed that tone if he were comatose. Their foil slowed
automatically with the warning.

"Go ahead," he told Zentz, "let's hear it."

Zentz turned up the volunme on the Navcom system Nevi couldn't stand the radi o chatter while he
was trying to relax, so he'd had Zentz shut it down when they hit open water.

". . . you are approaching a 'no entry' area. Sector eight is disrupted, kel pways not secure.
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Code your destination and alternate routes will appear on your screen. Be prepared to take on
survivors. Repeat -- warning, 'code red,' you are . "

Nevi took the foil down off its step and kept the engines idling.

"Fool s!'"™ Nevi nuttered. "They were warned to keep her away fromthe kelp."

"Do you think they're in there? Mybe they nmade it through before . Zentz cut hinsel f off

when he saw the anger in Nevi's eyes.

"CGet a display up," Nevi ordered, "I want to get a look at this 'disruption

He coded in the private carrier code for Flattery's quarters. The waters around the foil had
al ready gone from choppy to rough, and in the offshore distance Nevi could make out portions of a
| arge sub train bobbing the surface.

"Yes?" It was a female voice, curt.
"Nevi here, get me the Director."

The display that Zentz had been working on spread across their screen. It rem nded Nevi of a

weat her picture of a hurricane -- everything on the outside swirling toward the center. But this
was kel p, not clouds, and it was happeni ng undersea, alnmpst within sight of their point. He was
not happy with the delay fromFlattery's office

The woman's voi ce canme back as curt as the first tine.

"The Director is busy, M. Nevi, we are in full alert here. Soneone blew up one of the outer
of fices, a security detachnent has attacked the Kal al och power plant and there is sone probl em
with the kel p in sector eight "

"I"'min sector eight right now," he said, his voice as even as he could make it. "If he can't
talk, get nme a direct line to Current Control."

"Current Control has been incomruni cado for nearly an hour,
out the neani ng of "

she said. "W are attenpting to find

"I'I'l keep this frequency open," Nevi snapped. "Cet himon the air now "

Her only response was to close the circuit. Nevi pinched the bridge of his nose for a nonent,
staving of f one of his headaches.

"You shoul d've kept her on," Zentz said. "Wuat did she nmean, 'A security detachnment has attacked
the Kal al och power plant'? W defend the Kal al och power plant."

"We need to figure out where the Galli woman is and we need to get our hands on her fast," Nevi
interrupted. "She's our bargaining chip no matter what's going on." He tapped their Navcom
screen with a well-nmanicured finger and traced the spiral pathway that wound fromedge to center.

"I'"mguessing she's in there sonmewhere,” he nused, "and anything in there is heading for the
center. There isn't time to bring in any hardware. W'IlI|l have to chase them down or intercept.”

"You nmean . . . follow themin there?" Zentz asked. "What about the attack on the power plant?
Sonet hing's comi ng down in the ranks and ny nen --"

"Your men seemto be undecided about their loyalties," Nevi said. "They can work that out anbng
themselves. But |'Il put you out here and radio for a pickup if you'd prefer."

Zentz's nmssive face pal ed, then flushed.

"I"'mno coward," he said, puffing hinself up. "There's just something going down at the Preserve,
where | . . "

Flattery's carrier frequency sounded its tone and his voice crackled in their speakers.
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"M. Nevi, we're having sone urgent problens here that need our full attention. Wat do you
want ?"

"I want a direct line to Current Control. The kelp out here is going berserk, and if you want the
Glli woman we need to straighten it out or knock it down."
"I"'mmonitoring their actions," Flattery said. "They' ve applied full power to that sector and the

subs have all surfaced. Things here are getting sticky. A bonb went off in nmy outer quarters
about a half hour ago. Killed ny staff girl, Rachel, and that guard, Ellison. Looks |ike he
brought the dammed thing inside. Mp up out there as soon as you can and get back here. W nay
go Code Brutus on this one. Qur Chief of Security has sone answering to do."

The connection was broken at Flattery's end.

Code Brutus, Nevi thought. So, it's starting already. At |east out here, right now, we don't
have to choose sides.

He had no doubt which side Zentz would ally with. For Zentz, a return to Flattery neant sure
execution. Too many errors, too little strategy.

Maybe he's already in on it, he thought.

Zentz was on the radio to his conmand center at the Preserve, chewing out sone mpjor. |If this was
a coup fromthe security side, he didn't believe Zentz was in on it.

Nevi kept his attention on the screen, where the kelp configuration didn't seemto change.
Wuld it be worth it, going in after then?

He thought it probably would. The different factions of Pandora only needed a synmbol to bring
them together, and Nevi knew Crista Galli was ready-nade for the job. Better his hands on her
t han Shadowbox. Besides, he'd naneuvered around troubl esonme kelp in the past and never had
probl ens that he couldn't handle. And if a coup did come down, Nevi could be seen as rescuing
Crista Galli, along with the very popular Ozette. That would get the nedia on his side.

Ei ther way; that LaPush has to go, he thought. That one's been too much trouble for too dammed
| ong.

Nevi didn't want to be the one to rule Pandora, if that was what all of this came to. He was
happy bei ng the shadow, being the arranger of possibilities. Hs distaste for Flattery and his
style grew nore unbearable by the year, but he had no desire for the hot seat hinself.

Code Brutus, he thought. A coup attenpt from w thin.

Nevi didn't think that Zentz was capable of carrying off a coup, though he had to adnit that he
was in the mddle of the perfect alibi -- at sea with the Director's highest-ranking assistant, a
known and effective assassin.

Zentz was finished chewing out the major in charge of the power plant and the configuration of the
kel p on the nonitor hadn't changed a bit. Nevi checked his fuel reserves: all four tanks full
He pressurized the fuel, retracted the hydrofoils and extended the airfoil

"We're goi ng back?" Zentz asked. His voice sounded eager, but not greedy.

"No," Nevi said, and snmiled. "W're going to pinpoint themfromthe air, then go in. W have
enough fuel for al nbst an hour."

After an hour they'd be forced to set down on the water to extract nore hydrogen, but Nevi planned
to have everything that he needed aboard by then
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The hi ghest function of love is that it nakes the |oved one a unique and irrepl aceabl e bei ng.

-- T. Robbins, fromA Literary Encycl opedia of the Atom c Age

Beatriz was hustl ed through the passageway and | ocked inside the Orbiter's makeshift Hol ovision
studio with three techs fromBrood' s crew. None of the three had been at the |launch site

killings, but none of themhad nuch to say to her, either. A large portable screen behind her hid
the wet lights and mirrors that cluttered all six studio bul kheads. The sane Hol ovi si on | ogo she
wore at the left breast of her jacket enblazoned the screen: it was an eye, bidinensional, but

the pupil was a hol o stage.

Beatriz | oved weat her and had never |iked the claustrophobic world inside the studios. That was
why she and Ben had worked so well together and, in spite of offers, spent so nany years in the
field. Her recent pronotion carried a lot of studio work, and her contract guaranteed a roomw th
a view -- on paper. She nissed the sense of drifting she'd had, growing up an Islander.

Aboard the Orbiter she was assigned a cubby rinside, nore than a kiloneter fromthe studi o near
the axis. From her cubby she watched Pandora wake and sl eep above her bed. Her father, a

fi sherman, would be taking his nidafternoon break right now Inside the studio there was no tine
of day, no night.

Her instructions fromBrood were sinple and cold: "Relax, we'll do the work. You just read
what's in front of you when the red Iight goes on."

A smal |l security camera nounted high on the bul khead kept track of her every nove. It was a toy,
a trinket conpared to the personalized caneras and triangulators that her teamused at the |aunch
site. Holovision's equipnment got worse every year. She nmissed her own gear

They were the best, she thought. And nmaybe that |last tape is still inside.
She wondered whet her Brood's nen had picked t hem up

Ri co made those sets, she thought, and those triangulators, too. Nobody who knew caneras coul d
pass those up.

She felt her first rush of real hope. The canmeras weren't down at the launch site at all
They're here, she thought, or at least they're in orbit w th us.

She didn't want to think about the tapes. For now, she wanted only to focus on the camneras.
She couldn't hel p wondering what they'd do with the tapes.

Keep them as backup. Record over themwhen their other tapes are full

She doubted that whatever this team planned would involve a whole |Iot of tape. But the techs had
brought them al ong, her |ogic assured her of that.

They might still be on the shuttle.

She didn't want to go back to that hatchway, where Brood's nen had shot those guards down.
Beatriz glanced up at the surveillance canera.

Is it a person behind that thing, she wondered, or tape?

She didn't think they'd waste the tape. The techs ignored her altogether. They worked quickly at
several editing and sound stations, coordinating sonething anmong t hensel ves. She suspected it had
sonmething to do with her
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Maybe there's no one behind it.

The three-hour light flashed. Three o' clock in the afternoon marked the start of the assenbly of
the six-clock news. Getting the tapes was only one problem Inserting theminto a Hol ovision

Ni ghtly News broadcast with Brood' s nen wat ching posed anot her problem She knew who could help
her with the second problem and it was the one person she nost wanted to see.

Mack coul d get a nessage groundside, coded to the right frequency and digitally encoded.
She knew, because he'd done it once for her at Ben's request.
He was teaching ne, she realized. Ben nust've thought sonething like this m ght happen

Most Pandorans were too hungry to fight, she knew that. Thousands already slept in holes dug in
the talus, under torn plastic vulnerable to denobns and the weather. Fromher famly she | earned
that fighting was only one way.

She remenbered sonet hi ng her grandfather had told her, sonething she'd told Dwarf Maclntosh | ast
time: "Educate, agitate, organize."

Flattery had organized the world. Now Beatriz wanted to use that organi zation agai nst him

Conmuni cation would do it. People had their bodies. Coordination of all those bodi es would be
the key to their freedom

How to get away with it?
Maybe she couldn't get away with it. What kind of nmessage woul d she deliver then?

It mght save Ben and Rico, too, she thought, though in a part of her sonewhere they were already
begi nning to di sappear. She tried to nake her shocked and exhausted mnd think through all that
had happened in the past twenty-four hours, all that there was to go.

I've got to get to Mack, she thought. That is, if Brood hasn't . . . hasn't

She woul dn't allow herself to conplete the thought. She concentrated on what she had to work
with. This small studio aboard the Orbiter had been her project all along, her excuse to stay
close to the stars. It was a little larger than the one at launch site. Flattery had had it
installed to be sure that the Voidship project received the best docunentation, the best
publicity, the world' s conplete attention. She knew now what its prinmary purpose had been al
along -- diversion, sonething to keep people |ooking up while Flattery stole their boots.

The studio was divided into six engineering units and the one |live set where Beatriz worked.
Quarters were very cranped. Six editing screens and a couple of very large clocks kept themin
touch with the world. A constant barrage of images rolled across the six screens as the editoria
team groundsi de reviewed the day's filmfromthe field and nade their selections. There was a
smal |l holo stage in the center of the roomfor final nmock-up and a | arge viewscreen behind it.
Both the clocks and the grow in her belly told her things she didn't want to know.

"Three hours to air tinme," she said.
Her consol e indi cated she was speaking into a dead mi crophone.
She raised her voice. "W're five hours behind schedule."

No answer. The techs worked as though she were a piece of furniture. They relayed tapes of their
own groundside for editing and placenent.

Beatriz rolled her tape of the Organic Mental Core up one of the screens and suppressed a shudder.
This was a person, a living, thinking brain, kept alive by attachment to a comatose host. She
wondered what it was that caused the coma. She was certain that she knew who.

"I need to talk with Dr. Mclntosh," she said.
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This was not the first tine she'd said it, and the response was always the sane -- silence. She'd
received the silent treatment fromthe techs since docking aboard the Orbiter. Fromthe
occasi onal glances in her direction she surnised this to be orders fromBrood, rather than choice.

Unli ke counterparts of old, this OMC would be able to talk, using neuroelectrical pickups. Wen
the tine cane it could communicate with the neuronuscul ature of the ship, feel everything that
transpired aboard. This, Flattery reasoned, would keep the OMC sane where the original OMCs had
fail ed.

It was clear to Beatriz that Flattery didn't want to face the kind of artificial consciousness
that had brought humankind to Pandora. There were those who believed that Ship still existed, and
woul d return. The hyb tanks that had brought Flattery, Mack and Al yssa Marsh were evidence to
Beatriz that Ship could be very much alive, God or not.

If I can get one of these techs to start tal king, that would be a wedge agai nst Brood, she
thought. And it mght be a way to Mack.

Current Control and Maclntosh were only a few neters down the passageway. Beatriz could
practically feel the vibrations fromhis throaty speech, his huge body bashi ng about his offices.
Current Control and the Hol ovision renote studio shared a few kil oneters of cable between them
but no hatchway. Both areas were soundproof ed.

Beatriz tried to renenber what Mack had taught her about their hookups. He'd spent a lot of tine
orienting her during her trips aloft. Wat cane to her were his phil osophies and mnusings, the

rel axi ng tone of his deep voice. She remenbered nothing of the |inkup between the two roons. She
had already tried a few el ectronic tricks of her owm to contact him but with no | uck

He knows |'m due, she thought. Maybe he'll cone |ooking for ne.

She hoped that it wouldn't nean wal king into his own execution

Mani pul ating the kelp electronically is like making a marionette out of a quadriplegic. The trick
becones keeping it a quadripl egic.

-- Raja Flattery, from"Current Control fromthe Skies," Hol ovision feature

Crista felt a pressure on her whole being. It was not like the pressurized cabin, like air
pressure. It was sone indescribable contai nment of her self inside some huge envelope -- like the
pressure she imagi ned the positive pole of a nagnet might feel when in the conpany of another
positive pole.

"You don't have to be afraid of the kelp pulling this thing apart,” she said. "Flattery's lab
reports say it kept me alive underwater for twenty years. It can keep us alive . . ."

"Can is the operative word here," Ben said.

He didn't look her in the eye, but hung his head over her restraints as if staring at them would
right the foil and set themon their way. "If what you say is true, it wants you alive. The rest
of us are conpost."

"The kel p's not like that," she said. "You' ve been listening to Rico. It's . . . | knewit
before Flattery's people cut it back, remenber? It kept me alive, for all we know it kept others
alive the same way."
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"Lots of people spend lots of tine down under,"'
happened to you."

he nuttered. "Nobody's seen anything |ike what

"Way just ne?

When Ben's gaze did neet Crista's, goosebunps clustered her forearns. Everything that she knew

about his kindness, his sacrifices for others, froze inside her with the chill of that | ook

"I'"ve wondered that," he said. "Ohers have wondered, too."

"That's why Flattery never let nme get to the sea," she said. "He said it was to protect ne, but |
think he was just suspicious that |I'msonme kind of Avatan spy, a trigger of sone sort. Maybe I
was raised by a plant, but | can read people fairly well. Let me . . . touch the kelp. It wll
cal mdown, then, | know it wll."

"Not a chance. |If Flattery's right, if Operations is right, your chemistry is different now It
could kill you. | don't want anything to kill you."

"I don't want anything to kill anybody," she said, "but the kelp is confused. It's just |ashing
out . . . nobody tells it anything . "

Wth that the foil pitched upside-down. Ben hung on tight to a handhold, his face pressed into
t he pl asteel bul khead.

Crista tried to speak, upside-down and agai nst the pressure of her restraints.
"Avat a needs our help," she said, "and we need Avata. You have to help nme do this, Ben."

There was that strange, stunning snap in the air, the sane snap that had stilled a nob for nonents
at the pier. It was |ike the discharge of sone great capacitor.

Crista felt their foil slowy roll, pull her tighter into her restraints, then right itself. She
wat ched Ben drop his hands fromhis ears and sit up on the deck, shaking his head. The damaged
foil npaned and chattered about themlike mechanical teeth, but the fist of the kelp was gone.

Crista saw the flicker of the intercomcharging, then heard Rico's tight voice:
"Ben, |ook at the kelp."

Only one of the starboard |ights still probed the dark, so the viewthat Crista and Ben had from
the galley's plaz was gray and bl ack, dreamike, cold. They hadn't dared activate the kelp's
luciferase, it would nake tracking too easy.

A fine seawater spray wetted them both as they watched the easy dance of deepwater kelp. This was
the sane kel p that, nonents ago, quivered with a tension so strong she thought it mi ght uproot
itself.

Crista, herself, felt a relief that was nore than just calmafter the storm It was a rel ease,
like the elation she had felt at the start of their journey when she slipped skyward, hitching her
consci ousness to the hylighter

"Can't really see very well," Ben said. "Look at the size of those vines! Sone of themare a
hal f -dozen nmeters across and we can't even see bottomyet."

"That should tell you sonmething," she said. "It should give you an idea of what the kelp's really
like."

"What do you nean?"

"You said it yourself. Sone of those stalks are nearly as thick as this foil is wide. For the
kelp it nust've been sonething |like handling a squawk egg with pliers to keep fromcrushing us."

"Maybe so," Ben nuttered. "W're headed topside and the kelp's apparently floating free. We'd
better see what kind of danmage we took before it changes its nind."
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Lights dimred in the galley, brightened and di med agai n.

"Elvira can't get the engines to fire,'
i ncl udi ng our oxygen production.”

Ben said. "That's going to make a |lot of things tough --

The gray hul ks of kelp floated dreanlike outside their hull while the chunks of torn fronds and
sedinent ripped up by its struggle settled around them

"See?" she said. "The kelp neans us no harm |If you would let ne

"We're all staying put!" Ben said. "The kelp sinply stopped. Maybe it got whatever it wanted,
maybe that wasn't us. No point in looking for nore trouble.” He nodded toward the spray that had
al ready soaked both of them and started pooling water across the galley deck. "W've got a few
details to clean up. Let's get at it."

Crista tugged at her harness.
"I can't do nuch until you get me out of this."
"Any danmage back there?" R co asked over the intercom

"1 think we popped a cooling pipe," Ben said. "It's not nmuch of a | eak now that we're surfacing.
What do you have?"

"We're not terminal, but we're hurt. Elvira says 'topside,' so topside we go. You two OK?"

"W got alittle wet," he said, stanping his feet in the gathering pool

At that they both | aughed -- something she did not do often, something she'd discovered with him
before. He opened a panel in the bul khead besi de her and reached i nside.

Water plastered his hair to his head. Crista's felt just as flat, but when she saw herself
reflected back in the plaz, a laugh still teasing her face, she |liked what she saw. Her crop of
wet white hair framed the green flash of her eyes. She saw that she had tw sted in her harness,
whi ch expl ai ned why, now that things had qui eted down, her right breast stung so badly. She
wriggled herself free and tugged her clothes straight.

"There's a shutoff in here, sonewhere,” Ben nuttered. He poked his head inside and bunped it.
What ever he said was unintelligible.

Crista's gaze fell on the holostrips of the Nightly News field crew, strips that covered the whol e
interior bul khead of the galley. Shots of Beatriz, R co, Ben and a hal f-dozen bearded strangers
were interspersed with location stills of Ben and Rico, Ben and Beatriz -- several of Ben and
Beatriz. Crista didn't see Elvira up there.

"Beatriz is beautiful," she said, raising her voice so he could hear

" Vel’ y n

"You | ook happy together," she said.
"Yes," he answered, also raising his voice so she could hear

Then she heard a curse and a thunp and the water stopped spraying. Ben cane out of the access
cabinet and wi ped his face with the | east danp spot on his shirt. H's green eyes |ooked right
into her own.

"When we were together, we were happy," he said. He did not turn to look at the pictures. "More
of ten than not, we were on opposite sides of the world. Lately she's been up there." His thunb
i ndi cated the general direction of the Orbiter overhead.

"Do you wish . . . otherw se?"

"No," he sighed. "It's as it should be. | have things to do here."
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Things to do! Crista thought. What she wanted himto say was, "It's as it should be. NowI've
met you." But he didn't say that.

An odd feeling came over her, a dizziness and a weakness in the knees, a tingling in her tenples.
Like it had been with the hylighter, |ike her dreans.

A year ago Crista had begun dreami ng dreanms that came true. At first, they cane only in the
night. She knew they weren't dreans, but she despaired of calling them"visions." Lately, they
cane all the tine, and inside the | ast one she forgot to breathe. Crista was sure they cane from
the kel p, and they were getting nore intense.

She had . . . feelings, that she'd al ways explained as "dream ng sonebody else's dreans." It was
sonet hi ng she now knew cane fromthe kel p.

Today, now, she saw two things: She saw Rico in a green singlesuit, and that suit was the fruit
on a great vine of kelp. |In the distance beyond himshe saw a stand of kelp with a human grow ng
from each great vine, |looking |like a seascape of bowsprits with interesting carvings, or |ike
bait.

The kel p grew a nenbrane, clear and goggl eli ke, about their eyes. It seened a part of them Iike
fingernails, but never needed trimrng. Their lungs would never want for air, their skinpy bones
woul d soon forget |and.

The second vision pulled away fromthe first and showed her the kelp froma trenendous height.

One kel p vine snaked skyward and a cold light, like luciferase, touched its tip. The vine, the
kel p bed, the planet itself began to glow. In the light bel ow she watched the kelp withe for a
blink, then convolute itself into what appeared to be an i mense, glowing brain. She felt a sense
of easy grace that only cane to her now in dreans.

Just as suddenly, the visions vanished. Crista was a dreaner, but these were not dreans. She was
sure the kel p had a nessage for her.

|'ve got to get out there.

She stared into the picture of Ben and Beatriz, stared into Ben's eyes and concentrated on sl ow ng
her heart rate, slow ng her breathing .

"I"'mglad you're here, Ben," she said. "lI'mglad it's as it should be with Beatriz. |If all is
wel | anbng us we can bring Flattery down. The kelp knows this, maybe Flattery knows it, too.
Inside the kelp, | can find out what all this is. The kelp is vulnerable now, as we are

vul nerable. It is stunned, not dead. Help me out there, | can nake the difference."

"No," he said. "You' re not going out there. W'Il all stay aboard the foil. Once we're ashore

we can get to an Oracle, or the beach.”

"W don't have that nuch time," she said. "I don't know how | know it, but right now!| could --
becone Avata, be the consciousness, the command center, the conscience of the kelp. Show e the
way out."

"You don't know that," he said. "Your chemistry is different, you told me so yourself. Maybe it
woul d keep you alive out there. Maybe it would keep you dead. Just wait a few --"

"W can't wait," she pl eaded.

She sighed, rubbed her eyes and went on. "I think he's been using the kelp to gather data. | was
bl own up while they were doing it. Now he's found out what he wanted to know and he's headi ng

of f pl anet at breakneck speed."

When she | ooked up she could see that he wanted to believe her. It had been the sane way | ast

ni ght, when she saw that he wanted to kiss her. She just knew. As she knew there was sonething
catastrophic imminent, and Flattery knew what it was, and Flattery was fleeing as fast as he could
with as much as he coul d.
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"Stay put," Ben said. H s voice was softer, as softened as everything was now that the beating
had stopped. He tousled her wet hair.

"Flattery isn't getting away today, so let's get out of this fix first. Gve R co and Elvira a
chance to work their magic on the foil."

She could tell that he was convincing himself. He was afraid. She knew a little something about
fear. The day she had been bl own free of the kel p had been a day much like this. This time, she
was headed in the right direction. It was quartertide in the afternoon and they were fewer than a
dozen nmeters from daylight.

Short-term expedi ents always fail in the long term

-- Dwarf Maclntosh

Beatriz had taped here for the first time during the cerenonies that had wel comed Current
Control's nove aboard the Orbiter two years ago. She had received a tour on the armof the
nmysterious Dr. Maclntosh, a dizzying tour that changed her life and included her first attenpt to
navi gate in near-zero gravity.

Now a few of the captain's nen held her incommuni cado while the rest did what soldiers throughout
hi story had done to secure a garrison anong an unarned and isol ated popul ace. None of them noved
confortably in low gravity. Since her only contacts were with Brood's nmen, snuggling nessages to
Mack seened out of the question.

VWhat if they kill him too? she wondered.

Mack was a very conpassionate man, but one who inmersed hinmself in his work and didn't often pay
attention to the ways of the world nore than 150 kilonmeters below them It struck her, too, that
that had been her own problem Ben had seen it and tried to help.

| know Ben's alive, she thought, | feel it.

She hoped that Mack was alive, too. Partly because he was soneone she genuinely liked, partly
because she was sure that all of their fates depended on him

Brood needs him too, she thought. He'll use ne as his bargaining chip

The hatch sl ammed open and Yuri Brood sailed through. He rebounded into a safety webwork that was
set up to catch rooki es and keep damages minimal. Brood pointed to the bank of editing screens as
he settled into the seat beside her

"You think that because nmy nmen are warriors they can't do your show," he said. He was out of
breath but seemed in good hunor. "Well, we greenhorns have sonething to show you. The Director
had us shoot this just before we left for the launch site. Leon turned in the rough copy on his
way to the shuttle.”

She tried not to watch the screens, which displayed clips that Brood's three techs had shot of the
damage at Kal al och. As each rolled up on a screen, a text of tentative script flashed across the

console in front of her. There was no fighting apparent in any of their tapes. It only took her

a glance to tell what he was up to.

"You're trying to nake this look |like a hylighter disaster,
it -- somebody el se from Hol ovi sion must've been on the scene . . . word of nouth al one

she said. "You can't get away with
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She st opped when she saw his sneer. |t was an expression that rem nded her i medi ately of
Flattery. Brood had the sane narrow nose, dark, upraked brows, the sanme manner of tilting his
head back to | ook down his nose at everyone.

Though he had been flushed and slightly out of breath when he cane in, Brood seened in no hurry
now. He watched her eyes constantly, and this nmade her very nervous.

"You m ght have noticed how many new faces there are anong the field crews these days," he said.

"Quite a few new faces around the studios, too."
He smiled, and the smile chilled her
"Are you saying that all of the crews have been . . . replaced?"

"Lots of people |ooking for work these days,
to get the job done.™

he said, "people willing to do the necessary thing

"Qur job is reporting the news, telling the truth --

Hi s |laugh cut her off.

"Your job was reporting the news, telling the truth,” he said. "Qur job is keeping order, and if
distorting the truth a little hel ps keep order, then that's what 1'll do. People are happier this
way. "

"People are dead this way, and you will have to keep killing them. "

"Watch this section," he ordered, and snapped his fingers at Leon, "they're sure to use it
tonight. Isn't it a lot better view of the world than what you think you saw?"

Her consol e read:

"Lead: Kalaloch residents flee their honmes in the aftermath of a hylighter explosion that split
the settlenent in two."

Scene, screen one: rescue of elderly woman from snol dering rubble of a habitat, a housing
project: "OK darlin', you hold on now, OK?"

Voi ceover: "Today Vashon Security Forces rescued this elderly woman fromthe char that was
snol dering around her cubby. Death toll has exceeded one thousand. Authorities are now
estimating nore than fifteen thousand people to be honel ess tonight, many of them seriously
injured.”

Scene, screen two: rescue crew in security unifornms al ongside residents, rebuilding wall at the
Preserve. Aninmals rounded up in background.

Voi ceover: "Meanwhil e thousands of animals are milling between the Preserve, where the expl osion
freed them and the firestormthat laid waste to the edge of the village. Authorities here are
anticipating return of nost, if not all, of the Preserve's prize |livestock, which includes the

only breeding pair of |Ilanmas in existence.”
Scene, screen three: heart of all the tenenents, the habitats, that are still burning.

Voi ceover: "In parts of Kalaloch the fires still burn, as they have for nore than five hours.
Much of the public market is destroyed, nore than a hundred | ooters were reported shot in the
first hours after the blast. A warehouse containing 70 percent of the sector's rice and dry beans
will burn for days, according to fire officials. Mst of this year's storage has been destroyed
by flames, snoke or water. Disastrous food shortages are expected."

"But . . . but that's not even close to true!" Beatriz hissed. Her outrage broke the fear
barrier. "Flattery has all that stuff buried in storage bins all over the Preserve."
"Shh," Brood said, still smling. He placed a finger to his |lips and nodded toward t he screens.
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Beatriz hated that smle, and she vowed to find a way to erase it.

Leon, the only journeynman tech of the three, frowned and cleared his throat. Even with Brood
there, he wouldn't talk to her. He sinply pointed at screen four

Scene, screen four: the harbor, boats on fire at noorage and in the bay. Ferry terminal littered
with bodi es, nost in bags, which the canera panned quickly, from a height.

Voi ceover: "Authorities estimate that as nany as five hundred commuters perished fromthe
concussion as they changed shifts on the docks today. No ferries suffered any pernanent danmage
and all are operating on schedule fromthe repair docks."

Scene, screen five: two crying wormen with comuter tags, holding their ears and conforting one
anot her. Snoke and nmasts in the background.

Text: "Sonething hit our ears, and there was that blast fromthose things . . . | don't know
what happened to us. They're all dead . "

Voi ceover: "Ms. Gatzer and her neighbor claimthat at |east two class-four hylighters,
attracted by fires in nearby refugee canps, exploded and destroyed several square mles of eastern
Kal al och. Dick Leach has |ost three icehouses full of seafood.”

Text: "All of our incone for this year has been taken away fromus, and all the bills that it
took to produce that crop are still here.™

Voi ceover: "They will be eligible for |lowinterest Merman Mercantile | oans.”

Text: "If it comes to a loan we're going to have to probably pull out. W need a grant."

Scene, screen six: pullaway fromthe body bags laid out on Kal al och pier

Voi ceover: "The ordeal seens to be over for these conmuters, but the hardship's just beginning
for tens of thousands of hungry, honeless families in the Kalaloch district."

Al'l screens cut to black, then her console read: "Accepted for final edit, elapsed tine to
foll ow "

So, Brood was right all along, she thought. They're going to run it.

Beatriz didn't feel particularly afraid anynore, just tired and incredibly sad.

"I need to see Dr. Maclntosh," she said. "I was assigned a story on the OMC and the installation
of the Bangasser drive, and | intend to do it."
"Dr. Maclntosh has his hands full right now," Brood said. "There's a crisis in Current Control, a

priority crisis. He knows you're here."

"Then let me go to Current Control."

"No," he laughed, "no, | don't think so. He will come here when the tinme is right."
"What about the rest of them the people here?"

"So far they suspect nothing. W have been very quiet, very selective. Wen shifts change,
rations are | eft uneaten, then there will be talk. That will be hours fromnow, and we will be
finished here."

"Then what ?"
He answered with his smle and a hal f-sal ute.

"I will check back to see how you're doing. Go ahead with your piece on the OMC. Leon, good job
You know what to do."
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Then he was gone as quickly as he cane.
"What is it you're supposed to do, Leon?" she asked.

He didn't answer, and he didn't smile. He was |lean and dark, |ike Brood, and she thought he m ght
even be a rel ative.

Leon handed hinself to one of the editing consoles and sat with his back to her. He was still for
a nmonent, then he said, "W're putting a story together on Crista Galli. And one on Ben Ozette."

Beatriz felt herself go cold.

"And what's the [ ead?"

Her voice stuck in her throat, barely a whisper.

"Crista Galli safely in the hands of Vashon Security Force."
"And Ben . . . what about hinP"

Leon was silent for a few nore blinks. He typed sonething into his console and it came up on her
own:

"Hol ovi sion reporter killed in hylighter blast."

She tried to still the trenbling in her hands and her Iips.

"It's alie, " she said. "Like the rest, it's alie. Isn't it? lIsnt it?"

W thout turning, wthout apparently noving a nuscle, Leon spoke so quietly she barely heard.

"l don't know. "

The gods do not limt men. Men limt nen.

-- T. Robbins, A Literary Encycl opedia of the Atom c Age

"Dr. Dwarf," Spud called frombehind the Gidmaster, "you were right. There's another kelp
frequency inside that sector -- |ook here.”

Dwar f Maclntosh gl anced up from underneath one of the consoles that fed the Gidmaster. Though a
big man, Maclntosh had al ways been adept at getting at problenms in small places. In fact, he
preferred crawl i ng through runnels of cables and switches to attending any of the so-called
"recreational” events aboard the O biter

He backed his way out of the shielding ducts and towered over Spud's shoul der to see what he had
f ound.

"This signal cane through when we released the kelp in sector eight," he said. "It's taken ne a
while to fix and amplify."

"l see the rest of the kelp is doing well,"” Mclntosh said. He reviewed the readouts flanking the
kel p display. "It released at |least twenty captured cargo trains, if our data here are correct."

Spud nodded. "They are. The kelp's just floating free. Mdst of the vessels are on the surface,
though, and the afternoon squall in that area's due right about now. There are no kel pways, no
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way of guiding themthrough. Unless we get a grid in there pretty soon, they'll just get fouled
inall that slop."

"This is a very small focus," Maclntosh murmnured.

Hi s stare at the screen seened intense enough to propel himright into the mddle of the kelp
itself. He pulled hinself up to height and tapped a thin lip with his forefinger

"Wthout tapping into that other signal, we won't be able to enforce a grid. |I'msure of it.
VWhat's the history?"

Spud spun the graphic yarn on Mack's screen

"I't noves," Spud said.

"Yeah." Maclntosh nodded. "Runs the kelpways |like a pro. And it's sonething the kel p would gnaw
alinb off for, don't forget that."

"So what do you think? Merman transplants being routed?”

"Signals too strong," Maclntosh said. "A stand doesn't register with us unless it's achieved sone
kind of integrity, whether Flattery cuts it back or not. This is |ike having a whole stand of
kelp in a spot no bigger than you or | "

"And it can nove.

"And it can nove."
Mack stroked his chin in thought.

"I't can persuade the kelp to resist our strongest signals, even with the threat of being pruned
back to stunps. The dataflow tells us that the signal's been getting stronger by the hour
Flattery's been frantic about this in spite of riots at his hatchway. What does all this tel
us?"

Spud frowned at the screen in imtation of Mack and tried stroking his chin, too, for answers.
"There's sonebody running the kel pways, acting |ike a stand of kel p?"

Macl nt osh whooped, grabbed Spud by the shoul ders and gave hima shake. They both spun high
agai nst the upper bul khead. The startled assistant's eyes opened nearly as wi de as his nouth.

"That's it!" Maclntosh | aughed. "Wat we've got disrupting the kelp grid in sector eight is a
person pretending to be a stand of kelp!"

He dropped his grip on Spud and stuck his head back into the el ectronic and neuroel ectronic guts
of the Gridnaster.

"But who?" Spud asked.
"I'f you can't guess, you're better off not knowi ng right now "

Macl nt osh' s resonant voice was barely audi ble over the clicks and whirrs of the Gidnmaster as it
hel d the other stands of donestic kelp in functional stasis.

"More than anything right now we need a comruni cati ons expert." He backed out of the crawl space
and added, with a sparkle in both eyes, "That woul d be Beatriz Tatoosh. Notify her that we
require her services, if you would."

Spud smled a wide smle.

"' Servi ces, he said, "that's one way of --

Macl nt osh cut himoff.
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"Stow it," Mack ordered, snmiling his own wide smile. "Just get her in here, pronto.”
Men are noved by two principal things -- by love and by fear. Consequently, they are conmanded as
wel |l by someone who wins their affection as by sonmeone who arouses their fear. Indeed, in nost

i nstances the one who arouses their fear gains nmore of a following and is nore readily obeyed than
the one who wins their affection

-- Machiavelli, The Di scourses

The fuel warning buzzer sounded its piercing screech above his consol e, and Spider Nevi cursed
under his breath. They were very close now, very close, but he didn't dare take chances on making
contact with dry fuel tanks.

"We're going to have to set down in that nuck," he said. "Mke sure both screens and filters are
intact. | don't want kelp clogging our inlets."

They' d seen several cargo train survivors on the surface, working to clear their intakes. They
all nmoved in the slow notion, dreamike manner of those who are under the influence of one of the
kel p's toxins. Surface travel on Pandora's seas was dangerous enough with the kel pways intact.

Li ke great veins, the kel pways hel ped clear the waters of the storm damaged fragnments of fronds
and ot her troubl esone debris.

Zentz grunted an acknow edgnment, then pal ed.

"But -- but I'lIl have to go out there after we set down," he said. "That kelp is -- it's crazy.
Wth only two of us . "

"Wth only two of us, one of us has to go out there. |It's your fault we're out here at all, so
you get the duty."

The | ook on Zentz's face was the one that Nevi wanted to see: fear. Not fear of the kelp, or
fear of the sea, but fear of Spider Nevi. The expression of fear represented power to him a raw
power that even Flattery didn't wield anong the people. Flattery maintained the politician's
mask, and such a nmask inplied hope to anyone who witnessed it. Nevi projected no nask, no hope.

"If I go out there to clear those intakes, you will |eave ne."

Nevi rel eased upon Zentz one of his rare sniles.

"I't pleases ne that you have due respect for ny -- abilities," he said. "But | promised you a
very special part in this drama, and your tinme has not conme yet. | would not sacrifice you here
for nothing. You know one thing about me if you know nothing else: | kill for something, not for
nothing. | value human life, M. Zentz, this you nmust realize. | value it for what | can get out
of it, what | can spend it on. The word 'value' inplies 'commpdity,' don't you think? The

pl easure of killing ranks very low, in nmy book, as a good reason. Mich as | mght like to kil

you just to get rid of a certain annoyance, |'m sure soneone, sonewhere would nake it worth ny

while to wait for the right price, the right trade, the right favor. Understand?"

Zentz stared straight out the cabin plaz. He was pale, appeared slightly nore bl oated than usual
and his pasty fingers crawl ed nervously over each other's backs.

"Do you know why | kill?" Zentz asked him

Nevi finished the final attitude adjustnent and settled onto the slightly choppy sea in a spot
that he judged to be relatively clear of the kelp debris. As they descended, he saw that there
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was no clear spot. The struggle in this stand of kel p nmust have been trenmendous.

"Yes, | know why you kill," Nevi said. "Like any of the lower aninmals, you kill to eat. It is
your job, and you see no farther than that. You kill by orders, to soneone else's plan, because
to not kill nmeans you yourself die. That is a difference between the two of us. | think of

mysel f as a scul ptor, a societal sculptor. The populace is ny stone, and | shape it chip by chip
into a formthat suits ne. The stone keeps growing, and ny task is a relentless one. But | have
tine. "

In a flurry at his keyboard Nevi set the foil up for seawater intake and hydrogen conversion. The
i ntakes clogged within blinks. Even with Zentz out there to clear them this would take |onger
than Nevi felt they could afford. He checked the fuel gauge.

Fifteen minutes, he thought, maybe twenty at the outside. Shit!

"Forget the intakes," Nevi said. "There's a wild stand just northwest of here. W'IlIl set up
there to take on fuel, then I'lIl see what | can learn fromthe Director," he said. "Don't worry.
Leaving you to the kelp would be a waste, and |'m not a wasteful man."

The convol utions of Zentz's brow unwinkl ed somewhat. He lifted his sullen bulk out of his couch
and donned a dive suit.

"Just in case," Zentz said, "lI'mready. 1've heard about wild kelp. People disappear out here,
and the kel p doesn't have a reason."

Nevi throttled up and lifted themoff. Mich as Zentz disgusted him Nevi intended to keep him
alive until the time cane when it sinply wasn't handy to do that anynore.

The run to the blue sector took only ten minutes, and all the tinme they were heading into the
afternoon squall. A black wall pushed across the sea toward them though when they set down in
the blue kel p's | agoon they were hal oed in the magnificent afternoon sun

Nevi deployed the intakes, but a warning light on his console told himthey were still clogged.
He tried retracting and redepl oying them but they stayed cl ogged.

"Better get out there after all," Nevi said. "And step on it. That squall's nmoving in pretty
fast."

Zentz grunbl ed sonething, but trudged aft without conplaining. Nevi noted fromthe consol e
display that Zentz left the aft hatch open. He chuckled to hinself.

He thinks he'll sink me if | subnerge, and blow out the flight controls if | take off.

Nevi knew ways around both of those situations, the sinplest being to go aft and cl ose the hatch.
He was tempted to do that now, just to give Zentz a thrill, but decided against it. They'd be
refueled in fifteen or twenty mnutes and with luck would Iift off ahead of the storm

Nevi set out a call for Flattery on their private frequency, and received an i nmedi ate reply.
"M. Nevi," Flattery said, "tine is wasting. Do you have themyet?"

Nevi was surprised at the clarity of the reception. Indeed, the clarity of reception was unlike
any that he'd experienced over the years. The activity of Pandora's two suns interfered
constantly with transm ssions, and | ately sabotage of transmtters by the verm n nade things even
worse. The kelp itself often garbled radio comrunication, but this tine it seened to enbellish
it.

"No," he said, "we don't have them W're refueling before the final push. | thought we were to
make the nost of this, get as nmany of the rebels as possible."”

"Forget it," Flattery said. "I want Crista Galli now She's not to talk with anyone before she
sees me, understand?"

"Right," Nevi said, "I --"
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"Tonight's news is carrying notice of Ben Ozette's death. He's not to be seen, but | want himfor
my own. Do what you want with that LaPush bastard."

"Do you need support back there?"

"No," Flattery said. He sounded distracted. "No, |'ve taken care of it. W've called sone
security back fromthe Island docking sites and from denmon patrols. These bastards . . . there
are so many of them They've |ooted the public nmarket and its warehouse is dry. W mnust've shot
three hundred of them but they kept on coming. |'ve given orders to bl ow up any warehouses that
are in danger of being |ooted. Wen they see their precious food blasted all over the |andscape,
they'll think twice about this kind of thing. You stick to your job, I'll handle things here.
Don't call me again unless you have them"

Nevi was left listening to static and to the whine of the punps processing out their hydrogen. He
reached to break the connection, but hesitated. There was a pattern to the static, sonething he
hadn't noticed before. It seened as if there was a nusic in the background, and voices from
several conversations that he couldn't quite pick out. Over and over, faint in the distance, he
could hear the rhythmc repetition of Flattery's voice saying, "M. Nevi, M. Nevi, M. Nevi

He closed the circuit and stared out over the sea toward the black curtain of storm The surface
chop had increased and a wind had come up that was blowing the foil out of the center of the

| agoon and cl oser to the inner edge of blue kelp. He glanced at the fuel readout and was relieved
that they were nearly full. Wat worried himwas the distinct repetition of his nanme that
continued, chantlike, even though he'd shut off the radio.

The fuel light indicated full, so he shut down the punps and sounded a warni ng kl axon to Zentz
before he retracted the intakes. He felt themthunp into the bay, but still there was no sign of
Zent z.

This was clear water, Nevi thought. He should' ve been back aboard after clearing the intakes
once.

He sounded the klaxon again, twi ce, but heard nothing. The aft hatch light renmained on. Nevi
secured the console and started back toward the aft hatch. The chant got |ouder, nore distinct,
and behind it a babble of voices rose on the air. The hair on his arnms rose, too, and Nevi arned
his | asgun before | eaving the cabin.

He felt a metallic taste on his tongue, a taste he'd heard others describe as fear. He spat once
on the deck, but the insidious taste remained.

Consci ousness mani fests itself indubitably in nan and therefore, glinpsed in this one flash of
light, it reveals itself as having a cosm c extension and consequently as being aureol ed by
limtless prolongations in space and tine.

-- Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Hymm of the Universe
The Imensity snelled trouble on the waters, a great disturbance fromone of the coastal stands.

It had been a struggle, the debris told that tale. Currents had changed suddenly, bringing the
strange scents of fear and, just as suddenly, bliss. So far, the currents hadn't changed back

The little whiff of death that the Imensity caught on the current was human, not kel p.

Per haps the pruner has becone pruned, it thought.
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It stretched its outernpst fronds coastward, but still could not contact the nei ghboring stand.
Only fragnents of nessages drifted in on bits of torn fronds. These were shards, frames, pieces
of recordings -- not the Oneness that the Imensity sought, not this "tal k" that humans enjoyed

and withheld from ot hers.

Then canme the humans. They set into the Inmensity from above, like hylighters reversing their
lives, and with themthey brought splinters of dreans fromthe stand next door

Yes, Her Holiness was anong the kelp again at last. Her presence suddenly freed the nei ghboring
stand of prisoner kelp, a stand that had | ost her to Flattery's butchery five cycl es back

Who are these others, now, conme to my stand?

Few humans fished outside their gridwork. The few organic islands left to risk a float on
Pandora's seas |ikew se stayed to the nmore nerciful currents of the grid. The Imensity had
spared fishermen, scouts, humans fl eeing humans, and it had spared entire island-cities nore than
once. The human in charge of humans had not shown the Imensity equal conpassion

Though humans often called them"willy-nillys," the islands floated now in predictable patterns.
Current Control, the enslaver of the kelp, ensured this. But the volcanics of the past twenty-
five cycles had conjured stornms the |like of which the Imensity had never seen in its own tine,
and these stornms brought islands into its reach. It thought of the organic islands as Imensities
of Humans, and adjusted its own greatness to | et them pass.

These humans canme in their flying creature, dropping pieces of kelp into the Inrensity's | agoon
The Immensity unraveled a long vine fromthe wall of the |agoon and sniffed the hunan. The scents
tal ked of fear and death, and to have the whole story the Imensity would have to read this
human's tissues bit by bit.

It waited until the human finished discharging the pieces of kelp, so that the Inrensity woul d
know as much of its neighbor as it could. It knew now, by scent and touch, that this was COddie
Zentz human. As it gripped Oddie Zentz human at the waist and pulled himinto the walls of the
| acuna, it knew that this human had killed many humans, as many as a storm and perhaps nore.

The Imensity had spent nost of its awakened tine trying to conmmunicate with other kelp, to nerge
with other, snaller stands. More kelp was better, it thought. C oser was better. It failed to
understand creatures that killed their own kind. These were, indeed, diseased individuals. |If
they were nmerciless to their own, they would certainly show no nercy to others. The Imensity
concluded that it should respond in kind.

W | sl anders understand current and flow W understand that conditions and tines change. To
change, then, is nornal

-- Ward Keel, The Notebooks

Beatriz knew that it would not be in the captain's best interest to kill Mack, especially if there
were links with other forces groundside. But she had also quit trying to guess what could be in
Captain Brood's best interest. Fromwhat she could gather, Captain Brood was a man trying to
capitalize on a bad decision, making nore bad decisions to cover his tracks. He wouldn't |ast
long at this rate, and he was the type who just m ght take everyone, and everything, with him

She concentrated on the map she'd called up on the large studio display screen. It was a map of
Pandora, rotatable, and at the touch of a key it highlighted popul ated areas, agriculture, fishing
and mning. She could tell at a glance where the factories |lay, both topside and undersea, and
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where the wetched communities lived that served them for serve themthey did.

Only today, with the nurders of her crew and Ben's warnings ringing in her nenory, did she realize
how t he peopl e of Pandora, including herself, had becone one with their chains. They were

ensl aved by hunger, and by the mani pul ati on of hunger, which was a particular skill of the
Director. He concentrated on food, transportation and propaganda. Before her, on Holovision's

gi ant screen, she saw the geography of hunger spread out for her at a touch

The | argest single factory conpl ex above or bel ow the sea was Kal al och, feeding the bottonl ess maw
of Flattery's Project Voidship. It showed up on her display as a small, black bull's-eye in the
center of anoebalike ripples of blue and yellow. Those ripples represented the settlenent -- the
bl ue was Kal al och proper, where all paths led to the ferry terminal or to The Line. People inside
the blue lived in barrackslike tenements or in remants of |slander bubbly stuck to the shore.

The yellow, a weak stain of sorts wi dening out fromthe blue, represented the |ocal refugee

popul ation. Starving, unsheltered, too weak for heavy work, they were also too weak to rebel

The Director's staff rode anong them daily, picking the |ucky few who would be trucked to town to
wash down the stone pavenents, sort rock fromdung in the Director's gardens, or pick through
refuse for reusable materials. For this each was given a space in The Line and a few crunbs at
one of a hundred food dispensaries that Flattery operated in the area. Even private nmarkets were
of fshoots of the dispensaries -- true black market vendors di sappeared with chilling regularity.”

The sphere of Kal al och included the bay and its | aunch base, the factory strip, the village,
Flattery's Preserve and the huddl e of mi sshapen humanity that squeezed inside the perinmeter for
protection from Pandora' s denons.

Qutside this sphere Beatriz noted the simlarities of other settlenents along the coastline.
These smaller dots also were ringed by the huddl e of the poor, even agricultural settlenents,
fishing villages, the traditional sources of food. Security squads shot |ooters of fields,

proprietors of illegal w ndowboxes and rooftop gardens. They shot the occasional fishernman bold
enough to set an unlicensed line. Al of this Ben had told her. She had seen evidence herself,
and had chosen to disbelieve. Beatriz earned her food coupons fairly, ate well, felt guilty

enough about the hunger around her to believe what Flattery had fed her about production neani ng
j obs and jobs feeding peopl e.

For al nbst two years her assignments had covered jobs, the people who worked them and t he peopl e
who gave themout. It had been a long tinme since she'd wal ked the nmuddy streets of hunger

There aren't any new jobs lately, she thought, but there sure are a |l ot fewer people.

Now she was above it all, trapped and converted, with nothing to offer and everything to fear

Thou shalt give life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burning
for burning, wound for wound, stripe for stripe

-- Christian Book of the Dead

Boggs had been hungry all his twenty years, but today his hunger was different and he knewit. He
woke up without pain in his bones fromthe ground underneath, and when he scratched his head a
handful of hair cane with it. This, he knew, was not hunger but the end of hunger. He | ooked

around himat the still, w zened forms of his fam |y huddl ed together under their rock |edge.
Today he would get themfood or die trying, because he knew he would do the dyi ng anyway.

Boggs was born with the split lip, gaping nose slit and stunp feet characteristic of his father's
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famly. His six brothers shared these defects but only two still lived. Hi s father, too, was
dead. Like Boggs, they had known the enemy hunger frombirth. Hs malformed nouth had nade
nursing a futile noise, so nost of the sucking that he did as a newborn sl obbered down his chin
H's nother tried to sal vage what she could with her fingers, slopping it back into the cleft of
his mouth. He'd watched her do this countless tines with his younger brothers.

A week ago he'd watched her try to nurse the starving ten-year-old when there wasn't even a bug to
catch. She had been dry for two years, and his brother died clutching a handful of fallen orange
hair. Boggs |ooked again at the fistful of orange hair in his hand, then weakly cast it away.

"I will take the line, Mther," he said, inthe lilting Islander way. "I wll bring us back a
fine nuree.™

"You will not go." Her voice was dry, hoarse, and filled the tiny space they'd dug out under the
| edge. "You are not licensed to fish. They will kill you, they will take the line."

Hi s father had begged the local security detachnent for a |icense. Everyone knew that many
tenporaries were issued every day, and that some could even pay with a share of the catch. But
the Director issued a fixed nunmber each day. "Conservation," he called it. "OQherw se the people
will outfish the resource and no one will eat."

"Conservation," Boggs snhorted to hinself. He eyed the fish Iine wapped around his nother's
ankle. There were two bright hooks attached. There had been a fiber sack for bait but they'd
eaten the sack weeks ago. There was just the ten neters of synthetic line, and the two neta
hooks tucked inside the wrap.

Boggs crawl ed up beside his nother so that his face was even with hers. She had the wi de-set
eyesockets of her nother, and the sanme bul ging blue eyes. Now a faint filmobscured the bl ue.
Boggs pulled at his hair again, and thrust the scraggly clunp where she could see it.

"You know what this neans," he said. The crawl, the effort at tal k exhausted hi m but sonmehow he
kept on. "lI'mdone for." He tugged at her hair and it, too, came out in a clunp. "You are, too.
Look here.™

Her bl eared eyes slowy tracked on the evidence that she didn't need, and she nodded.

"Take it," was all she said. She bent her knee up to her skinny chest and Boggs clunsily unwound
the Iine fromaround her ankle.

He crawl ed out fromunder the | edge, and as far as he could see down to the shore others were
crawl i ng out of holes, out fromunder pieces of cloth and rubbish. Here and there a wi sp of snoke
dared to breach the air.

Boggs found his cane, propped hinself upright and stunped his way slowy toward the water. He'd
t hought hinself too skinny to sweat, but sweat poured out of himnonetheless. It was a cold sweat
at first, but the effort of picking his way through the rubbi sh and the dyi ng warned hi m up.

A small jetty shoul dered the oncoming tide. It was an anal gam of bl asted rock, about twenty
meters long and five or six neters wide. The quartertide change tossed a few breakers over the
bl ack rock, soaking the dozen licensed fishermen who hunched agai nst the spray.

It took Boggs over a half-hour to nake it the hundred neters fromthe | edge to the base of the
jetty. His vision was failing, but he scanned the tidelands for signs of the security patrol

"Denon patrol," he muttered.

Vashon security sent regular patrols through refugee areas. Their stated purpose was to protect

t he peopl e agai nst hooded dashers and, lately, the terrifying boils of nerve runners that raced up
fromthe south. Boggs shuddered. He had seen a boil of runners attack a fanmily |ast season
entering through their eyes to clutch their sliny eggs inside their skulls. He had thought the
famly too weak to scream but he was wong. It was not a pretty sight, and the patrol took their
sweet tinme burning them out.
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Everyone knew security's real reason for patrolling the beach. It was to keep the people from
feedi ng thensel ves. The Director passed runmors of black market fishing harvests that he said
threatened the econony of Pandora. Boggs hadn't seen sign of these harvests yet, nor had he seen
any sign of an econony. H's nother's tiny radio taught himthe word, but to himit would al ways
be just a word.

A pyre snoldered to his left. Three small lunps of char lay atop a ring of rock, slightly higher
than high tide. The poor couldn't even nuster enough fuel to burn their dead. When enough of
them accunul ated, the security patrols amused thenselves by flaming themw th gushguns. They
called it nerve runner practice.

Sonmeone guarded the pyre on the other side of the rocks, and when Boggs edged cl oser he coul d see
that it was Silva. He stopped and caught his breath. Silva was a girl his own age, and the
runors said that she had killed her younger sisters and brother while they slept. No one raised a
hand agai nst her now as she tended their pitiful fire. Boggs hoped she wouldn't see him He
needed bait, but he knew he couldn't fight for it.

He got down on all fours and craw ed to the edge of the heap. He reached a hand up, felt around
the hot rocks until he touched something that didn't feel |ike rock. He jerked, jerked harder and
sonet hing came off in his hand. 1t was hot and peeling on one side, cold on the other. He
couldn't bring himself to | ook, he just grabbed his cane and scuttled away. Silva hadn't seen
hi m

"I''l'l bring her a fish," he pronised hinmself. "I'll catch fish for nother and the boys, and one
for Silva."

The quartertide patrol was nowhere to be seen

They' ve gone through al ready, he thought. They've gone through and checked the |icenses and now
they're up the beach checking for caches in the rocks.

Boggs stood apart fromthe other fishernmen. They nmight turn himin because he was catching fish
that were rightfully theirs. They mght steal his fish and |ine, and beat himas they had beaten
his father once

But they'll wait until | have the fish, he thought. That's what |'d do.

He hunkered down against the jetty so that he was barely visible fromthe shore, tied a rock onto
his line and baited the hooks fromthe charred nmess he clasped in his fist.

"It's bait," he remi nded hinself, "it's just bait."

He didn't have enough energy to plunk his bait out very far, so he left it on the bottom about a
hal f dozen neters fromthe rocks. It was deep there, deep enough to take nost of his line. He
gave a tug now and then to make sure it was free. There was enough bait for two, possibly three
nore tries.

"You got a license, boy?"
The gruff voice behind himstartled him but he was too weak to nove. He didn't say anything.

"You're late getting out here if you got a license. You only get one day, can't afford to waste
it."

Some rocks cl acked together as the man stepped down to where Boggs sat wedged into a cleft. He
was skinny and sallow, with a wisp of a beard on his chin and no hair on his head. The skin on
the top of his head was peeling and sores dotted his face.

"' man illegal, too," the old nman said. "Figured it was ny |ast chance. You?"
" Sane. "

He reached across Boggs, fingered the bait and put it down with a grunt.
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"Same's nme."
The voice was lower than illegal, it was ashaned.

Suddenly Boggs's line went tight, then tighter, then it nearly jerked his arns out of their
socket s.

"You got one, boy," the old man said. |In his excitenment, his voice rose and his cracked |ips got
wet. "You sure got one, boy. I'Il help . "

"Nol
Boggs wrapped the line around his wist and levered it in about a neter.
"No, it's mne!"

Whatever it was, it was big and strong enough that it didn't have to surface to fight. But Boggs
kept naking sl ow progress, levering the stubs of his feet against a boulder and putting his skinny
back into the pull. He figured he had about two neters to go but he couldn't see anything for the
bl ack spots swi mrii ng across his eyes. He heard the old man grunt in surprise and scranble up the
rocks behind himand when he had nothing left to pull with Boggs just lay there, wedged in the
rock, the excess line tangled around both arns.

The water broke with a rush in front of him and whatever he had hooked | unged for himand caught
himby the ankles. The grip was firm and human. It |aughed.

"You caught a big one, boy!" it bellowed. "Can you show ne your |icense?" Another |augh
"Are you . . . areyou . . . ?"

"Security?" the voice asked, pulling himcloser to the water, cutting his skinny buttocks on the
rock. "You bet your ass, boy. Let's see that |icense.”

Hand over hand the security pulled Boggs closer. Face to face, Boggs could see the breathing
device dangling fromhis dive suit and the black hair draining over his bul ging forehead.

"You ain't got one, do you?" He picked Boggs up and gave him a shake. Every bone in his dried-up
body rattled. "Do you?"

"No, no. . .| . . ."

"Stealing food from people's nouths? You think you have the right to decide who'll |ive and
who'll die? Only the Director has that right. WelIl, fishbait, I'll show you where the big ones
are."

Wth that the man stuck his nout hpi ece between his lips, pinned the boy's arnms agai nst his chest
and fell backward with himinto the sea

Boggs coughed once at the tickle of water in his nose, then choked as it exploded into his frai
I ungs. He saw nothing but |ight overhead where it fanned out fromthe surface, and the bubbles
fromhis nmouth where they joined it like a blossomto its stem

Kill therefore with the sword of wi sdomthe doubt born of ignorance that lies in your heart. Be
one in self-harnony and arise, great warrior, arise

-- from Zavatan Conversations with the Avata, Queets Twi sp, el der
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A silent Twisp and muttering Mose gathered the spore-dust of the two fulfilled hylighters into
their bags and trudged their |l oads to the high reaches. Twisp had spent little time with the
monks lately but they were generally an unsuspicious | ot who seenmed accustonmed to his conings and
goi ngs. Few of them knew of his work with the Shadows, though if others knew he was certain they
still would not interfere.

The carnage bel ow woul d not reach them experience had taught himthis. Tw sp tossed back his
mantl e, tucked up his sleeves and enjoyed his foray into the sun. For these few hours, at |east,
he coul d put aside the nessages and codes and other accoutrenents of his secret |life. Today he
nm ght be called on to make a decision or give an order that m ght change Pandora forever. Unti
that hour, he wanted to feel Pandora's sunlight and the fem nine breezes of the high reaches.

He and Mose sweated in the spore-dust gathering, and sweat plastered the fine blue dust to their
hot skins. The soul of Avata, bound up in the dust, leaked its way into his pores. Tw sp's body
picked its way up the trail, oblivious to the way his mnd raced the kel pways of the past.

He who controls the present controls the past, a voice in his nmnd told him and he who controls
the past controls the future

It was something he'd read in the histories, but he'd also heard it before fromthe invisible
mout h of the kel p.

Avata controls the past, he thought. It maps the voyage of our past, our genetic past, which
hel ps us to plot a true course for our future.

He watched his feet fall, one in front of the other, w thout the expense of thought. They stepped
over sharp stones, sidestepped a flatwing, all w thout interference fromwhat nost people called
the mnd. It was as if he were a being watching anot her being, but fromwthin.

Cheap entertainment, he thought, and sniled.

Mbose humed a tune behind him one that Twi sp did not recognize. He wondered where the young
nmonk' s m nd voyaged, to bring himsuch a tune. He had too rmuch respect for another man's reverie
to ask him

Each contact with the kel p or the spore-dust had taken Twi sp deeper into the details of humanity
and deeper into his own past. Yes, the loss of a love was painful and it seened no | ess painfu
replayed. Mbost of these nenories exhilarated him |ike the one of nuzzling his nother's breast
for the first time, the taste of the sweet milk and the coo of her voice over him in the
background the sw sh-swoosh, sw sh-swoosh of her |slander heart.

Twi ce the kelp had taken himfurther than that, into the past of his ancestors, into the void from
whi ch humanity itself had sprung. Twi sp acquired sonmething nore than a history | esson on these
voyages. He acquired wi sdom the insight of sages, a separateness fromthe worldly machi nations
of people like Flattery. This was why the Director eventually di scouraged, then finally forbade
the kel p ritual

"Do you want your children to know your nobst secret thoughts, your desires, all those dreans you
couldn't tell then?" he would ask.

This warned Twi sp far nore about Flattery's depth of parancia than it did of the dangers of the
kel p.

Flattery successfully di scouraged nost Pandorans, at |east the ones dependent on his settlenents
and his handouts. Hi s isolation of a kel p neurotoxin nade the people even nore cautious. His
devel opnent of an antidote becanme popul ar, since contact with the kel p was virtually unavoi dabl e
in many traditional professions.

It could ve been a placebo, Tw sp thought. Wat people expect the kelp to do to their nminds is
pretty nuch what occurs

The brief Pandoran ritual of giving their dead up to the kel p had been all but abandoned. Now the

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (106 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:22 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

dead were burned, their nenories dissipated with snoke to the winds. This Flattery encouraged
with his sinple plea for hygiene.

"Deconposi ng bodi es wash up on the beaches,"” he said. "What little tideland we have stinks with

the remains of our dead."”

Twi sp shook his head to clear it of Flattery, of the nan's grating, nasal voice and supercilious
manner. This was not the voyage he wi shed the dust to | ead himdown. He sought the deeper
currents of history to address the problens of Flattery and hunger

"Humans have ensl aved humans for all tine,"’
new sol ution."

he said to hinself. "A new galaxy shouldn't require a

How had anci ent humans broken the bonds of human-inflicted hunger?

Wth death, a voice in his mnd told him Death freed the afflicted, or death freed themfromthe
afflictor.

Twi sp want ed Pandorans to be better than that. Flattery's way was starvati on, assassination
pitting cousin against cousin. The footprints Twi sp sought in the dust nust |ead away from
Flattery, not after him

What good does it do for nme to beconme hin? W trade a |ong-arned nurderer for a tall one.

By the time he and Mbse lay their burdens down before the nonks of the hylighter clan, Twisp felt
no need for the ritual. He already swamthe heady seas of kel p-nmenories. H's mnd waged a
rel uctant struggl e agai nst the babbling current.

H s peopl e around hi m babbl ed as they prepared the dust. Tw sp nade his nmouth beg his | eave and
he perched atop his favorite outcrop alone. Behind him other elders walked a |ine of kneeling
Zavat ans and spooned little heaps of blue dust onto outstretched tongues. They proceeded with
wat erdrunms and chants, songs fromEarth, from Ship, fromtheir centuries of voyagi ng across
Pandora and her seas.

Thi s was where conmuni cants net the dead, here in the aftermath of the blue dust. They travel ed
backward in time, raveling up nmenories that had been long forgotten. Some w tnessed their
parents' lives, or their grandparents'. A few, one or two, branched off into the greater nenory
of humanity itself, and these were the ones consulted for novenment toward a rightness of being.

Twi sp |l et the syncopated waterdrumlull himback to that first day he had felt the effects of the
new kel p. Twenty-five years ago he first touched |and, a prisoner of GelLaar Gallow. That was the
day he and a few friends defeated Gallow s vicious guerrilla nmovenent and ended a civil war. It
was the day the hyb tanks splashed down fromorbit and brought them Flattery.

It all happened atop a peak that the Pandorans now called Mount Avata, in honor of the kelp's role
in their salvation. He had waited there for what he had expected to be his death at the hands of
Gall ow, the Merman guerrilla |eader. The kelp brought hima vision then of a bearded carpenter
naned Noah. Noah was blind, and m stook Twi sp for his grandson, Abinael. He fed the hungry Tw sp
a sweet cake, and down all the years since then Twi sp had remenbered the fine taste of that sticky-
sweet cake.

"Go to the records and | ook up the histories,"” Noah told him

Twi sp had done just that, and it left himin awe of Noah, the kel p and that sunny day on the
Mount .

"This new ark of ours is out on dry land once and for all,” Noah told him "W're going to | eave
the sea."

Twi sp had avoi ded the kel p since then, thinking only that he needed to let the affairs of Pandora
go to the Pandorans and the affairs of Twisp to Twisp. Then the Director insinuated hinself into
the lives of the people. Their lives becane Twisp's life, their pain his pain.
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Twi sp had studied well, read widely in the histories, and |ike any Islander he brought the hungry
into his home. That home grew as the hunger grew into two homes, three hones, a settlenent.
Differences with the Director drove themto their perch in the high reaches and to secretly nake
fertile the rocky plains upcoast, away fromFlattery's henchnen. Now, in the grip of the spore-
dust, Twisp saw the intricacy of what he'd wought, and the strength.

A small voice cane to himas the dust was distributed to others. |t was a voice of the world of
Noah, one that he had never expected to hear, even within his own mnd

"Fight hunger with food," it told him "Fight darkness with light, illusion with illumination."
It was a tiny voice, nearly a whisper

"Abi mael ," he said. "You are here at last. How did you find nme?"

"The scent of the sweet cake," Abinmael said. "And the strong call of a good heart."

Twi sp swept past Abinael in the headl ong tunbl e down the kel pways of his nind. He was out of the
fronds, now, out of the peripheral vines and into the nmainstem of kelp

This hylighter nmust have cone from a grandfather stand, he thought. It is a wonder that they
still escape Flattery's shears.

"I't is not wonder, elder, but illusion."

The voice that Twi sp heard was not frominside. He turned slowy, renmenbering the young Mose. It

was then that he noticed Mdse's hand on his arm
"You travel this vine, too, nmy cousin?"
llI do n

At no tinme did Mose nove his lips. H's pupils dilated and constricted wildly, and Twi sp knew t hat
his own did likewise. He'd |looked into a mrror once after taking the dust, and fallen into
pl aces he'd rather not remenber.

"1 renmenber them. "  Mbse began

Twi sp interrupted him concentrating only on what Mdse said of illusion. This interruption, too,
was spoken without |ips.

"You said, '"illusion,'" Twisp renm nded him "Wat has the kel p shown you of illusion?"

"It is a language this hylighter spoke when it grew on the vine," Mse said. "It |learned to cast

illusion like a hologram Elder, if you follow the vine of this thought to its root, you wll
know t he power of illusion."

Suddenly Twi sp’'s m nd cartwheel ed deeper into itself.
No, he thought, not deeper into nmy mind. Deeper into Avata's.
"Yes, this way," a soft voice coaxed.

Twi sp | ooked back on his body as though froma great height, incurious about the shell of hinself,
then he turned onward into the void.

What is illusion, what is real? he asked.
"What is a map," the voice replied. "ls it illusion, or is it real?"
Both, he thought. It is both real -- sonething that can be held and felt -- and illusion, or

synbol, or representation. The nap is not the territory.
"You, fisherman, if you want to build a boat, what do you do first?"

Draw a plan, he thought.
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"And the plan is not the boat, but it is real. It is a real plan. Wat do you do next?"
Visions of all the boats he had built, or fished on, or coveted floated through his nind.
Next

He tried to concentrate, tried to renenber where it was that Avata was | eading him
"Don't think about that," the voice chided. "After the plan, what next?"

Build a nodel, he thought.

"It, too, is not the boat. It is a nodel. It is illusion, it is synmbol, and it is real. If you
would get a nman to live a certain way, how m ght you do that?"

G ve hima nodel of behavior?
"Per haps. "

Map out his Iife?

"Per haps. "

A nonment of silence, and Twi sp detected the distinct pulse of the sea in the pause. The voice
went on.

"But a nmap, a nodel -- these have a basic limtation. Wat is this limtation?"

Twisp felt his nmind bursting at its seans. Avata was forcefeedi ng hi msonethi ng, sonething
inmportant. |If he could only grasp

Si ze!

Whether it cane to himintuitively, or whether the kelp provided himw th the answer, the effect
was the sane.

It's size! You can never know truly froma nodel howit will feel because you can't live init.
You can't try it on for size!

He felt an i mense sigh inside hinself.

"Exactly, friend Twisp. But if you could nake the illusion life-size, the |esson, too, would be
life-size, would it not?"

Suddenly he was thrust back in his spore-dust nenory and saw the ol d Pandora through the eyes of
one of his bloodied ancestors fighting the Clone Wars. He saw the imensity of Ship bl acken out

the sky, and heard that final nmessage ring in his nind: "Surprise ne, Holy Void." Ship's voice
was not the el ectronic nonotone he'd expected. Its voice was relieved, even gleeful, as it nade
its farewell pass across both suns and di sappeared without a sound. It sounded nmuch |ike the

voi ce he'd been hearing inside his own head.

"Shi p unburdened itself of us when it headed out for the Holy Void," Tw sp whispered to hinself.
"To live to our fullest potential we have to | earn how to unburden oursel ves of ourselves."

One nore thing nagged at the back of his mind. He didn't know whether he said it al oud or not,
but he knew that Mose, at |east, heard himout.

"W have to learn to cast illusion like a spell,"” Twi sp heard hinself say. "To capture an eneny
without inflicting harmw |l take a carefully spun illusion."

Sonmewhere in his mnd he thought he detected a grunt of approval
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W | sl anders understand current and flow. W understand that conditions and times change. To
change, then, is nornal

-- Ward Keel, The Apocryphal Notebooks

Newsbreak should air within the hour, but Beatriz knew that this team would not nake their
deadline. They were having sonme kind of transm ssion problemthat they refused to share with her,
but she saw the results on her screens. Wenever their tape was ready for its burst groundside, a
revi ew showed that it had been tanpered with. Soneone seenmed to be editing the editors. It was
just as well. Leon told her that the short clip she prepared on the OMC woul d not be transnmitted
groundsi de for approval, anyway.

She recalled an incident several years ago, when Current Control was still undersea in a Merman
compound. They were taping one of Flattery's "spiritual hours," a propagandistic little chat with
the people of Pandora. Al went well until transmi ssion tine.

The kelp interfered, that was the only answer at the time -- and an unpopul ar one. The kelp
jamed broadcasts, nmade del etions on tapes .

The hair on her neck prickled at the thought. She renmenbered how, finally, it edited tapes and
changed the chronol ogy of broadcasts, flipped i mages and voi ceover around to nake Flattery | ook
like a fool and nake the broadcast adhere nore closely to the truth.

Mack and | wired a lot of kelp fiber into this system she thought.

Any del ay suited Beatriz just fine. She needed nore time to figure out howto say on the air what
wasn't in the script without getting herself and others killed. They would only trust her with a
t oken appearance, she would have to nake the nost of it when the time cane. Most Pandorans, even
the poor, listened in on radio. She wanted to reach themall. She hoped it wasn't just hysteria
that told her the kel p was on her side.

If there's a coup in progress, who's at the bottomof it? she wondered.

She ticked off the likely suspects: any of several board nmenbers of Merman Mercantile, the
Shadows, displaced |slanders, Brood -- probably acting for someone el se from Vashon Security
Forces .

O maybe the Zavatans, she thought, though she knew it was not their drift. Their response to
political trouble was to dig in deeper, to flee further into the high reaches or the fornidable
upcoast regions.

Brood's an opportunist, she thought. The killings at the |launch site were a mistake, and he's
trying to nake the best of it. |If there is an organized coup, he'll wait and throwin with
whoever seens to be wi nning.

Beatriz realized that Flattery had no friends and damed few allies. Everyone had good reason for
hating him He had come to Pandora sporting his savior's cap when the very planet had turned on
them and then he turned on them

"I am your Chaplain/Psychiatrist,” he'd told them "I can restructure your world, and | can save
you all. Your children deserve better than this."

Why did everyone believe hinf

Her years at Hol ovision gave her the answer. He was on the air daily, either in person or via his
"notivational series," a collection of tapes that she had not seen as propagandistic until now.
She had even hel ped produce several, including her recent upbeat series on the Voidship. Everyone
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bel i eved hi m because Flattery kept themtoo busy to do ot herw se.

Flattery had beconme the nost fornidable denon in a world of denpbns, only he was hunman. Wrse yet,
he was pure human, w thout any of the kel p genes and other genetic tinkerings that Pandorans had
to endure. Beatriz knewthis now He did it with their help, with her help. Though trapped, she
felt an exhilaration at the notion that Brood's nmen couldn't shoot a clear signal groundside.

They m ght need her yet.

If I do this showas witten, I'lIl be hel pi ng hi magain.

She realized what it was she was helping Flattery to do. She wasn't hel ping himrescue a world in
geol ogi cal and social flux. She wasn't helping himresettle the honel ess |slanders whose organic
cities broke up on the rocks of the new continents, or rescue Mernen whose undersea settlenents
had broken |ike crackers at the recent buckling of the ocean floor

I m hel pi ng hi mescape, she thought. He's not building this "Tin Egg" to explore the nearby
stars. It's his personal |ifeboat.

She cursed under her breath and fisted the console in front of her, but gently, gently. She m ght
need it later. The reflection that bounced back from her screen was of a wonan she didn't
recogni ze. The hair color was bl ack, cropped and shaggy |i ke her own, but the haunted brown eyes
of her reflection stared out of bloodshot sclera, surrounded by two dark hollows that frightened
her. Her nose was red and her conpl exion pasty for one so dark. Qut of reflex she reached for a
comline to call Nephertiti to makeup, then stopped. Nephertiti would never brush her hair again,
never again whisper in her ear at the countdown: "You're gorgeous, B, knock "emout!"

She fisted the console again in despair. Leon glanced her way, but busied hinself trying to iron
out the glitch with transmi ssions to the groundside studio. He and his nmen were unfanmiliar with
the zero-gee of the Obiter's axis, and every small task that required novenent seenmed to anger

t hem nor e.

Beatriz knew her performance as witten would be hel pi ng Brood, too, and this was nore than she
could bear. He was overseeing the delivery of the OMC to its crypt aboard the Voidship and
merci fully out of her sight. |If Leon didn't get past the janmi ng influence on their burst
channel, Brood woul d be back, and he would be mad. She didn't relish the thought of Brood in a
tant rum

Dwar f Macl ntosh was a normal human, a bl ue-eyed clone from hyb, and Beatriz was a near-normal
Islander. Miutations had | evel ed off over the past few generations and nost |slanders, though
shorter and darker, appeared as normal as Maclntosh and Flattery. Appearances, anbng Pandorans,
had dictated their lives fromthe start.

Flattery's not normal, she thought. His mnd is a nutation, an abom nation. Humans shoul d not
tranmple their own kind

She knew the history of slavery Earthside, and nenbers of her own fanmly lived with the aftermath
of the genetic slavery of Jesus Lewis. Today she had awakened at last to Ben's accusations that
Flattery had enslaved Pandora, Mernen and |Islanders alike, and his grip only got tighter while the
peopl e got hungrier.

The past twenty-five years had been a cunul ative string of disasters planetwi de: The sea bottom
had fractured along a kelp root line to formthe first strip of land. Mre such fractures

foll owed, always along the gigantic roots of kelp beds. The consequent upheaval s destroyed dozens
of Merman settlenments down under and caused the sinking or deliberate grounding of nost of the
floating organic cities of the Islanders, her own anong them Refugees swarnmed to the primtive
coastal settlenments by the thousands, forced to learn to survive again on land after nearly three
centuries on or under the sea. Flattery had not eased their burden, only added to it.

"This whole planet's trying to kill us," Mick had told her the first tine they tal ked, "we don't
need to give it a hand."

But Mack took no action against Flattery. He put all of his waking hours and a good nunber of his
dream ng hours into perfecting the Orbiter station as a junpoff point to the stars. He did this
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while directing Current Control and beconming the world' s expert on its nost nysterious resident,
the kel p. He worked backward to define his priorities.

"W need Current Control," he said. "The kelp is fascinating, but reality dictates that we get
supplies through it or people die. Controlling the kel p nakes this project easier, it nakes
settlement life easier, it guarantees results.”

That was when he invented the Gidnmaster, which bypassed the undersea multibuil ding conplex of the
Mernen's Current Control and allowed the major grid systemto be operated fromorbit. The Mernan
conpl ex undersea had sustai ned heavy damage, but it still carried the hardware and installed new
grids. Wth the Gridmaster in operation, one person could handle all of the kel pways in the

ri chest of Pandora's hem spheres.

Beatriz had stood at Mack's side two years ago as his special guest the day the Gidmaster went on-
line. Though officially a Holovision correspondent for the event, Beatriz liked to believe that
there had been nore to Mack's invitation than the business at hand. The spark of his blue eyes

lit unm stakably in her presence, and they had enjoyed |l ong tal ks floating through the axis of
Orbiter nights and reclining in the webworks. Wat had begun as the opportunistic brush of hands
agai nst hands becane a full-fledged | ove affair.

I hope we get anot her chance, she thought, and sighed to head off tears.

A red flash above the hatchway startled her, then flashed again. It was the studio equival ent of
a doorbell that alerted each console throughout the room It was custonmary to |ock the studio
when taping a show.

Soneone wants in.

Whoever was out there was not one of Brood's nen. She knew this because of the fear that bl ooned
in pale petals across Leon's face.

It's Mack, she thought. 1It's got to be!

"Don't nove!" Leon ordered. He unsnapped his harness and pointed a conmmandi ng finger at her
"I"ll handle this. Your text will be onscreen in a few blinks. Standard cues. |I'mrenote
director and you will follow ny |ead nost carefully.”

He handed hinmself to the hatch, plugged in his headset and pressed the intercom key.

"We're taping," he announced. "No adm ttance except for studio personnel."

Beatriz held her breath. Though they did seal off for tapings and |live broadcast, Hol ovision had
al ways encouraged an audi ence. Many workers aboard the Orbiter enjoyed spending their free tine
wat chi ng her crew at work, and they had never been prohibited before.

"It's Spud Sol eus." The high voice crackled her own headset in its characteristic way, forcing a
smle to her lips. "Current Control. W have an energency situation over there. Dr. Maclntosh
needs to talk with Beatriz Tatoosh right away."

She felt a rush in her chest and color rising in her cheeks. Her palns continued to sweat.
"She's going on the air live. Tell Dr. Maclntosh it'll have to wait."

"It can't wait. Qur burst line has failed and a chunk of grid's down."

"W have orders," Leon said. H's voice sounded hesitant. "Maybe after the show . '
"Dr. Maclntosh is Orbiter Command," Sol eus said. "He has direct orders fromFl attery to open that
grid now W need your burst line for a transm ssion. W need Beatriz Tatoosh for advice. [|I'm

rem nding you that all power relays switch through Current Control and we can shut you down."
"WAit a blink," Leon said, his voice calmng, "I'll see what we can do."

He switched of f the intercomand pressed his forehead agai nst the bul khead.
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"Shit!" he said, and bunped his forehead against the plasteel. H s headset kept himfrom
cartwheel i ng backward across the studio. "Shit!"

Good for Spud! Beatriz thought. He'd lied to Leon about the circuitry. Sonme, but not all, was
routed through Current Control. She and Maclntosh had set up the studio, and no one knew it
better. But Leon didn't know that. Besides, he had enough problens. And Leon didn't dare nove
wit hout orders fromBrood. He couldn't alert Brood without alerting the entire Orbiter

Beatriz's heart tripped hard against her ribs and she blotted her danp pal ns agai nst the thighs of
her junpsuit. |In spite of the danger, she enjoyed Leon's dil emma.

Anything to nmake them squirm she thought.

Leon tripped the intercomsw tch again.

"No one's coming in here until after --

"W can transnmit on your burst line with our own carrier frequency,’
need to get in your way. Dr. Maclntosh is in charge here and he said --

Spud said. "W don't even

Leon sl apped the switch off, unplugged his headset and thrust hinself back toward his editing
cubby. He crashed, out of control, into the other two techs. They disentangled |inbs and cabl es,
then hovered over each of his shoul ders and whi spered together heatedly.

Beatriz slipped the two neters to the hatch and plugged in her headset. She switched the intercom
back on and left the set to float beside the hatch only a couple of neters away. They didn't see
her, and the nove took fewer than four seconds by the big chrononeter

Back at her console, Beatriz opened her comline and punched out Mack's nunmber. The telltale
light would flash on consoles in each of the editing cubbies, this she knew As she expected, it
brought Leon to her nose to nose in a red-faced fury.

"I told you not to try anything!" Leon snapped. He was no |onger the neek videotech at an editing
consol e. Now he was ranking officer of a security assault squad that was in a tight spot.

"I'd slap the shit out of you if we didn't need your pretty face. W do have a backup plan
sister. Try that again and you'll get your own ride out the shuttle airlock -- understand?"

Beatriz had to hide a smile for the first tine all day. He'd yelled at her -- something that
woul d have gone unheard el sewhere in the Chiter if she hadn't opened the intercomfirst, if she
hadn't plugged in the headset just a step fromwhere Leon stood. It did not take the best of her
screen abilities to feign the terror that she'd already felt many tines since waking this day.

"I'"ll do what you say," she said, as |loud as she dared. "I don't want to die |like the others.

I"l'l do what you say."

Leon pushed back to his conpani ons, but before he reached themthe general alarm sounded with four
Il ong bursts from a kl axon over head.

Though startled by the noise, Beatriz was overjoyed. She recognized the signal fromexercises in
the past. Those four blasts nmeant "Fire, total involvenment, Current Control sector." That sector
i ncl uded the Hol ovi si on studio.

Whil e Leon and the other two flurried around the studio, asking each other, "Wat the hell's going
on?" Beatriz whispered to herself, "Spud, | |ove you."
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Power, like any other living being, will go to infinite lengths to maintain itself.

-- Ward Keel, The Apocryphal Notebooks

The first thing Rico saw when he stepped through the hatchway into the galley was the still, open-
eyed formof Crista Galli lying in her harness beside the plaz. Her pupils pulsed with a green

brightness that Rico had never noticed before, and sonehow he knew that whatever she saw now was
not of this world. His first inmpulse was to run, to lock the hatch behind him but he checked it.

Ben sprawl ed on the deck beside her, one hand clutching her ankle and his legs quivering like a
child's in a nightnare. To Rico, the whole scene was a ni ght nare.

"Ben!" he called fromthe hatchway, but Ben didn't answer. He rushed to his best friend s side
and saw that Ben's eyes, too, were open. Both of themwere breathing, though Crista Galli's head
was bent slightly forward and he heard a gurgle with each passage of air. Rico heeded Qperations
war ni ngs and didn't touch either one of them

"Shit!" he snapped, and funbled in his left breast pocket for a slapshot. It was a red, tiny
anpul e about the size of the end of his little finger. Two needles jutted fromone end, covered
by a plastic case. He flipped the cover across the galley, careful to hold the prongs away from
hi s own body.

"Danmit, Ben, Operations said this toxin mght be triggered if she got wet."

This shot was titrated for his own body wei ght, the one he'd nost hoped never to use. In one
swift jab he stuck it into Ben's thigh

"Don't stop breathing, man," Rico begged. "Just don't stop breathing."

He turned to Crista Galli, trying to control the sudden flash of anger burning in his chest. He
knew it was nore frustration than hate, but his body didn't know the difference.

If she killed him.
The better part of his reason wouldn't let himfinish the thought.

A strangl ed noban surged fromCrista's throat, an otherworldly noan that put the hair up on the
back of Rico's neck

"Crista? Can you hear ne?"

Ri co saw that she had sone ability to nove. She turned her hands pal mupward in a gesture of
hel pl essness, and her lips kept trying to formthe words that wouldn't cone.

"Flattery .

The word was barely intelligible. She still |ooked straight ahead, and in a dream i ke slow notion
finished her effort with, " drugs."

"Flattery gave you drugs?"

She blinked her eyes once, slowy.

"He gave you drugs to make you toxic? It's not the kel p?"
Again, the slow blink and a nearly inperceptible nod.

The Flying Fish took another lurch that sprawl ed Rico across the deck. He grabbed for a handhol d
and pressed hinsel f against the bul khead as the foil rolled onto its side, then righted.

The foil's netal skin shrieked as sonething twisted it to its lints, then backed off.

The kel p's pulling us apart, he thought. It knows she's in herel
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Crista was strapped in just as Ben nust have |left her, soaking wet, her disguise discarded. Rico
made a junp for the seat next to her and strapped in just as the foil righted again and all was
quiet. It was as though the kelp had one |ast spasmrun through it before it could rel ax.

He checked Ben over as best he could without touching him He was breathing easily and his col or
was good. There was sone novenent of his right hand toward Crista, and Rico thought this was a
good sign. He gingerly opened Ben's | eft breast pocket and brought out the other slapshot for
Crista. Her eyelids did a fast flutter-dance that seened voluntary, and her left hand raised just
atiny bit at the fingertips, as though to push hi m away.

Rico hesitated with the shot, and the fluttering stopped.

VWhat if it's not . . . the Tingle? he asked hinself. Operations had warned himthat the antidote
itself mght be fatal if adninistered needlessly to one of them Maybe it would be fatal if given
to her at all.

If Flattery's been giving her sonething, maybe her body's different, he thought. Maybe the
antidote would . . . kill her.

It was tenmpting to go ahead anyway, after what she'd done to his partner. No one would know, not
even Ben. He readied hinmself to deliver it and her eyes went into their flutter again and her
fi ngers made those pushi ng novenents.

But Flattery would like that, he thought. There's nothing nmore that he would Iike than being able
to tell the world that Her Holiness Crista Galli died in the hands of the Shadows.

The whol e fiction began to unreel in his mnd, clearly illumned all of a sudden agai nst the
backdrop of light that began to fill the galley's plaz.

"OfF course," he said to her, "it nakes sense. He made you toxic so that no one would go near you
Then he went public and blaned this on your . . . relationship with the kelp, am| right?"

Again, the barely perceptible nod and the slow blink. She seened relieved, nore rel axed, and he
didn't think it was the toxin working.

A sudden burst of light filled the galley and the foil began to lurch rhythnmcally. They were on
the surface, and Elvira would be going out there to clear the intakes. At each lurch a tiny cry
escaped Crista's throat, and tears streaked her cheeks. For the first tine he felt as though he
wanted to confort her. He was just beginning to i magi ne how nuch Flattery had used her, how
terrible and secret her life in the Preserve nust have been

She was a curiosity, a prisoner, he thought, and he nade her a nonster
"Did this ever happen to you . . . before Flattery gave you drugs?"
Her eyes flicked side to side.

"l think that he thought that your toxin would kill us. Then he would get you back and be a hero,
war ni ng the world agai n about how dangerous you are. And if | gave you this shot,"” he placed the
unopened anpul e carefully into his pocket, "then you would die and he would tell the world how we
killed you. That would turn the world against us for sure . "

She blinked a "yes," and Rico heard a npan from Ben
The intercom charged again, then Elvira asked, "Rico, everybody OK?"

Ben's nouth struggled to speak, then he gave up and nmanaged a slight nod. Crista, too, nodded and
squeezed out a sl ow "Yesss."

"Slapshot tine," Rico said to the intercom "They're not great, but inproving. I|I'mall you've
got right now. You going out for a little sw nP"

"Thought | would. Best watch the helm™
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"On ny way," he said. He reassured hinself that both Crista and Ben were safe, and that neither
of themcould be hurt where they |ay.

"I'"'l'l leave the intercomcharged,” he told them "Talk to ne once in a while, even if it's a
grunt, OK? |'Il be back when Elvira's finished out there.”

Crista raised her fingertips again, and wenched out a couple of words.
"Kelp . . . happy."

"The kelp is happy?" He threw his hands in the air, and spoke with undi sgui sed sarcasm "Then
I''m happy. How the hell do you know?"

She turned her palmup like a shrug.
"Free -- dom" she said, and repeated the word nore slowy, "free -- dom"

A gl ance out the plaz showed hi mwhat appeared to be an infinite expanse of kelp lazing in the

| ast of both afternoon suns. Alki, the small, distant sun, had begun a slow pul se al nost a year
ago and it was pulsing now A very large, very black cloud was closing fromseaward toward t hem
An occasional kelp frond rose slowy, then fell back with a slap and a spl ash

Like a wot in a bathtub, he thought.

He had never seen the kelp play like this before.

"I hope you're right," he said. "I truly hope you're right. It will nmake life so nuch easier for
us, and so much harder for Flattery's people."

He resisted the tenptation to pat her shoul der and Ben's.
"We're going to get you out of this, buddy," he said to Ben

He kept tal king, nore to hinmself than to Ben, as he hurried out the hatchway to the helm He
spoke to Ben over the intercomas he reviewed his instrunents, as nmuch for his own confort as his
partner's.

"I hate to say it," Rico said, "but | think Current Control saved our butts. The kelp got us down
here, wherever here is, and then started tearing at the cabin with those huge vines. Current
Control nust have been trying to get the original channel back, because the kel p was obviously
fighting sonme kind of inpulse. Either they blew a fuse or they gave the kelp its head conpletely.
VWhatever, it was the right thing to do."

He resuned his instrunent checkout.

"That electrical pulse through the kel p nust have screwed up our Navcom system " Rico said. "Most
everything el se | ooks OK. | closed off cooling outlets to the galley to head off that |eak, just
in case it's ready to pop soneplace else. You two nmight get alittle warmthere between the
engines. Once we're airborne, I'Il figure a way to get you both up here."

He finished the checkout and realized that they wouldn't be getting airborne after all. Not

unl ess Elvira could remanufacture the hydraulics that withdrew their hydrofoils and extended
airfoils.

Ben doesn't need to know that now, he thought. For that matter, neither do |
"Speak to nme, buddy. Anything."
"Rico. . . K"

It cane out |oud and clear, though painfully slow, but it was enough to put a smle on Rico's
face. He felt Elvira tugging kelp out of the inlets and tried the Navcomagain. |t was dead, not
even a burst of static fromthe speakers.
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"Squall's coming in," he told Ben, "things m ght get rough again pretty soon."

He didn't want to tell Ben that they were going to get really rough, now that they couldn't get
above the storm Wthout the Navcom and with the kelp glutting up the ocean as far as the eye
could see, Rico hinmself didn't want to think about how rough it was going to get.

Anyone who threatens the mind or its synbolizing endangers the matri x of humanity itself.

-- Ward Keel, The Apocryphal Notebooks

Ben had heard the boat's ballast blow as he stroked Crista's hair and cheek under the fine spray
of the pinpoint galley |leak. He remenbered the taste of salt when his |ips brushed her hair.
Because of the taste of salt fromthe interior bulkhead he knew it was a cooling pipe | eak
recycled seawater, nothing to worry about now that they were headed topside.

He renenbered that he and Crista had been tal king, |aughing, when suddenly his upper body began to
tingle. H's neck wouldn't nove his head where it wanted to go. He tried to cry out but his nmouth
and throat wouldn't work. Crista slunped against her harness, linp, her eyes wide with fear and
their green irises darkening nearly to bl ue.

Ch, no, he remenbered thinking. ©h, no, they were right.

In lurching, spastic novenents he |unged against Crista, sprawing across her legs. She had |et
out a little cry of surprise, but didn't resist. Ben saw that she couldn't. \Whatever was
happening to hi mwas al so happening to her. He had the advantage of nore body nass, nore nuscle,
so it was taking his body |onger to shut down.

He grabbed for Crista's harness to pull hinmself up but his hands turned to two heavy rocks at the
ends of his arms. Wthin a blink he collapsed against her. He was able to see and breat he but
trying to nove only produced uncontroll able spasns. He slid down the couch to the deck into a
position that didn't allow himto watch Crista. One of his hands renai ned on her ankle, and he
felt her body spasm and relax nuch like his own. The antidote was in his pocket, and he coul dn't
make his body work well enough to dig it out.

Ricowill think I"'ma fool, he thought.

Now that they'd lost their Navcomthey couldn't function undersea, and they'd be bobbi ng squawks
on the surface. Rico would have his hands full enough without this . . . mess.

Elvira's got a few tricks, he thought.

Ben felt the Tingle rush Iike a hot blush down his back, out his shoulders and thighs. He tried
to control his nuscles again but couldn't. He was a hel pless, quivering heap on the deck. He
remenbered feeling nore betrayed than careless. Then he started traveling the convol utions of
Crista's mind. Rico, the galley around them the rest of the real universe played through a dark
curtain that backdropped Crista's thoughts and nmenories. These inmages fromher life unreeled in
hi s brain.

"Ben!" Rico said, his small voice rising to Ben froma great depth. He said nore but Ben heard
only the snap of the antidote against his singlesuit. He felt nothing but the Tingle throughout
his body, but he was fully aware of Rico stretching himout on the deck

Time rippled like a dark fabric strung between hinself and Rico. The white and stainless steel of
the galley blended into a great gl ow ng hal o of yell owpanel that washed out everything behind the
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curtain of his nind.

Ben understood nmuch, now. A near-infinity of human nenories slept in Crista Galli's head. Now
many of them buzzed in his own, |like solvent to solute, a wet solution filling up a dry. He felt
the dry blossomof his mnd unfold as it drank, petal by intricate petal, and behind it the shadow
that was Rico LaPush rippled back and forth.

Though he could see and hear, Ben felt a detachnent fromhis body that was nore curiosity to him
than fear. He renmenbered the special show he'd done with Beatriz about people who returned from
near - deat h, what they'd reported about this sane detached feeling, this sanme conforting warnth
that replaced all sensation in his skin except that Tingle. They said they'd viewed their bodies
fromcertain vantage points in the room watched the nmedics resuscitate them renenbered whol e
conversations that took place even when they showed no heartbeat on the nonitor. They described
wat ching the vital signs nonitor with the sane detached feeling that Ben had when he sl unped to

t he deck.

Hi s view, however, was distinctly from soneone el se's body, soneone else's mnd. This was a wot's
nm nd, down under, |ooking upward toward the sun fromthe mddl e depths of a kelp |agoon. His
range of vision was limted to straight ahead. It was slightly blurry and a Iight hal o surrounded
the rimabove. Wy up there, backlit by the glowi ng suns, he saw Rico's busy shadow. The | agoon
was full of Swi nmmers, those |egendary gilled humans, undulating in and out of channels above her.

This was Crista as a child. This was Ben as Crista as a child.

He sensed that Rico was very worried and he wanted to tell him "It's OK |'mhere,
woul d cone out.

but not hi ng

One Swinmer in particular attended her, an older fenale. Ben had never seen a Swinmmer. He'd

i magi ned them as grotesque, sliny creatures with wi de nmouths and stupid eyes, and rudi mentary,
ratlike tails. The female who attended Crista now was about his own age. Her red fan of gil
fluttered furiously at her shoulders as she fed the girl slices of raw fish. Crista dangled from
the kel p, and the Swimer fenale canme up to her fromthe deeps. She did not, or would not, speak

From somewher e behind the halo, very far above Ben's upturned face, Rico's voice echoed, "I'm
going to settle you here and keep you warm "

Ben felt the | agoon receding, and Rico's voice with it.

"Crista is still breathing," Rico said. "I don't know whether you can hear ne or not, Ben, but
we'll get you out of here. You'll be OK The goddamed girl is OK W' re alnpst topside. W'l
get you soneplace.” Rico's voice was tinged with hysteria, and he sounded close to tears. "W'l
get you sonepl ace, buddy, you just hang on." A squeeze at his shoulder, then R co was gone.

Ben found he could | eave the wonbli ke kel p, and if he inmagined wal king a corridor toward hinself
he becane nore aware of the galley, the foil around him He felt he could wal k a gossaner bridge
between Crista's mnd and his own.

A sudden dazzle of light in the galley and a change in the pitch of the foil told Ben that they
had surfaced. Ben wondered whether he would die this way, fully conscious, feeling that |ast

exhal ation and unable to suck in air. He renenbered the tine that he and R co al nost drowned,
when CGuenes |sland was sabotaged and sunk. He had nearly panicked then, but he felt no such panic
now, sinply a nunb obedi ence to his fate.

He found hinmsel f wondering about things that should terrify him would the neurotoxin, whatever
it was, paralyze his breathing nuscles? His heart nuscle? He wi shed that Ri co had propped hi mup
alittle to nake it easier, though already the tingling had stopped.

The sl apshot works, he thought.

He wanted to cross that gossaner bridge to Crista again, but he felt himself noving farther away
fromthe bridge and back into the foil, The deck under himwas unconfortable, and he found that he
could squirma little to change position. He was definitely inproving. He'd been dimy aware of
a voice comng in over the intercom it was Rico's voice, and it cane in again, sounding worri ed.
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"Speak to me, buddy. Anything."

Ben tried his throat again. It was dry, and didn't want to work quite right, but he nmanaged to
squeeze out: "Rico. . . K"

He heard Crista breathing, but she still hadn't stirred.
I wonder what happens to her?
"Squall's comng in," Ri co announced, "things might get rough again pretty soon."

Ben wanted to laugh, tried to come back at Rico with, "Rough? Wat do you call this?" but it all
came out a garble.

The new rul er nust inevitably distress those over whom he establishes his rule. So it happens
that he nmakes enenies of all those whom he has injured in occupying the new principality, and yet
he cannot keep the friendship of those who have set himup

-- Machiavelli, The Prince

Flattery spurned the safety of his quarters for a brazen tour in the sunshine topside. Nevi and
Zentz were on their mssion and out of his way, the ragtag rebellion was failing under his
security force, and he knew that whoever had Crista Galli had a big handful of trouble. He smled
widely to hinself and turned his face to the sky. He |loved the sky, the weather -- how different
fromthe controlled susurrations of Monbase air! It was nearly tine for the afternoon rain.

Li ke the few ot her survivors of hybernation who had been reared in the sterility of Myonbase,
Flattery had a feeling for weather

He chose a parapet that | ooked downcoast, across the Preserve and into the wetched village that
spilled fromhis gate. A boil of black snoke fanned inland with the upcoming wind. Flattery wore

his brightest red | ounging jacket so that the vernmin could see he was very nuch alive, still very
much the Director. So close to the borders of battle -- now they woul d see the nettle they

t est ed!

The presence of two suns unnerved him even after these many years. Information fromhis kelp

studies, fromhis geologists, proved that they were ripping the planet's crust |ike so nuch
flatbread. The worst was yet to conme, and he didn't intend to wait around for it.

Vent ana, one of his nessengers, approached the wal kway bel ow hi m

"Reports on the kel pway disruption, sir.
She waved a nessenger

He signal ed one of the guards, who inspected the device and then brought it to him Flattery
pul l ed his white hat farther down to shade his forehead. The w de-brimed style was |slander, for
political effect. It was a white hat because Flattery believed that white placed himon the side
of truth and justice at a glance. He did not retrieve the reports inmmedi ately. He knew what was
inside: nothing. And by this tine the afternoon cloud cover obscured an Orbiter view of the
nunber ei ght sector.

H s passion for weather did not include the suns' ravages of his uncooperative skin. Two pink
bl ot ches peeled on his forehead and Flattery tried not to scratch them Hi s personal physician
had renmoved two such spots only a nmonth ago, and now this.
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The people have to see ne, he thought. There is no substitute for the proper exposure.

H s three nost trusted bodyguards acconpani ed himat a distance, their Pandoran instincts keeping
them ever on the nove. His vantage point was a bluff overl ooking the conpound, the village and
the bay. To his back were the only higher points for many klicks -- the high reaches, honme of the
wort hl ess Zavatans. A lot of these Zavatans, |ike the peasantry, believed in Ship and the
eventual return of this Ship as some sort of mechanical messiah. The thought made himlaugh, and
hi s guards | ooked at himcuriously.

"Stand down, gentlenen," he told them "As you can see, there's nothing down there that can reach
us."

"Begging the Director's pardon,” one of the guards, Aunmock, spoke up. "It's nmy job to never stand
down. "

Flattery nodded his approval. This one bears watching.
"Very good," he said. "I appreciate your dedication."

Aunock, a Merman from good stock, didn't swell with the praise. He was already back to scanning
the area for novenent.

"Not hi ng up here but Zavatans," Flattery said.
"Are you sure they're nothing, sir?" Aunock replied.

This was the first tinme his guard had offered a coment in his ten-nonth tour of service at
Flattery's side. Flattery nerely grunted a response.

He had his suspicions about these Zavatans -- always the same nunber of them appearing about, but
seldomthe sane faces. Flattery was no fool. He was, after all, a Chaplain/Psychiatrist and had
done i nmpeccabl e study in the history of oppressed religions. He was unconfortable with a nearhby
popul ation that was potentially hostile, whose nunbers seened inpossible to determ ne, and whose
general fitness appeared far better than that of nobst of his security.

They actually run up these cliffs, he nused. Wy?

It was here, on the bare overl ook above the Preserve, that he reviewed the | atest messages
regarding the Hol ovision foil and the curious rebellion of the |argest stand of kelp in the
regi on.

"So, Marta, do you really believe that they've turned back?" he asked.

Hi s communi cations officer, a little plunp for her regulation blue junpsuit, nanaged a qui ck chew
at her lip before responding. Flattery had bedded her once and recalled that her touch was far

nmore satisfying than her | ooks. She'd been a slender young thing then -- four, maybe five years
ago. She had started as a bodyguard, but showed a facility with electronics that inpressed his
engi neers. \When she requested a transfer, he had granted it. It was just as well, the nove

headed off the runors and the inevitable disconfort of extracting hinself froma sticky persona
situation.

"I . . . 1 don't know," she said. "The device that | placed personally on their foil is working
perfectly, and its course is consistent with a return to this --"

"Bah!" Flattery blurted. "They're not stupid. | insisted that you place the device on or inside
her person and you took it upon yourself to place it elsewhere. A Current Control outpost has

al ready confirnmed the device to be aboard a crippled sub train dragging a few thousand kil os of
dead fish."

Flattery enjoyed the stunned | ook that flattened her face. She |ooked snmall and pal e now.

"I was afraid," she said. "I was afraid to touch her."
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Marta hung her head as though expecting a blade. The nmerciless suns here on the bluff w dened the
circles of sweat form ng under her arnpits. It was that heavy, sticky tine on the coast just
before the rain squalls hit. He didn't have to sniff to smell the rain

Flattery remenbered that time with her. |t had been afternoon and their skin poured sweat. Tiny
bl ack hairs fromhis chest had stuck to her small white breasts. She hadn't been so afraid of him
then, just alittle bit in awe, which nade things easier

Dammit! he nuttered to hinself. Bitten by the fiction again.

He drew hinmself up to his full height, nearly two heads taller than Marta.
"Didn't | assure you that it was safe?"

This he delivered in his nost consoling voice.

She nodded, but still did not Iift her head.

Flattery was very pleased with hinself. [If this woman who knew himso well was afraid of Crista,
of what her touch might do, then these strangers nmust be terrified. Thanks to his foresight in
the begi nning and her daily "nedications,” Crista should be withdrawi ng violently by now,
exhibiting the very synptons attributed to her touch. Perhaps by now she'd be catatonic --

sonmet hing el se he'd engineered to see that she was brought back to him

The neurotoxin woul d be oozing fromher every pore by now, and the fiction he had |aid down so
carefully for so long would becone true. Everyone, particularly the eneny, would see it with
their own eyes. Only he, the Director, could save her. Those Shadows woul d soon find themsel ves
in the presence of a nonster that they could not afford to keep

The wonders of chem stry, he thought, and smil ed.

Al oud, he reassured Marta.

"I understand your fear," he said. "The inportant thing is that we were not fooled by their
amateuri sh attenpt at deception. What do you have to report on damage here?"

Both of themflinched at the sinultaneous crackle of two |asguns, and Flattery turned to see that
hi s guards had cooked a pair of hooded dashers closing fromthe direction of the high reaches.

"1 wonder

He didn't finish the rest aloud. What he wondered was whether or not the Zavatans were training
dashers.

"I want studies on dasher sightings coordinated with known Zavatan positions," he said.

Marta nodded and unhol stered the electronic link at her side. The novenent drew a subtle shift in
Aunock's position. Mrta didn't notice that his lasgun nuzzle had focused on her head before the
link cleared daylight. She clicked out her coded entry in her usual unhurried manner

Flattery knew sonet hing of the Zavatans and their history, but not nearly as nmuch as he'd I|ike.
They were patient, organi zed, and they scavenged everything. |If runor was correct, they grew
illicit crops in the upcoast regions and distributed them anong refugees. Flattery resented this
because it seriously weakened his bargaining position with the nasses. He did not have the
manpower to police thousands of square kiloneters of rugged countrysi de and conpl ete Project

Voi dship at the same tine. Project Voidship was infinitely nore inportant.

He sal uted approval as one of the men went over the wall to fetch the dasher skins.
That much | ess for the Zavatans, he thought.

He nade a nmental note to see what the |lab woul d have to say about where the dashers had been, with
whom what they were eating, when and why.
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"And your report on the fighting?" he asked.
"Conmpound perineter is secure," she said.

Marta pressed the spot behind her right ear that activated the receive node of her nessenger
i npl ant .

"I"'mgetting a lot of interference here, don't know the cause. M ninmal damage to the conpound --

the expected rubble but nostly cosnetic, as usual. Rocks and sticks are no match for | asguns.
Prisoners are being held in the courtyard."” She paused as nore information fed into her
nmessenger.

"Reports on the power station, the ferry termnal and the grid situation," he ordered.

Marta fed sonething into her nessenger, then her expression changed. The facade of the inparti al
reporter winkled into concern at her brow, and she |eaned forward as information vibrated her
mast oi d bone, washed through the fluids and hairs of her inner ear to her brain.

"There is a nmassive force congregating at the power station," she said. "The squad of security
that attacked our detachnment at the site has dug in and persisted. The refugee canp is |ess than
a kilometer away. People fromthe canp are backing up the rebel squad, just out of |asgun range
of our defense."

"Operation H " Flattery barked. "If they keep comi ng, have air support shift to the canp."
Marta pal ed further. She |Iowered her voice so that the guards woul dn't hear

"Operation H, sir . . . they'd see it fromthe canp. If you jelly the attackers, w tnesses wll
know it wasn't a hylighter."

"Use an LTA, " he said. "W have a few balloons in the hangar that | ook like hylighters. Get them
into the air. W'Ill worry about witnesses later. | want that squad burned, | want anyone backi ng
them up burned. Is that understood?”

Marta nodded, and her fingers flickered the orders across her instrunent.
"The ferries?"

"Qperational, sir. The current shift reported on time. Casualties high, but replacenments are
already on-site receiving training. The OMC launch lit off and docked at Orbiter station, no
update. Current Control termnated their signal to the kelp in sector eight, there is no grid but
no aggressive activity."

"Ter m nat ed?"

Flattery regretted the lie to Maclntosh. He was sure that the kelp would yield, given the ful
el ectrical prod | ong enough. He had never thought that Mclntosh would term nate the signal

Idiot! What could he be thinking, giving the kelp its head. Doesn't he know how nuch we need
t hose kel pways open?

He inhal ed one long, slow breath, half in the left nostril, half inthe right. He let it out just
as slowy.

"lI's it working?" he asked.

"A few nerchant vessels |ost,"
well in the storm"”

she said. "Mst have surfaced, nmaking repairs. They will not fare

"Order Dr. Maclntosh to reestablish the kel pways, or I will do it my way fromhere. He has one
hour . "

"Yes, sir.
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Flattery's nood bl ackened. Two snall explosions and a flash cane fromthe center of Kalaloch. He
si gnal ed one of his guards.

"Have security get what they can fromthe | eaders of this rabble. | don't expect much. Then have
the rest of themstaked in the open.”" He surveyed the cliffside behind himthat led to the high
reaches. "Have them staked up there," he said, "so that everyone bel ow can study the results of
their decision in detail. It shouldn't take long."

It was what Marta had told himabout the kelp that interested himthe nost. He'd fabricated such
an intricate web of deception about Crista Galli that Flattery hinself had difficulty remenbering
whi ch was his masterful illusion and which reality. H s earliest warnings to keep her from any
contact with the kel p was based nmore on hunch than data, but it was clear to himnow that his
hunch had been good.

The kel p could actually snell her!

"I ordered Current Control to opt for a surgical solution," Marta said. "They have one hour to
achieve the grid by any other nmeans. | explained that there were too many subs at stake."

"WIIl it be necessary to dissect the entire stand?"

"No," she said. "Like the mob, it should convert easily with m nimal damage to the affected area

That corridor will not have the flexibility it once had, but it will be navigable as soon as the
debris is swept."”

"When it's over, have sanmples sent to the lab," he said. "Conplete analysis. Find out why it
could resist Current Control, then render it down for the toxin stockpile."

"The Zavatans . " she began, "it would be good politics to . '
"To give themwhat's left of the kel p?* He snorted in disgust. "Let themdredge their own. |
don't want to be party to their heresy. And | want a lot of toxin on hand, | have a surprise yet

for those 'vermn,' as Nevi calls them"
Marta noted the orders into the nmessenger at her waist.

It was clear to Flattery that the kel p nust have sensed Crista Galli's presence. How else to
explain this rebellion? It had occurred along the plotted route of Ozette's foil after Marta's
device was jettisoned.

The kel p nust have sensed her when the bug hit the water, he thought. He snmiled again, partly out
of a distant relief at not being aboard the Flying Fish at the tine, but largely at the
predi canent that now enbroiled Ozette and his Shadows.

"Overflights?" he asked.

"Bad weather already in," she replied. "Low probability of contact, high probability of |oss.
Two Grasshoppers available in the area, but they are frail and of linmted range. Do you have
orders for then"

"Cbservation patterns as weather permits,"” he said. "I want to see who they turn to when they're
in big trouble. Nevi will be on the scene soon enough."

Flattery detected a definite shudder across Marta's shoul ders at the nention of Nevi's nane.
That's why | use him he thought. Mere nmention of his name gets results.

He di smi ssed Marta and surveyed the | andscape, his |andscape, that fell away before him Metallic-
| ooking wi hi glinted sunlight back at him Their short, daggerlike |eaves depl oyed toward the
bursts of ultraviolet pulsing fromA ki. Flattery adnmired this dangerous little plant for its
tenacity and for the protection it afforded his conpound. Its seeds |ay dornant undersea for two
centuries, waiting to flourish when the oceans rolled back again. It flourished now, and nade
going difficult for predators near the conpound -- hunan or otherw se

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (123 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:22 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

A rob of tiny swiftgrazers darted anong the wihi to his left, near the cliff's rise to the high
reaches. Though reputed to eat anything softer than rock, the grazers preferred to avoid humans.
They had survived, |ike many Earthside rodents, by hiding aboard the organic islands throughout
the floods. The poor often chanced netting themfor food -- a dangerous task. He'd watched an
old Islander swarmed to death on this very spot only two years ago. The nan had netted only half
the rob. The other half waited in the rocks for his return, then set upon his legs until he fell
It was over in a matter of blinks, and Flattery considered it an education. He ordered the whole
rob burned out at the nests, of course, and their charred bodies delivered to the vill agers.
Strictly political

The Director knew that anything that protected itself to that extrene could be nmade to protect
him too. H's greenskeeper had a way with aninmals as well as plants, and now several rob of

swi ftgrazers nested in vul nerabl e approach points to the conpound. This was one such rob
stationed near the trail to the high reaches. He watched themoften, particularly in the evening
when their slender, rusty backs caught the sunlight and rippled anong the silver w hi.

"Look there!" his guard warned, and Flattery saw t he skul ki ng back of a dasher approach the rob
The guard set his lasgun for the distance about the limt of his effective range, and raised it.
Flattery notioned himto wait.

The dasher closed the final twenty nmeters in three blurring bounds, slapping at the little animals
and stunning them There were too nany, and the dasher was skinny fromhunger. It tried to gulp
a few of them down but the pause was all the rob needed to regroup. The dasher seened to nelt off
its odd bones. Flattery smiled again, as the afternoon clouds gathered of fshore.

"Beautiful, aren't they?" he asked no one. "Just beautiful."

We're nore than our ideas.

-- Prudence Lon Weygand, M D., nunber five, original crew, Voidship Earthling

Twi sp the Zavatan el der watched the Director watch the swiftgrazers strip an ailing hooded dasher
to bone. The sight rem nded himof the old days when he was a sinple fisherman at sea. The |ast
ef fects of blue spore-dust heightened this nenory of schools of scrat that devoured naki a

thousand times their size in blinks. Tw sp had a healthy respect for scrat, and for swi ftgrazers

Furry little bandits, he thought. One thing about them always nmade himsnile. Their fragile
little penises detached during mating, leaving a small fleshy plug in the female that her body
absorbed. It kept spermin, and subsequent suitors out, guaranteeing the genetic survival of the
first to nount. The nmle grew another within weeks, but not soon enough to breed twice in one
cycle.

Sonet hi ng of a gane devel oped anbng many Pandoran nmen at the expense of the swiftgrazers. The
trick was to trap a swiftgrazer and snatch its penis. They were considered a delicacy, and it was
said that the Director enjoyed them steaned atop his salads. It wasn't easy to isolate a single
swi ftgrazer. Many a drunk pulled back stunps where there had been fingers.

The little animals | ooked |ike a band of robbers, with their masks across their tw tchy noses and
their nervous way of having at |east half of the rob on alert. He had never known themto attack
humans unl ess nol ested, but when they attacked it was with a fury, a conplete abandon that chilled
him He did not care to find out the limts of their patience.

Twi sp admired swiftgrazers for the way they stuck together. There was no such thing as a hungry
swiftie. If one swiftie was hungry, the whole rob was hungry. The Shadows claimed that the
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peopl e of Pandora would be like swi ftgrazers when the tinme cane.
"The tine is now," Twi sp whispered, watching Flattery.

H s whi sper was swallowed in the wind. Just enough spore-dust twinkled in his veins to lend a
background nusic to the gusts of the inconming storm

The wi nd whi stl ed back, "Yesss," here in the high reaches, as it always did at sea. Only inside,
behi nd the plaz and dogged hatches, did he ever hear it nmoan, "Nooo." The first time had been
nearly thirty years ago, in the conmpany of a woman he couldn't forget. The wi nd had been right
then, and Twi sp's broad shoul ders sagged a little when he realized it was right now.

The rob of swifties finished their kill. Mst of them stood upright on their slender bodies,
sniffing the wind and yawni ng. The pink of their long tongues flickered visibly as they |icked
their rusty snouts.

Twi sp trained his monks with scrat and swiftgrazers in mnd. The sequestered Zavatans, like the
Shadows of every settlenent, were honed and ready, prepared to fight, prepared to go hungry.
Still, he desperately wanted to find another way.

He asked the wind, "How can | save the people and Flattery, too?"
Acrisp lull stilled the afternoon

Twi sp had | ong ago noted that the Director cultivated certain rob and elimnated others. Carefu
observation bore fruit -- Twisp knew all of the swiftgrazers' secret warrens and the nyriad
entrances topside. It was this kind of patience and attention to detail that he knew they al
woul d need to turn aside the cruel nomentum of Flattery and his machine.

Beyond the scene of this little death in front of himthe greater deaths of charred villagers
fanned out fromthe snmoking ruins of the Preserve. As the afternoon wi nds once agai n gat hered
their storm so did hunger unite Pandora against its nost vicious eneny. Tw sp watched cl unps of
the inevitable refugees stagger the trail to the runor of safety anong the Zavatans in the high

r eaches.

New recruits for us, for the Shadows.

Hs smle was a grimone. Pandorans had never been a warlike lot. There had al ways been too few
humans, too many denons. Even hungry as they were, Pandorans were reluctant to pick up arns
against their fellows. Flattery paid his security force, and paid themwell, to fight other
humans. The di sease that Twi sp thought he had ni pped years ago had burst into an epidem ¢ under
Flattery.

"I, too, believed in himat first," Twisp said. "Ws that w ong?"

He knew what the wi nd would say before he heard it. He had been |l azy, he had hoped soneone el se
woul d take care of it. Like everyone else, he had only wanted to live his sinple life quietly.

Twi sp's own patience was worn threadbare as his robe. For nearly twenty-five years he had hoped
that Pandora would shrug off the Director's mantle of hunger and fear. Hope, he knew, had even
| ess substance than dreanms. It inplied waiting, and too many hungry Pandorans didn't have the
luxury of waiting. It was a death sentence, and tine was the prosecution

When Fl attery had seized power, he insinuated hinmself first into control of Merman Mercantile and
then acquired control of all food distribution. He bought into transportation and comuni cati ons
wor | dwi de. Thi s had been acconplished by the deaths of, several of Twisp's friends, people who
had owned Merman Mercantile and Current Control

Too many acci dents, too nmany coi nci dences.

He fought a fanmiliar lunmp at his throat. They all had been young, naive, and none of them stood a
chance agai nst the cunning of the Director. Now, as always, only Flattery could afford to wait.

How ironic, Twi sp thought, that those who can afford to wait don't have to. | wonder if there's
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anything left for himto hope for?
"El der!"

Twi sp cringed inwardly at the panting voice of the young Mdse behind him He felt inpatience
enough bursting in his breast wi thout being nettled by Mse.

"What is it?"

The younger nonk woul d not approach the precipitous edge of rock outcrop that Twi sp occupied, this
he knew. He admitted to hinself that it was a little ganme he played with Mse.

"Way do you stand out there?" the younger asked, his voice tinged with a whine.
"Why do you stand back there?"
Still, Twisp did not turn, though he knew he woul d do so.

"Your presence is requested in chanbers. It is urgent. There are nmany preparations afoot that I
do not understand."

Twi sp did not answer.
"El der, can you hear ne?"
Still no answer.

"El der, please do not nmake nme cone out there again. You know that it shakes my wattles in a
fearsone way."

Twi sp chuckled to himself and turned to join Mdse at the cavern entrance. The afternoon rains had
begun, anyway, pattering like swiftgrazers in the scrub. He knew already what Operations nust
have decided. That it was time to stop hoping. That Flattery and his kind must go. That the
peopl e were rising up unorgani zed and undefended. That the Zavatans and the Shadows held the only

means and position to guarantee his fall. That once again thousands would die in the greater nane
of life and, of course, liberty. Wen there was nothing else to boil down, it always boiled down
to hunger.

"Come with ne to Operations,”" Twisp said, "and |I'Il show you sonething to pink your wattles. You

will then be witness to sonething fearsone, indeed."

Twi sp bowed once at the cavern entrance, in respect, and entered, the billow of his orange robe a
beacon agai nst the darkened afternoon

The di mvestibul e i nside was guarded by two young novices with shaved heads and | asguns. The boy
| ooked to be about fifteen and his shaved head reveal ed a high crest of bone atop his skull, which
made himtaller than Twi sp, though their eyes nmet at the sane height. Both he and the girl wore
the black, arnored junpsuits of the Dasher Clan. Both were suitably alert, their quick brown eyes
negating their relaxed posture. Together they swung the plasteel hatch outward on its ginbals and
adnmitted the two nonks to the cavern within the high reaches.

It was not dashers and flatwi ngs that these doors walled out, but the Director and his Vashon
Security Force. Through the years Twi sp hinself had becone a master of security. |ncursions by
VSF had been few and unsuccessful. They viewed the Zavatans as harnl ess, spinel ess weaklings who
wer e kel p-drugged or insane.

"I'l'lusion is our strongest weapon," Twi sp had | ectured the young novices. "Appear to be foolish,
mad, poor and ugly -- who would want to take you then? Note howthe nmold wins the fruit by its
appear ance al one."

The first chanber was the one that was inspected periodically by Vashon Security Force. Rough-
hewn out of rock, it housed three hundred Zavatans of the nine clans spread out along the walls,
with common neeting and dining areas. There were nazes of cubbies in three levels, hung with
hundreds of tapestries that helped nuffle the din of three hundred voi ces echoing inside the
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cavern.

Li ghti ng was the usual hot-glow type driven by four hydrogen generators housed in the rock beneath
them The appearance was of primtive squalor, and security inspectors sent here by the Director
sel dom stayed for nore than a cursory | ook. This was where Mose lived. Tw sp, too, had a cubby
here -- third level, to the right of the main entrance -- but he seldomslept there. For nore
than a year Twisp had lived in the private chanbers of the group known to the Shadows as
"Qperations."

Twi sp ascended to the second level with Mose in tow He stepped behind an old Islander tapestry
into an al cove that woul d not be noticed except perhaps by children at play. He approached an
undanmaged section of basalt bul khead carved with el aborate histories of human and kel p
interactions. The section that he faced, titled "The Lazarus Effect,"” was sinply a huge bas-
relief figure of a human hand, index finger extended, touching a strand of kelp that rose fromthe
sea.

Twi sp pulled the finger out fromthe bul khead and, with the snick of a dagger |eaving its sheath,

a section of rock sprang outward. Wen Operations net for Zavatan business, they nmet inside this

| abyrinth of rock. |Its nmany repairs betrayed the instability of Pandora's geology, and its routes
were constantly changing. Few knew the passageways, and none as well as the |Islander Tw sp, Chief
of Operations.

Mose swal | owed hard and pal ed conspi cuously. There were tales of thousands of villagers and
common fol k who sought safety anong the Zavatans, never to be seen again. Mse hinself had seen
hundreds come into the great cavern behind them who had never conme out. Operations referred to
them as "Messengers fromthe Poor," and hinted that they were rel ocated worl dwi de. Though Mse
had heard this runor, he had never seen evidence to back it up. Mse seldomadmtted that he'd
been born and lived out his neager years within five kiloneters of where he now stood.

They never cone back out this hatch
Twi sp snmiled at the younger nonk's obvious fear.
Way do | |ike teasing hinf? he wondered. | renenber Brett took it so well

He shook his head. Dwelling on his dead partner was nonproductive. C eaning up the nest of
assassins who'd killed himwould do everybody sonme good.

"Come," Twisp said. "You will be safe with me. It is tinme the Zavatan nuscle flexed itself."

Wth a smile, Twisp stepped into the well-lighted passageway. Mose's eyes couldn't have w dened
further. Wen he hesitated, Twisp placed a | arge hand on his shoul der

Mose, too, stepped inside and the panel snicked shut behind them
"I want you to renmenber everything you see here today."

Mose swal | owed hard agai n and nodded.

"Yes . . . HEder."

Mose did not look thrilled. H's already pale face was drawn tight, the surgical scars along his
hairline and neck gl owed an angry pink. He alternately pulled at his robe and wung his hands.

The raw silence of this stone passageway contrasted heavily with the steady din of the cavern they
| eft behind them The passageway was |ighted by a cold source, neither bright nor dim and it
carried the pale green hues of Merman design. As in many Merman conpl exes, the walls net at right
angles in a precision that annoyed many |slanders. These walls were carved by a pl asteel wel der,
and except for fault danmage they ran perfectly straight, perfectly snooth.

An el ectronic voice fromoverhead startl ed Mse

"Security code for conpani on?"
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"One-three," Twi sp said.
"Conti nue."
They set out down the passageway and Mose asked, "Were are we?"
"You will see."
"What do they nean, 'security code' ?"

"We have checks within checks,"” Tw sp explained. "Had you been an eneny hol ding ne hostage, this
passage woul d have been sealed off with both of us in it. Perhaps | would be rescued, perhaps
not. You, at l|least, would have been killed."

Twisp felt Mbse wal k closer to himyet.
"Operations is far beneath us, even bel ow the ocean floor."
"Mernen did this?" Mse asked

The passageway turned | eft abruptly and ended at a blank wall. Tw sp pressed his paimto a
depression on the wall and a panel slid back to reveal a tiny room barely |large enough for a half
dozen peopl e.

"Hurmmans did this," Twisp answered. "Islanders and Mernen alike."

The panel slid shut behind them Tw sp spoke the single word "Qperations,"” and the room began to
descend with the two of them i nside.

"Ch, Elder . . ."
Mose held on to Twisp's long arm

"Don't be afraid,”" Twisp said. "There is no magic here. You will see nmany wonders, all hunman
wonders. Qur brothers and sisters will know of them presently. Didn't | say this would pink
your wattl es?"

At this, Mse |aughed, but he continued to clutch Twisp's armthroughout their rapid descent.

| amafraid, too, like all ny fellownen, of the future too heavy with nystery and too whol |y new,
towards which time is driving ne.

-- Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Hynmm of the Universe, the Zavatan Coll ection

Doob ruscled the controls of his track as it lurched across the rocky no man's | and between the
peri phery road and the settlenent. The track's ride was a kidney-buster, but it wasn't confined
to the few flat roads like Stella's little Cushette. 1In spite of the beating, the track didn't
seemto break down as often, either. This was the third trip to the salvage yard for Doob and
Gay this nmonth -- all three to fix Stella's five-year-old Cushette

"You should get a top on this thing," Gay hollered.

Both men were soaked in the sudden afternoon rain, their short hair plastered |ike thick wet paint
onto their heads.

"I like it," Doob hollered back. "My nom always said it's good for the conpl exion."
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"That's what they say about sex."

That was the first glimer of hunmor that Doob had seen from Gray all day. Gay had cone by a half-
hour ago after getting off work in the settlenment. He was grimlipped and hunorl ess, which was

not at all like the relaxed Gray who |lived next door. G ay worked sone security job for the
Director's personal staff, so when he didn't feel |ike talking Doob knew better than to ask
guesti ons.

Doob was full of questions today, though. There was a skyful of snbke over the settlenent that
worried himin spite of the news.

"A good rain'll clear the air," Doob said. "It's good for the brain, too. | wish it would grow
somet hi ng out here besides nore rock."

"Those Zavatans," Gray said, "they could do it."

"Do what ?"

"CGet sonething to grow here. They have huge farns all over the upcoast regions. Just like the
I sl anders, but they've noved the islands inland."

Doob | ooked at Gray incredulously. He had heard runors, of course, everybody had.

"You' re not kidding, are you? They grow food up there and the Director lets themget away with
it?"

"That's right. He can't keep control up there and down here, too.

"But everything up there's just cliff face and rock .

"That's what you hear," Gay said. "Were do you hear it?"

"Well, on the news. | don't know anyone who's actually traveled overland up there."
"I have."

Doob gl anced over at his best friend. Sonething had happened to hi mtoday, sonething that changed
his whol e disposition. Gay was a lot of fun. He'd cone hone, drink sone boo wi th Doob, tinker
with the vehicles. Sonetines, when Doob could afford it, they'd take their wives to the
settlement for an evening of wi ne and buzzboard. Gay was definitely no fun today, but Gay had
been upcoast and Doob was very curi ous.

"You have?" Doob asked. "Well . . . what was it |ike?"

He knew the danger of this question. He suspected that whatever it was that Gray had to tell him
about the upcoast region was sonething that woul dn't be healthy to know.

"It was beautiful,"” Gay said

He spoke up, but his voice was still hard to hear over the noise of the track's exhaust.

"They have gardens, hundreds of them A rock ranch like this one would grow corn in one season up
there. And every little garden is bordered by flowers, all colors . "

It was the wistful expression on Gray's face that worried Doob. Doob had seen that expression
often since Gray got back fromwherever it was that the Director's people had sent him Gay
didn't volunteer information, and Doob knew better than to ask. The |ess he knew about that kind
of stuff, the longer his life span, he was sure of that.

Besi des, he listened to dangerous politics fromhis roommte, Stella. Like Doob, she was twenty-
two, but she hung around with artists and tried to act older. She had converted nost of their
living space to a nmultilevel hydroponics garden, and she grew nushroons under their roons. G ay
knew this, of course, but he pretended not to. Stella came froma long line of |slander
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gardeners. Her fanmily owned patents to seeds nutated specifically to Pandora, and about three
centuries of know how in hydroponics. Doob thought she could probably make the walls sprout if he
| et her.

Stella tal ked nonstop, but this didn't bother Doob. It neant that he didn't have to say nuch, and
that was the way Doob |iked things.

Gray signaled himto shut down the engine. The track backfired once and stopped atop a rock | edge
that afforded thema sweeping view all around.

"I want to believe | can trust you," Gay said. "There are sone things | need to tal k about."
Doob swal | owed, then nodded.

"Sure, Gay. I'malittle scared, you know "

Gay smled, but it was a grimsmle

"You should be," he said. He pointed to the refugee sprawl ahead. "There are starving people out
there who would kill you for one nmeal out of Stella s garden. Flattery's people would kill you
for growing illegal food. | mght kill you if you told anybody what |'m about to tell you."

Doob sucked in his breath. From Gray's steady gaze, Doob knew he wasn't kidding. He also knew
that he needed to hear whatever Gray needed to say.

"Even Stell a?"

Gray's eyes softened. Doob knew how rmuch he liked Stella. He treated her |ike the daughter that
Gray and Billie never had.

"We'll see," Gray said. "Hear ne out."

Gray spoke in a near-whisper, and his gaze darted around them nervously. Doob hunched close to
Gray and pretended to be working on the track's control panel. He had the distinct feeling they
wer e bei ng wat ched.

"I've been gone a nonth, you knew that," Gray said. "They sent me upcoast, to spy on somne
Zavatans up there. They set ne up with a story, a lapel canera, a way in and out. Overflights
showed sone signs of illegal fishing and food production, Flattery wanted details. Wat | saw

there changed ny life."

He Iifted off the lid to the control panel and propped it up. Both Gray and Billie had been
rai sed down under in Merman settlenents.

He's nethodical, |ike a Merman, Doob thought. Gray's ice-blue eyes kept watch for novenent around
the track. Qut in the open, this close to the perineter, there were risks of other dangers than
humans. Gray continued to talk in his slow, quiet way.

"They're Islanders w thout islands,"” he said. "There are thousands of themup there -- Flattery
has no idea there are that nany. They have canoufl age for overflights. The ratty little gardens
that we see fromthe air are nmeant to be seen. Under the canouflage, and underground . . . that's

a whole different story. They make bubbly out of the nutrient vats the same way they used to.

Except now, instead of growing islands out of it, they spray it in a foamacross rock like this
and grow plants on it a week later. They make it out of garbage and sewage, just like the old
days.

"On flat land, or the second tine around, the bubbly is fornmed into a centineter-thick sheet of

organic gel, twelve neters across. Seeds are inpregnated in rows into the gel, then they spread
it across bare rock or sand, or last year's garden. |t holds nutrients, water and defense from
predators, all in a time-release bonding. Wuldn't Stella |love to see this?"

"Sounds |i ke her idea of heaven," Doob said. "She nisses the island |life, even though ours was
grounded when we were five. | miss it, too, | guess. Not the drifting so nmuch as the freedom
We worried about grounding, but we weren't afraid of each other." This |ast Doob offered with
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sone reservation. To adnmit that you were afraid of security was to inply that you had reason to
be afraid. Fear was grounds for investigation

"Yes," Gray sighed, "we are afraid of each other, aren't we? Even you and |I. Up there," he
nodded upcoast, "they're wary, but they're not afraid.”

"What did you do about your report? Didyou. . . ?"

"Did | expose their happiness? Did | betray the only sign of humanity |I've w tnessed in al nost
twenty years? No. No, | lied, and I nade sure ny canera lied. But |I'mnot as brave as you
think. | know what Flattery suspected -- that there were settlenments, illegal food. But | also
know what Flattery wanted. He wanted it to be rag-tag, not worth going after, because he doesn't
have the force to stop it! Look around you, Doob."™ Gay swept his arm taking in the horizon on
all sides. "This takes every bit of nmanpower he's got, and he's losing it. There were riots in
the settlenent today, big riots, and there will be nore. The news is not news, it's fiction
outlined by Flattery and witten by his personal fools. H's lies keep us small, and as |long as

we're small he keeps control

"No, he didn't want there to be anything big upcoast, so when | showed hima few raggedy-assed

dirtpokers, it nade himhappy. So, maybe he'll stay here. H's major forces are here and in
Victoria, with a lot of sea patrols on the fishing fleet. The world is a |lot bigger than that,
Doob. It's a lot bigger, and getting bigger every day. | think you and Stella should go up
there.”

"What ?"

Doob banged his head com ng out of the control panel. "Are you crazy? She's going to have a .

I mean, we can't think about anything like that right now W've got to stay put."

"Doob, | know she's going to have a baby. Stella told Billie and Billie told nme this norning.
She can't hide it nuch |longer, anyway. You'll have to nmake new food coupon applications, people
may visit your place, you can't risk that."

Doob sighed, then spit out the driver's porthole.

"Shit," he nuttered.

"Listen," Gay said. "There's a way out of this. How s the Cushette over water?"

"Well, it's OKwhen it's running. No match for a foil, though, or one of those security pursuit
boats."

Gray | ooked back at the bed of the track. It was a dunpable storage bin two nmeters wi de by four

meters |long. Doob nmade his coupons hauling equi pnent for construction crews up and down the
beaches of Kal al och.

"Can you get three hundred klicks out of this thing over rough terrain?"

Doob shook his head. "No way. Two hundred, tops. Wth a converter, and access to seawater, |
could probably drive around the world."

"Yeah," Gray said, pulling at his chin. "But there's no seawater inland, and converters won't
work in streans or |lakes. | have an old high-pressure tank at nmy place, that would get you the
whol e way. "

"What are you tal king about?" Doob ran a nervous hand through his kinky brown hair. "You think
we can just drive this track upcoast as bold as you please? They'll crisp our butts before we hit

the high reaches."

"That's why you don't go that way," Gay said. "I have a map, and | have a plan. If | can get
you, Stella and this track upcoast to ny Zavatan contacts, would you go?"

Doob | ooked up in tinme to see a security detachnent |eave the perineter and start toward the track
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across the rocks. They were still a couple hundred nmeters off, but they didn't | ook happy.
"Shit," Doob said.

He repl aced the control panel cover and started the engine. He began to pivot his machine on its
left track to go back hone.

"No," Gray shouted. "W set out to get a starter for that Cushette, and that's what we'll do.
G ve them a wave."

Gay waved at the security squad, and so did Doob. The squad | eader waved back, and the nen
turned back to the perineter road where it was easier going.

"See?" Gray hollered. "It's like that everywhere. Learn what's easiest for them and you can get
by. W'Il talk nore about the upcoast trip on the way back. |'ve got it all figured, don't
worry. "

He flashed Doob a smile, a big one, and Doob caught hinself sniling back

Gardens, he thought. Stella will love that for sure.

Not by refraining fromaction does one attain freedomfromaction. Not by mere renunciation does
one attain supreme perfection

-- from Zavatan Conversations with the Avata, Queets Twi sp, el der

Twi sp al ways thought that "chanbers" was well-naned. There were, indeed, nany chanbers beneath
the rock -- one for each of the council and several for support staff, as well as general neeting
roons and sl eeping quarters. The conplex was crude by Merman standards, primtive by the
Director's standards. Repair crews worked throughout the area cleaning up the last of the damage
of last year's great quake, already going down in oral history as "the great quake of '82."

Across the passageway fromthe el evator a hatch opened into Twi sp's personal chanber, hewn out of
gl assy black rock. He swung the hatch open and notioned the gapi ng Mise inside.

"Sit here."
Twisp indicated a | ow couch to the left of the hatchway. The couch was organic, |ike the
chairdog. It was a distinctly Islander cubby. The entire room neasured barely four paces square.

Shelves filled up nost of the black-rock walls, and on these shel ves stood hundreds of books.
They were the old kel p-pul ps, a well-scarred library. Tw sp had been a fisherman w thout holo or
vi ewscreens. Bl eached kel p pulp and hand presses in every little community turned out literature
and news that was affordable and could be passed around.

Twi sp dogged the hatch, then snil ed.

"Borrow any books you like," he said. "They don't do anybody any good on the shelf."

Mose hung his head.

"I . . . | never told you," he stamered. One nail-bitten hand wung the other
"l can't read."

"I know," Twi sp said. "You cover it well, it took ne a long tinme to figure it."
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"And you didn't say nothing . . . ?"
"Only you could know when the tine is right. There is always someone willing to teach, but that's
no good until the pupil is ready to learn. Reading is easy. Witing, nowthat's a whole

different story."

"I've never been very good at |earning things."

"Cheer up," Twisp said. "You learned to talk, didn't you? Reading's not so different. W'l
have coffee every day for a nonth, and you'll be reading well by the end of the nonth. How about
if we start with coffee now and a | esson | ater today?"

Mose nodded, and his | ook brightened. Topside, anong the Zavatans, he did not often get coffee
since the Director had taken over production. But he'd wedded hinself to Zavatan poverty, which
was a step up fromhis fanmly poverty. Anong the Zavatans he'd found that nothing was to be
expected, everything enjoyed. Tw sp bent to the preparations, his long arns akinbo in front of
the table.

A fold-out table and stone washbasin jutted fromthe wall across the room beside the inset stove
and cooler. Mdse reclined into the old couch and let it suit his forms. He found it

i ndescri bably nicer than his pallet topside. One shelf beside the couch held several holo cubes.
Most of the pictures on themwere of a young, red-haired man and a snall, dark-skinned girl.

"The neeting begi ns soon, Mse," Twisp said. The older man sighed wi thout turning, and his gangly
arms sagged a bit. He spooned out sone of the odorful coffee into a small cooker

"W will all share a soup there, in the old custom or | would offer you sonething here. M cubby
is your cubby. That hatchway | eads to the head. This hatch,” with a nod he indicated their
entry, "leads to the general council chanbers. Prepare yourself for a confusion of people doing
strange things."

"That's the way things have been all ny life."

Twi sp | aughed, "Well, you'll get along down here just fine. Do you renenber the oath you took
when you cane anong the Zavatans?"

"Yes, Elder. O course | renenber."
"Repeat it, please."
Mose cleared his throat and sat a little straighter, though Twisp still had his back to him

"1 forswear henceforth all robbing and stealing of food and crops, the plunder and destruction of

hones belonging to the people. | prom se householders that they may roamat wll and abide

unnol ested, wherever dwelling; | swear this with uplifted hands. Nor will | bring plunder or
destruction, not even to avenge life and linb. | profess good thoughts, good words, good deeds.'"
"Very well recited,” Twi sp said, and handed Mbse his hot coffee. "You are here because the
counci| needs your opinion. The council has a weighty decision before it today. It has not faced
a decision this big before. It nay involve asking the Zavatans, all of us, to break that oath,
the part about avenging life and linb. We will need your witness to this neeting, and your
opinion will hel p decide whether or not to break it."

Twi sp sipped his own coffee, still standing over Mdse, and noted the trenble in the younger nonk's

nail - bi tten hands.

"Do you have an opinion on that, Mse?"

"Yes, Elder, | do."

There had been no hesitation in Mise's voice, and the trenble in his hands stilled.

"Swearing to an oath . . . well, that's for life. | swore to uphold that oath for life. That's
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what | did, and that's what | should do."
Mose accented his speech with a curt nod, but still did not |ook up

So fearful, Twisp thought. This world is nore habitable than it has ever been, but the people are
nore fearful, even of those closest to them

A knock at the chamberside hatch startled themboth. Twi sp opened it to a young, red-haired woman
carrying a clipboard. She was shapely, enhancing the green fatigues characteristic of the Kelp

G an. The nane above her |eft breast pocket read, "Snej." Her blue eyes were rimmed in red, and
swol | en.

She's been cryi ng!

"Five minutes to council, sir," she said, and sniffed as delicately as she could. "These are our
| atest briefing notes." Her gaze kept his own, but her voice |lowered. "Project Goddess may be
lost, sir. No word or sign of themfor hours."

Her lips trenbled under tight control, and fresh tears welled over reddened rins. He noted a
general air of depression anong the support crew.

"LaPush was transmitting hourly bursts fromhis canera .

"There's a w de-band conmmuni cations problem too," she said. "Kelp channels are clear, but
conventional broadcasts seemto be jammed. Sonetines clear, sonmetines not. Maybe it's sun-spots,
but it doesn't act |ike sunspots. Too selective."

She reached up a sl eeve for her handkerchief and bl ew her nose.

"You're upset," Twisp said. "Can | hel p?"

"Yes, sir. You can get Rico back for ne. | know Crista Galli is inportant . . . nost inportant.
But | . . ."

"You' re consol e nonitor today?"
She nodded, dabbing at her eyes with her sleeve.

"Concentrate on conmunications to or fromFlattery's conpound and shuttl e everything to counci
chanmbers. We'Il get themback . . . Rico and Ozette don't panic under fire."

This last seened to rally the young wonan. She bl ew her nose, straightened her shoul ders.
"Thanks," she said. "lI'msorry . . . |'d better get back. Thanks."

Mose foll owed Twi sp out the hatchway and they strolled the huge, doned infornmation center bustling
with people. Mse recognized sonme of the villager refugees he'd seen pass through the cavern
above. They all wore either the green fatigues of the redhead, Snej, or the dark brown

singl esuits he recogni zed as belonging to the newer Landsteward Cl an

Twi sp's step took on a spring nore youthful than his gray braid as he traversed the deck of this
room of makeshift desks, view screens, stacks of papers, cables across the deck. This was his
work of twenty-five years: Operations, the heart and being of the nysterious Shadows worl dw de.

"Flattery thinks we're in Victoria," Twisp had told the council at the beginning, "and I want the
rest of the world to think so, too. The Shadows will be an illusion, a fiction that we make as we
go. The entire world is at stake, perhaps every human [ife. W nust have appropriate patience."

He hoped that they still had appropriate patience.

Twi sp cl eared sone storage units froman old chairdog and indicated to Mdse that he should sit. A
| arge plaz shield separated themfromthe om nous quiet of a roonful of techs. The redhead, Snej,
nodded to Twisp and tried a smle
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Snej reminded Twisp a little of Anmbassador Kareen Ale, a friend of his who had been one of the
first victinmse of Flattery's death squad.

She saved a | ot of lives, he thought. And she was so dammed pretty.

Twi sp shook off the painful nenory and settled hinself into his console's couch. The other
counci | nenbers' couches were arranged, |ike his own, as spokes in a wheel, each with access to a
consol e, viewscreen and a central hol o stage.

Twi sp di scarded his threadbare robe. Underneath, he wore a rust-colored singlesuit of the
Hylighter Can. The clasped-hands insignia at his right breast represented the informal synbol of
the Shadows. Like Twi sp, each of the other three consuls was acconpanied by a civilian w tness.
One couch renai ned enpty, its viewscreen bl ank

The other three witnesses, |like Mse, sat in w de-eyed awe at the maps and data spread out before
them Twisp cleared his throat and spoke the sinple, awful words that some of the council had
wai ted nore than twenty years to hear

"Brothers and sisters, it is tinme."

After the ancient blessing of the food they shared the ritual bowl of soup in silence. It was a
classic Islander broth, nearly clear with a couple of bright orange nuree curled at the bottom of
the bowl. Chips of green onion floated the top, their crisp scent wafting the chanbers.

The one vacant couch bel onged to Dwarf Maclntosh, survivor of the very hybernation tanks that bore
the Director, Raja Flattery. Maclntosh had rejected Flattery's greed for the nore faniliar
zenl i ke phil osophies of the Zavatans. He shaved his head, he said, "In grief at the | oss of
Flattery's soul, and as a reninder to keep nmy own."

Years ago, Maclntosh and Flattery had di sagreed openly, heatedly, on many occasions. Runor said

that Flattery had renoved Current Control to the Orbiter so that he could renpbve Maclntosh to the
Obiter. Mack had recently perfected a consol e-comunication systemthat used the kelp itself as
a carrier. Al of the systems in chanbers were tied into the kelp. A ong with a code, also

devi sed by Macl ntosh, each console was capable of direct, imrediate contact with Current Control

I hope we can keep these |lines open, Twisp thought. That could be janm ng on the conventiona
channel s, or just sun activity. |If it's sun, it probably won't take out the kel p channel as well.

He reserved a nental note to remind Snej to check the kel p channel for Rico's film Wth luck it
coul d' ve been picked up and stored there.

After taking food together, Twisp received their affirmations calmy, as they presented them

cal My, though what they pronounced coul d degenerate into a roll call of death worldw de. Every
face in the roomreflected the heaviness of the matter. They all agreed that it was tinme. It was
just as inportant that they all agreed on what exactly it was tinme for

Venus Brass, the el dest at seventy-five years, had seen her husband and children assassi nated at
the Director's orders, herself mssing death by a fluke. A slow noving, big-hearted, quickw tted
I sl ander wonan, Venus, with her husband, had built a food distribution enpire. It was taken over
by Flattery and wedded to Merman Mercantile. They transported fish and produce from snall
suppliers like Twisp to public markets for a percentage of the catch. Flattery did the only

di stribution now, where and when he chose and at a nenbership fee too high for a solo operation to
af ford.

Kal eb Norton-Wang, rightful heir to Merman Mercantile, was the youngest consul at twenty-three.
Son of Scudi Wang, herself heiress to Merman Mercantile, and Brett Norton, Twisp's fishing
partner, Kaleb had seen his parents killed when their boat nysteriously expl oded one night at
docksi de. That was before anyone had | earned to suspect Flattery's hand in such things.

Kal eb had slipped | andside that night to play with sone of the other children. He was ten years

ol d, and supper conversation for nonths had been about Flattery, and his takeover maneuvers with
Merman Mercantile
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Twi sp, wakened from his coracl e nearby, had found the boy screaning on the pier watching his

fam ly's boat burn. Twisp and Kaleb fled together to the barely habitable high reaches. Like his
deceased father, Kaleb could see in the dark. His nother's inner acuity and her persona

al l egiance to the kelp gave Kaleb a formdable intelligence. He, like his nother, could

communi cate directly with the kel p by touch. He found it too painful to neet his parents

menories in the kel p, so he sel dom explored the kel p-ways of the nind

He's too bitter, Twi sp thought. Bitter pulls you down, gets you to make nistakes that you can't
af f ord.

He hadn't seen nmuch of Kaleb lately. The boy's district was Victoria, Flattery's only solid
stronghol d upcoast. Twisp feared that Kal eb had net the chall enge of that command so that he
could weak a personal vengeance on Flattery and his people. He hoped that he had taught Kal eb
wel | enough that the boy wouldn't respond to Flattery the way Flattery had responded to his
parents.

The upcoast inland regions were represented by Mona Flatwi ng, a red-faced, m ddl e-aged wonan who
was speaki ng now.

"We are in a confortable position,” she said.
Her deep brown eyes glittered and her husky voice spoke with a heavy Islander lilt.

"Each of our househol ds has foodstuffs for six nonths. W have surplus stores enough to handle a
maj or refugee influx through next harvest. Consul fromthe coast tells me that we are in a
simlar position with our seafoods."

Venus Brass nodded affirmation

"Frankly," Mona continued, "our people do not want to cone down here to fight. They left here to
get away fromthat, they' ve made good |ives upcoast, they want to be left alone. They will accept
anyone of good faith who seeks refuge, as always. The usual preparations have been nade for
defense, but | nust enphasize this point: These people do not want to kill anyone."

Agai n, a nod from Venus Brass. Her shaky, high-pitched voice contrasted with Mna's.

"It is the same with our people," she said. "They use the freedomof the sea to get away from
"the troubles,' as they call them They're a brave and hardy lot. Ampbng themthey anass quite a
fleet and assault force. But like Kaleb's people, they live anong Flattery's peopl e when

| andsi de, they trade with them famlies are intermarried. They do not want to kill anyone,
particularly famly. You've seen how Flattery has shuffled his troops to accommpdate that
attitude --"

Bam
Kal eb's fist on his notestand startled everyone.

Twi sp clenched a fist in reflex, then unclenched it slowy on his knee.

"This is Flattery's dreamcouncil,"” Kaleb said. H's voice carried the sharp bitterness that Tw sp
often heard in it lately. "W are talking here of doing nothing to curb this madness, this
whol esal e nurder. Was | the only one who wi tnessed what happened out there today?"

"Tal ki ng about what we will not do is preface to tal king about --

"I's preface to nothing, as usual," Kaleb interrupted. "It's historically true that humans are
hungry only because humans allowit. W nust sinply not allowit, not for another day, not for
anot her hour."

Venus wi t hdrew as though she'd been sl apped, then folded her arnms across her thin chest.
"Did your people start this business today?" she asked.

Kal eb smiled, and the exuberance of it accented his youthful appearance.
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He's a one who's gone beyond his years, Twi sp thought. Far enough that he knows when to use that
smle.

"That is Flattery's doing," Kaleb said. "I have another plan, one nore consistent with our
ideals. M people conmmitted, and my contacts tell ne that many of yours will, too."

"And then what?" Mna hissed, and sat forward. "Doing something will get their attention
Flattery will send security . "

It was an old argunent, but Kaleb heard it out. At one point he | ooked across the table at Twi sp
The eagerness that gleaned in his young eyes reninded Twi sp of Kaleb's father when he was that age
-- smart, daring, inmpetuous. Brett Norton had killed once, out of reflex, but that killing had
saved Twi sp and Kal eb' s not her

Mona finished recounting her people's position.

"They' || take in refugees, but they won't |eave the livelihoods they've built from nothing.
El udi ng detection is much preferable to facing conflict."

"l understand,"” Kaleb said. "That's the swiftgrazer's way. Sonething else is true of swifties --
if aswiftieis hungry the whole rob's hungry. W' ve coordinated with and we have a plan rolling
that will feed the rob."

Twi sp repressed a smle
| guess he listened to nmy swiftgrazer pitch, after all.

Twi sp knew that, anmpong the council, there was no such thing as rank. They would vote to
participate or not, and to go the ways their decisions dictated.

"We each have plans,"” Twisp said, "now they will becone a single plan. Project Goddess is four
hours overdue their upcoast checkpoint. That will nerit some consideration as well, this
session."

There was a nurmur about the table. The four wi tnesses | ooked pale and frightened when they cane
in, and the agitation of the council nmade them appear smaller, as well.

Twi sp's hand went up to still the chatter
"We have other fish in the pan. Please bear with ne."

Twi sp noted a nessage com ng across Dwarf Maclntosh's console, and nodded at Snej to retrieve it.
He went on

"Flattery has dom nated with hunger and fear. Hi s obvious notives: get hinself offplanet, in
command of a Voidship. W don't argue with getting rid of him is that right?"

There were nods around the table, but Mna spoke up

"He's going to take three thousand of our best people with himand | eave that damed security
force . "

"They want to go," Twi sp enphasized. "They should be free to settle the void, if that's their
passion. W will be rid of him that is our only concern. But we will have to break down the
machi nery of his power before he | eaves. He nust be brought down first, and we nust be assured
that he can't possibly return. W nust deal with crininals wthout becom ng crimnals ourselves.
If we do not, then we and our children are lost."

Snej read what Maclntosh had to say fromthe Obiter
"Twi sp, Project Goddess has been . . . intercepted.”

"Intercepted? Well, now, that's a step up from'lost,' at least. \Wiere are they? Wo did it?"
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"It's the kelp," Snej said. "Dr. Maclntosh specul ates that the kelp got a whiff of Crista Gll
and decided to take her. He's being jamed on the burst system but his kelp channel stil
wor ks. "

"Did he dunp enough data to brief us?" Twi sp asked. He massaged away a headache gathering in his
forehead. Today, nore than others, he was feeling the weight of his second half-century. Snej
handed hi ma nessenger and he clipped it into his console.

"The kelp in sector eight diverted their foil into its stand,"” Mack's voice reported. "It
completely shifted several transport channels to do so and an unknown nunber of subs were

di sabl ed, possibly lost. There have been casualties, nunmber unknown. Current Control attenpted
mandat ory ' persuasion,' on Flattery's standing orders. No effect . . ."

Mur nuri ngs rose around the table. Tw sp, too, was anazed.
The kel p resisted, he thought. There's the sign we need.

"Do we have anyone in that area?" Kaleb asked. "Any Kelp dan people who know what they're
doi ng?"

Mona flurried her fingers across her console.
"Yes," she said. "W have an Oacle |andside of their position, plenty of personnel."

"If shipping s disrupted there, our people are probably in trouble, too,
to raise a sub, but ny guess is that the whole area's inpassable --"

Venus said. "I'Il try

Twi sp interrupted.

"What we need now is total interference with anything Flattery does. \Werever his nmen go,
what ever nmove he makes, we need people in the way, we need dead ends. He nust be frustrated at
every turn. Does his interference in Current Control indicate that he's penetrated us?"

"It's possible," Snej said, her nmouth a grimline, "but | doubt it.

"Ask Dr. Maclntosh to shut down Current Control," Twisp said. "There will be reprisals there, as
you know. But we know nore about noving around in the kel p than anyone, and nost of it's on our
side. As of now, traffic worldwide will be at a standstill. You all know the dangers, of
course.”

Twi sp, who had fished the open seas for nost of his life, knew better than any of themthe fates
they had just decreed for thousands on and under the ocean. Countless innocent people were now
mar ooned in unnavi gabl e waters, some anong hostile kel p. The die had been cast, and by Flattery
hi msel f.

"Qur success or failure depends conpletely on the cooperation of the people of Pandora," he said.
"W need to starve himout. Fight hunger with hunger, fear with fear "

Kal eb stopped himwith a raise of his hand, then apol ogized with the acceptabl e nod.

"We don't fight hunger with hunger," Kaleb said. H s voice was soft, his tone as reprinandi ng as
a new young father's.

"We're human beings," he said. "W fight hunger with food."
There was a deferential silence, then Mona's witness said, "Aye. Aye, we're with you."

"Kal eb, you show me how we can dunp Flattery and feed the hungry and we're in, too," Venus said.

"It's so sinple it'll make you cry," Kaleb said. "Briefing now appearing on your screens. As you
can see, we'll need the cooperation that Twi sp was tal king about. W have to get Ozette and Gall
on the air immediately. Can we count on Shadowbox?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (138 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:22 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

"You're right," Mona agreed, tapping her screen. "Timing is the key, here. The people cannot
help if they don't know how They will believe Ben Ozette, they will worship Crista Galli. They
must be given a plan now "

"My people are infiltrating now," Kaleb said. H s voice was calm confident, his father's strong
chin set straight ahead. "They will be about five thousand, well-nixed throughout the poor. Word
of nouth is best anmong the poor."

"Anyt hing el se from Macl ntosh?" Twi sp asked.

Snej nodded, biting her lip. "Yes," she said. "He says Beatriz Tatoosh is aboard, and the
drinki ng water has namde her sick."

Snej | ooked up fromthe nmessenger, puzzlenent winkling her brow
Twisp felt his heart double-time in his chest.

"Wel | ," he announced, "that's our personal code for big trouble in orbit. Flattery probably sent
up a security force with Beatriz. He nust suspect sonething's up with Mack. Damm!"

Twi sp sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowy.
"Too bad she's not with us," he said. "I w sh Maclntosh had sone support up there right now "

"Let's see what kind of support we have down here right now, " Kaleb said. "Let's nobilize our
upcoast people and rescue that foil."

Kal eb rose, obviously ready to leave for Victoria inmediately.
We need hi m here.

"Kal eb," he said, "let's take a walk. You're nearly three hours away. Good people |ive upcoast,
they're already searching. For old time's sake, let's go dowmn to the Oracle. Mybe soneone
shoul d ask the kelp what the hell it's up to."

Roots and wings. But let the wings grow roots and the roots fly.

-- Juan Ranpbn Ji nenez

Stella Bliss unpacked three crates of nbss orchids and arranged themin threes al ong the short
wal kway to the foyer of the Wttle mansion. This job had conme up only the night before, and
Stella's noss orchids happened to be ready. She was a scul ptress of flowers, and appreciated an
audi ence for her art.

Stella wore her new | avender puff-sleeve blouse and a crisp pair of matching work pants. The
bl ouse favored her breasts, tender with her recent pregnancy, but she supposed this would be the
last tine she'd be able to get into these pants for a while.

Stella skirted the security guards and servants who found excuses to watch her. The |inelight
made her nervous, though her stature had thrust her into the linelight often since she was a
child. Twelve hands tall, Stella turned heads wherever she went, even when she went in overalls.

Stella dressed like the flowers she raised. Doob told his parents that, at honme, bees foll owed
every step she took but they never stung. Her shaggy dark hair framed a tanned face with high
cheekbones and bl ue-green eyes. Her lips were full, often pursed with concentration. She smled
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alot lately, and had taken to hunming old tunes to the new human sl eeping inside her.

Gowi ng plants and engi neering themfor food had been Stella's famly's tradition for nine
generations. Since the food shortages, production and research efforts went to food. Stella had
never given up on flowers or the bees that nade them possible.

She carried the tenth generation within her, a child that she knew by her dreans would grow to be
a woman |ike herself. She knew this as her nother had known it, as all their nmothers had known it
for several centuries. It was a long tradition, difficult in these difficult times. These noss
orchids were of Stella's own design and she was proud that today they would be seen by other
artists, by nusicians, those sculptors of air, by Pandoran gentry.

Stella had heard that Hi s Honor Al ek Dexter was colorblind, so she selected a blend that pleased
herself. Most of the blossonms were in the | avender range, though she couldn't resist show ng off
a hal f-dozen of her delicate pinks.

A smal | -boned security guard with a bi g-boned swagger poked into each of her cartons with his

I asgun and silently checked the noss beds with his knife. Stella had been scanned tw ce and body-
searched by a matron when she entered the grounds. This was not the first time, and she supposed
it wouldn't be the last. Stella had sone strong opinions, but preferred to concentrate on her
flowers. A cordon of security closed off the entire bl ock, and anot her contingent guarded the
buil ding. This was the honme of the chief executive officer of Mernan Mercantil e, soneone
considered by the Director to be a prime target for the Shadows. He was runored to be one of
three nen in line for the Director's position should an unforeseen unpl easant ness occur

A sweeping structure of nolded stone and plasteel, this honme showed no effects fromthe recent
series of quakes that had devastated nuch of Kalaloch. |Its border was secured by a two-neter-high
wal | of rock topped with shards of sharp metal and broken glass. It was hard for her to believe
that The Line for this sector passed only a block away. No one who was setting up this reception
seened at all concerned about the sounds of screams and heavy vehicles | ess than a stone's throw
behi nd t hem

The grimfaced security sported a flesh flower behind his ear, one of the new scul pted skin
designs that she found repul sive. H's underarns bl ossomed huge sweat rings, sonething nore than
she would attribute to the nmuggy afternoon

"What would you find in that dirt," she asked hi mwhen he finished, "deadly attack wormnms?"

The guard scow ed, his glance flicking nervously fromStella to the snoky pall that coll ected
under the gray cap of afternoon ninbus.

"I"'mlosing ny sense of hunor," he growed. "Don't push it.”

"Are you afraid that the nmob will conme in here and --

"I'"'mnot afraid of anything," he blurted, puffing his boyish chest against baggy fatigues. "M
job is to protect M. Dexter, and that's what |'m doing."

She began the tender task of renoving the plants fromtheir containers and setting themin their
beds beside the walk. This was the part she liked -- handling the silky vines and blind roots,
smelling the | oam as she broke it open. At the end of the day, when she cleaned her short nails,
she did it over one of her pots so that nothing was |ost.

"You nmust like flowers, you went through a ot of pain and trouble to get the one behind your
ear."

"l was drunk," he said. "If they could get themto snell good, it wouldn't be so bad."
"They' || cone up with sonething, you'll see. Smell these."

She held a | avender orchid up to him He took it fromher and put it to his nose, then all owed
hinself a smile. It pleased her that the tension in his face relaxed a bit.

"Yeah," he said, "that would be nice."
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"Well, this type of flower didn't have a scent until just a year ago. And it didn't blossomfrom
nmoss until five years ago. | taught it how"
"Fl owers!" The security snorted in a show of disdain, but didn't turn away. "You can't eat

flowers. You should grow sonething that people can eat."

"What ?" She put her hand to her nouth in nock surprise. "They shoot you for growi ng food w thout
a license. You don't need a license to grow flowers. Besides, your soul needs food, too.
Fl owers have a spiritual nutrition that you just can't neasure.”

He | ooked | ess skeptical, but kept his guarded posture. She bit back the tenptation to tal k about
her bees, because bees neant honey and fewer than a handful of people knew about her honey
producti on.

Once her plants were bedded she misted themwell and swept her clippings and stray dirt away from
the walk. She felt a little nervous. She was stuck in town wi thout transportation. Her

nei ghbor, Billie, had given her a ride to the job first thing this morning. Her Cushette, though
practically new, had burned out another sonething that nmeant it wouldn't start. She didn't like
it intown, anyway. It wallowed in tight places and it always frustrated her. There was the tram
into the central area with a transfer out but it was probably shut down because of the nobs. She
didn't relish the idea of wal king the ten klicks hone w thout Doob to protect her

"Stella, ny dear, are you finished out here?"

Ms. Wttle, the hostess, beckoned her fromthe front hatchway. She was a gray-haired, primwonan
with an honest smile for everyone and a fair skin that could only be Merman-born. Though soft-
spoken and delicate, Ms. Wttle had singl ehandedly saved a boatl oad of Pandora's finest art
during that first series of quakes in '73. She had been a volunteer at the nuseum desk down under
when the col |l apse cane and conmmandeered an ol d delivery sub. Instead of saving herself, she

| oaded artwork into the sub even as the seans of the nuseum done split, sending streans of
wat er spray powerful enough to slice a human in half.

"Yes, Ms. Wttle. Do you like thenP"
The el derly woman gl anced down at the wal k and her eyebrows raised ever so slightly.

"Lovely," she said, and sighed. "They were right about you, nmy dear. But now | have a problem
and perhaps you can help ne."

"What is it?"
"Some of the help that we were counting on haven't shown up today . . . the troubles, you know
Coul d you stay awhile | onger and greet our guests at the door? | have the guest |ist here, and

nane tags are on the table just inside the hatch. O course, you are welcone to stay as ny guest
and enjoy the reception. Wuld you do that for ne?"

Stella had strong feelings about rich people, and they were strong negative feelings. A hundred
meters away the starving poor lined up for hours to buy limted rations with their hard-earned
pay. Servants of the rich handed over cards stanped "Exception" at the high-security back door

| oadi ng dock and filled their vans with an abundance of food. Stella had worked parties like this
before to be able to take honme |l eftovers. The pay nmeant nothing, she had al ways earned nore than
her ration card allowed her to buy. She had never been able to figure out the red tape process
for getting a ration card stanped "Exception."

But today her Cushette was not running and she had no safe way hone.
"Yes," she said, "I can stay. But |I'mnot dressed . . . and I'Il need a ride hone."
Ms. Wttle brightened and took her by the el bow

"You don't know what a worry you've lifted, dear. O course we can arrange a ride for you, you
just leave that to ne. Now, let's have a | ook at nmy daughter's wardrobe. She had sone wonderfu
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things that should fit you nicely. There's an elegant black dress that will | ook splendid on you
though 1'm sure that anything would | ook splendid on you."

Stella blushed at the conplinent.
"Thank you," she said. "She won't m nd?"
Ms. Wttle's face darkened for an unguarded monent, then she set her chin forward.

"No, nmy dear, |I'mafraid not," she said. "She was killed in that terrible scene at the coll ege
| ast season. Terrible."

"I'm. . . I'msorry to hear that."

"Well, she had her own mind," Ms. Wttle said, "and she insisted on using it." Then, in a
whi sper, she added, "I was so proud of her. 1'Il tell you the story someday, this is not the
time."

The dress was slinky and black. The fit in the bust was unconfortably tight, though it seemed
that any pressure at all hurt her breasts lately. The neckline plunged a bit, too, show ng her
of f as she hadn't been shown off before.

"I wish Doob could see ne in this," she said, turning in front of a pair of mirrors. "He'd |love
it."

"Then you'll just have to keep it, ny dear," Ms. Wttle said. Tears welled in her eyes but
nothing spilled. "In fact, | w sh you'd | ook through these cl othes and take anything you can use.

It's not right that they just hang here, they're not paintings, after all."

Stella protested but Ms. Wttle prepared a carton full of her daughter's clothes, then escorted
Stella to her position at the small table beside the entry way.

The guest of honor, Al ek Dexter, arrived tugging his shirtsleeves flush with the jacket cuffs and
cursing the nuggy afternoon. Stella pinned his nane tag to his left breast and snoot hed the
fabric out of habit. Instead of joining the rest of the guests, he lingered beside her and
unabashedl y apprai sed her cleavage. She caught his gaze and held it until he | ooked away.

"Been in neetings all day," he nmunbled. "After this shindig that the distributors put together |
have to speak at a Progress Club dinner in two hours and then nmeet with the Director at a cockt ai
party at eight. No wonder |'m always out of breath and can't |ose weight. You |ook beautiful, ny

dear --" he squinted at her name tag and noved closer to her chest, "-- Stella. Stella Bliss."
They shook hands and she found his pal mvery sweaty.

I didn't think these bigshots sweat in public.

A sheen gathered at his forehead and upper |ip and he dabbed at it with a handkerchief.

The Honorabl e Al ek Dexter notioned to his driver, who | ounged nearby in the cool breeze of the
entry way.

"I''ll need another shirt," he said, his voice |owered. "Powder blue will do for tonight."
"Streets are blocked," his driver said. "Couldn't nake it back in time to fetch you for dinner."

Hi s voice sounded sullen to Stella and she suspected fromthe tightening of his jaw that if there
was one thing Al ek Dexter did not allowin his presence it was sull enness.

"Then buy one," he snapped. "Shops are open until curfew, and the market's only a few bl ocks
away." He waved his hand in disnmissal. "Take it out of petty cash. Change your attitude or
change jobs."

The hatchway behind the driver franed a small street scene capped with a tunultuous sky. Two
guards faced the street with their backs to him A third tilted his head at the sound of three
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tones that canme fromthe nessenger on his belt. He picked it up, spoke into it, then hurried
inside. H s face seened to pale nore with each of the five steps that brought himto H's Honor's
side. Their conversation was brief and whi spered, but Stella heard every word.

"Code Brutus standby warning, sir. Do you want to secure here or at the conmpound?"

"Shit!" Al ek Dexter said, and he turned his face away as though he'd been slapped. He, like M.
Wttle, was a possible successor to the Director. He rubbed his forehead while a trackful of
security enptied itself out front. H s face was as pale as his guard's. He watched the security
squad fan out fromthe track and take up positions outside. A half-dozen arned men covered with
grime and stream ng sweat shoul dered by himand stationed thensel ves about the reception

"These ours?" he asked his guard.

The guard shrugged, his lasgun gripped white-knuckle tight in his shaking hands. "Don't know,
sir."

"Hunph," he grunted. "Quess it's hard to know what side they're on if we don't know what side
we're on. Just a warning, you say? Flattery's not "

"Yes, sir, a warning. Flattery issued it."

"We'll wait here," Dexter said. "If we're going to find ourselves stuck sonmewhere, |'d prefer it
to be with this lovely young wonan."

He bowed, took Stella's hand and kissed it. Then he strolled inside to the hostess and her
guests, passing the long table set with an array of the nost beautiful fruits and seaf oods that
Stella had ever seen. The centerpiece was a neter-high chunk of ice carved to represent a | eaping
por poi se.

The fighting sounded closer, and the security quietly closed the double hatch. Stella was nore
than a little afraid.

Not once had Dexter glanced at her orchids.

To be conscious, you must surnmount illusion

-- Prudence Lon Weygand, M D., nunber five, original crew menber, Voidship Earthling

The series of explosions dropped by Flattery's Skyhawks fromthe surface wounded the green kelp in
sector eight, killed tens of thousands of fishes and a pod of bottl enose porpoises and roiled up
enough sedinent to clog subnersible filters for a fifty-click radius. A huge stand of blue kelp
nei ghboring sector eight retracted all of its fronds instinctively and clanped itself as tight
around its central |agoon as possible. 1In this configuration, its |eaves were packed so tight
that it could barely breathe. Feeding was out of the question

The bl ue kel p, when fully depl oyed, reached a dianeter of nearly one hundred kil oneters. |Its
outer fringes bordered donestic kelp projects for nearly 280 degrees of its circunference; the
rest faced open ocean and sone of it was growing daily at a visible rate. For its own safety, it
kept out of contact with the domestic kelps. These were slaves to the humans, bound to the
electric whip, this nmuch the blue gathered fromthe dying shards that drifted its way. There
woul d be many such shards soon. Kelp death always foll owed these expl osions. Oher deaths
followed, too, at tines feeding the blue kelp into an incredible spurt of growh.

This day sonething else drifted in on the currents. Something like an aura, a fragrance,
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sonet hing that kept the kelp fromhugging itself too tight, too long. Something stirred this blue
kel p deep within itself, setting its genetic menmories tingling. Nothing would quite cone to the
fore. Soon, the blue could no longer help itself and it opened its fronds wide in hopes of a good
strong whiff.

Feed nen, then ask of themvirtue.

-- Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karanmazov

Turbul ence fromthe blasts hadn't settled yet when the Flying Fish pitched, helpless, to the
surface. Rico's eyes teared instantly in the sudden glare of afternoon sun that jammed the
cockpit. He groped for his sunglasses and tried to blink away the afterglow. To starboard, he
saw a long gray line that nust be the coast. To port, two or three kiloneters away, the surface
seethed with a nean white froth as far as he could see.

A puddl e of seawater w dened into a pool beneath Elvira' s conmand couch. Her nosebl eed was
sl owi ng and she shook her head, trying to clear the concussion that had hit her with the first of
t he dept h-charges

Anybody but Elvira woul d' ve been scrat bait out there, Rico thought.

Sonmehow she'd made it back into the engine-roomairlock by herself, though stunned and quivering
fromthe blast. There were nany other blasts, too many to count.

"That goddamm Fl attery's answer to everything is to blowit up,"” he grunbled.
Kelp lights winked out all around themas the sea was glutted with shredded fronds and torn vines.

"Sister Kelp," Elvira said, followi ng his gaze across the tumul tuous surface, "she retracts, saves
hersel f."

"Elvira, | don't want to hear that 'Sister Kelp' crap. | want to get us out of here."

"Overflights!™ she warned, and pointed to two specks at ten o' clock off the port cabin. Her hands
autonmatically worked the dive sequence, but the engines renmined still.

"Jamed, " she said, her face inpassive and dazed. "Silt and . . . kelp in the niters."

"Don't sweat it, Elvira," Rico said. He patted her arm "They're the ones who dropped the
charges. If they carried all that payload, they're short on fuel. At least we're not dealing
with a bunch of mines out here.”

Ri co unharnessed hinself and got Elvira a towel out of one of the |ockers.

"Here," he said. "Dry yourself off, change into a new dive suit. W mght be here awhile and
there's no sense you getting sick."

She took the towel, and it seened to Rico that her senses were com ng back

"Flattery can track a one-seater coracle fromport to port with the Obiter, anyway," he said.
"These guys can't set down out here, and with Crista Galli aboard they don't dare blow us up
Meanwhi | e, we've got to get her and Ben to some big nedicine, and fast."

Two soni ¢ boonms rocked them further as the overflights dove in on themand pulled out. Rico could
make out the pilots' faces as the tiny aircraft flashed past.
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"They're young, Elvira, did you see that? Wth their whole |lives ahead of themthey chain
thenselves to Flattery." He fisted the armof his couch and grunbled, "Wy do they do that? They
shoul d be out cuddling some young thing in a hatchway sonewhere. Didn't their nothers teach them
any better?"

"Their nothers are hungry, Rico, and they're hungry now "

Rico glanced at Elvira with surprise. He was accustoned to speaking to her but getting nothing
but grunts for reply. She was already out of her restraints and fighting the toss of the foil
maki ng her way to the aft | ockers.

"You're not going out there again," he said. "The seas are a ness, nothing can get through here.”

"You wi Il cal mdown," she said, and it sounded like an order. Elvira peeled off her dive suit and
towel ed of f her finely toned muscul ature with the candor typical of Mernen. "Care for the others.
I will clean out the filters."

As she slipped into a fresh suit, Rico realized he'd been aroused at the sight of Elvira's pale
body. Even her thunb-sized nipples seemed nuscular in the chill. He would never approach Elvira,
both of them knew that, but the surprise of his arousal rem nded Rico of Snej, and how nuch he'd
ni ssed her.

Elvira's plan was the logical thing, he knew He ticked off a list of priorities.

Ben and Crista, he thought. Keep thembreathing. Monitor the radio, prepare for surprises by
Vashon security.

Elvira swept past himto the hatch without so nuch as a glance. Rico fought the pitch and roll of
the foil to the lockers and pulled out three nore dive suits. He worked hinself al ong by
handhol ds in the bul khead back to the galley. On his way, he listened to the crackle of the radio
and the report fromthe overflights.

"Skywat ch | eader to base. Charges away. W have your fish, over."

"Roger, Skywatch. We mark your position. Qur bird is launched. ETA thirty mnutes. Status
report."

Thirty mnutes! Rico thought.

Their bird nust be a foil, and a fast one.
Not roomfor a lot of hardware or a |lot of bodies -- good. W might have a few surprises for
t hem

The radi o continued to chatter about the condition of the Flying Fish and specul ation on the
occupants, but they were quickly out of range.

Ri co bent over Ben and saw that he was inmobile, his chest was not rising and falling, but his
color wasn't bad. He put his cheek to Ben's nouth and detected the slightest breath. Checking
the pulse at Ben's neck, he noted that his partner's heart was beating, but only a few beats per
mnute, His eyes were open, but still. They |ooked dry, so Rico opened and closed the lids a few
times to lubricate them then left them closed.

He unhooked the restraints and struggled to get Ben into one of the dive suits.

"We're topside," he said, hoping Ben could hear. "They threw sonme charges at the kelp, but I
think it's just surface damage. Elvira's out there unclogging the intakes. Flattery's people
have a foil on our tail, they'Il be here in no tine. W may have to go over the rail."

He heard a groan fromCrista Glli, and saw that she was trying to sit up against her restraints.

"Your girlfriend' s comng around,” he said. "I'll get her into a suit, then get into the code
book and | et Operations know what's going on. Everybody el se seens to know where we are.”
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He sealed Ben's suit and inflated the collar, just in case. Wen Rico turned to Crista Glli, he
saw that she was crying. Her red-rimed, swollen eyes stared at Ben's deathlike formon the
gal l ey deck. She seened to be conscious and aware.

"Can you understand nme?" Rico asked. |In spite of her restraints, he renmained well out of reach
She nodded.

"Yes."

"Have you ever had this reaction before?"

"Yes." Her voice was slurred. "Once. Before he gave nme shots. | pretended to take pills, spit
themout later."

"What will happen next?"

She tried a shrug. "Mre of the sane. Maybe seizures. It takes . . . a while." She added, in
sl urred whisper, "Nobody's ever nade ne feel |ike a hunan bei ng except Ben."

Ri co noticed that the pupils of her eyes dilated and constricted wildly.
Must be sonme potent drugs, he nused. Damm that Flattery.

"W are in the open
into the water."

he expl ai ned, "and hel pl ess. You need to have a dive suit on in case we go

It flashed on himthen what Flattery nust've realized all along, what Operations warned in their
instructions: "Do not let her into the water. Do not |et her contact the kelp." This was
specul ati on, precaution. There would be no other choice if Vashon security showed up, there was
no point worrying about it.

"l can help you with it if you can't do it yourself. I|I'msorry to say this, but 1'd rather not
touch you,"

He held the suit out to her at armis |ength.

"I can't get out of this harness," she said.

Ri co tapped the quick-rel ease nechani smand she was free. He recoiled fromher, partly as a
reflex, partly because the foil pitched his way.

At this, she cringed away fromhim her face even nore pale and her jaw set.
"And what do you think I an?" she asked.

"I don't know," he said. "Do you?"

"I know that | don't think . . . | can't think that | do this . . ." She gestured linply at Ben.
"It can't be ne!"

"I't's the drugs," Rico said.

He tried to keep the anger out of his voice. She needed reassurance, not another eneny.
"Rermenber, the drugs are Flattery's doing, not yours."

Her tears, the way she | ooked at Ben seened |i ke the genuine article.
But | ook at what happened to Ben, he cautioned hinself.

"Get your suit on," Rico said. "W don't have nuch tine."

Crista had to slip out of her dress to don the dive suit. R co knelt beside Ben, a hand on his
forehead. He noved a little, and Rico took it for a good sign. H s breathing was rmuch stronger.
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Crista did not seem nodest at all, nor did she | ook |ike a nonster
Probably spent so rmuch tine as a | ab aninmal she didn't have a chance to get shy.

Ri co, |ike Ben, had been raised anbng |Islanders, a generally shy lot. Rico admtted to hinself
that Crista had the best-1ooking | egs he'd ever seen. Again, he thought of Snej back at
Operations, and sighed. He planned to send a nessage to her, too, along with whatever he'd think
of to say to Operations. He turned back to Crista Galli.

Alittle pale, he thought.

She seened very weak, and struggled just to pull her suit on and fasten the seals. Her breathing
was rapid and shall ow. Her forehead beaded sweat and she was still nore pale than when R co had
first seen her in the village. Her eyes were doing their dilation trick and he noticed an
uncontrollable tremor in her |egs.

"Can you get back into your harness?" he asked.

She shook her head.

"No," she said, her voice weaker now. "It's starting . "

She was drifting out again. She |lay down on her couch, eyes still open

"Are you still with us?" he asked. "Can you hear ne?"

"Yes," she said. "Yes."

Rico still didn't want to touch her. Watever it was, it had nearly killed Ben and he wasn't

about to let the sane thing happen to hinself. He reached around her carefully and snicked the
harness into place, then snugged it up with a jerk. He pushed the head of the couch back so that
she lay flat. By then Crista was unconsci ous agai n.

Rico hurried into his own suit and noted that the seas had cal ned somewhat. He could hear the
thunp and scrape of Elvira at the hull ports, and hoped that the kel p wouldn't set her
hal lucinating as it did sonme people. She seenmed to have been all right before.

"I't'd be just our luck," he nmuttered to hinmself. "Best dammed pilot in the whole damed world
t hi nki ng her gauges are grapefruits.”

There was a very |loud scrape, nore of a long, slithering rasp across the top of the foil. Then
another. It was the sane serpentine sound that the kel p had nmade when it grabbed them Rico
junped for the cabin, but it was too |ate.

The whole foil tipped on its side and he was thrown agai nst the port bul khead so hard it knocked
the wind out of him He saw, through the swarm of bl ack anpbebas across his vision, that they were
airborne. He was jostled again, not so nuch this tine, and as the bow of the foil tilted upward
he saw them being pulled up into a mass of hylighter tentacles.

"Shit!"

He struggled to his knees and crawl ed the upended bul khead to the comand couch under the plaz.
He could flip open a port and get a shot at it with his |asgun .

That was when he saw how big this hylighter really was. He guessed it at a hundred neters across,
with its two |lead tentacles, which gripped the foil, at nearly that Iength. Even the smallest
tentacl e was thicker than Rico.

They were already a hundred neters or so in the air, and rising.
That pitch back there, he thought, it nust've dunped a helluva ballast to be able to pick us up

It was then that he thought of Elvira, and scranbled for a view of the seas below. She was there,
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dive suit inflated, floating on her back. She must have seen him but she didn't wave.
" Darm!

He couldn't drop her a flare, he couldn't try the engines. Either of these might touch off the
hundreds of cubic nmeters of hydrogen in the nonster hylighter. It tucked the Flying Fish upside-
down against its great orange belly. Rico had never been this close to a hylighter before, but
he'd seen them expl ode. A hylighter considerably snaller than this one had flattened the first
tiny settlenent at Kal al och. Six hundred peopl e cooked alive in that firestorm He and Ben had
covered that one, too.

The living were the worst. He renenbered that Ben wouldn't settle for the easy story, the
inevitable filnms of cooked flesh on living bone, shaking chills, vomt and screans.

"Just shoot their eyes," Ben had told him "Leave the rest to ne."

Ben asked them about their lives, not about the blast. The dying and near-dying filled ei ghteen
hours of tape before the dashers hit. It was Rico's footage of the teamfighting for their own
| ives against a dozen hunts of dashers in a feeding frenzy that chilled the hol o audi ence

wor | dwi de.

Ri co saw that the coast was com ng up fast and bl ack weat her pushed behind them He hoped that
the weight of the foil wouldn't pull the hylighter too lowto clear the gray bluffs ahead. He
wor ked his way back to the cabin along the ceiling and sat bel ow the command couches. This
coliseum of a hylighter had a destination in mnd, and that destination was land. |[If it didn't
bash themto bits against this cliff face it would bl ow them up inland.

Rico reviewed their odds and didn't |ike what he cane up with, though he was sure he'd rather
clear the cliff than not. He wondered whet her Operations had a code provision for this one. He
hoped that Operations could beat Flattery's people to Elvira. Rico refused to null over the
consequences if they didn't.

Just off the cliff face the daily afternoon squall whipped up. The sky fisted down on them
wi t hout warning, clouds churning in their typical black and | asgun gray.

No lightning, Rico prayed to hinself. W don't need |ightning.

They did need the cloud cover, this he knew Wth good cover nore overflights and Flattery's
spies in the Obiter would be worthless. The ride got bunpier as the squall nmoved inland with
them R co was close enough to the face of the bluff to see the markings on the back of a
flatwi ng when an updraft sank his belly. They al nost cleared the top, he saw that clearly, but
the stern of the foil caught the Iip of the bluff, cartwheeling the bow of their craft deep into
the leathery belly of the hylighter.

Unrestrained, Rico was flung like a toy about the cabin. The foil tunbled down the cliff face as
the hylighter deflated and collapsed on top of it. Wen the foil canme to rest Rico |ay dazed
across the plazglas windshield of the cabin. Al he could see under the shadow of the hylighter's
canopy was an i nmense cloud of blue dust. He flexed his arns and | egs, coughed to test his ribs.
Brui sed, but nothing broken

"Great!" Rico told hinself. "'Keep her away fromthe kelp,' they said. Here we are, snothering
in the stuff."

He tried calmng hinself, but a few deep breaths did not still the shaking in his hands. He hoped
the foil had slid all the way to the beach. He didn't relish being perched hal fway up a cliff.
The afternoon downpour washed over the canopy and their foil. R co thought of Elvira, caught in
open water in the squall, and assessed her chances. They sumred up close to zero. She night now

be one with her sister kelp.

"At least there's not nmuch hydrogen left in that nonster,” he nuttered.

He switched on the cabin lights and radio. A couple of the lights worked, but the radi o was gone.
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He took a deep breath of the kel p-laced air before heading aft to check on Ben and Cri sta.

If you think that vision is greater than action, why do you enjoin upon ne the terrible action of
war ?

-- from Zavatan Conversations with the Avata, Queets Twi sp, el der

Mack was awaiting a call-back fromsecurity when suddenly his instruments showed random expl osi ve
damage to the kelp in sector eight.

He didn't wait. Mack thought. Flattery wants whatever's in there in a bad way.

Mack was sure that the "sonmething"” included Crista Galli. Instrumentation showed nergi ng patterns
bet ween the wounded domestic kel p and the massive nei ghboring stand of wild blue. Mck and Al yssa
Marsh had done peripheral studies of that particular stand of blue, the largest wild kelp bed in

t he worl d.

It learned to hide fromus, to convolute itself so it could grow inside a ring of donestic kel ps
and outmass them w t hout detection.

Now that it had broken through, he suspected that it could weak havoc with Current Control. |If
it was as big as the Gidmaster said it was, then the blue kel p could possibly be Current Control

If this kelp's on our side, then Flattery's surrounded, he thought. But what if it's not on our
si de?

Beatriz was his big worry now. She always checked in fromthe docking bay, but this tinme he had
heard not hing. When she was i ncomuni cado inside her studio he suspected trouble. It wasn't like
her at all. Just a blink after Spud left, a spinjet jockey reported seeing a body expelled from
the shuttle airlock. Nobody was answering his calls in security or inside the studio.

"Dammit!"

Now t he Gridnaster was getting a response fromthe kel p, an incredibly healthy and powerf ul
response. This stand that the depth charges had stunned back into nmere refl ex reawakened

imediately -- with a corresponding shift in frequency.
This is the new kel p, he thought. 1It's absorbed the nmenories of our domestics and taken them
over.

Al'l of the hardware fromthe donestic kel p was intact, but instead of dozens of frequencies
dancing the screens, there was now only one kel p frequency on the Gidmaster

Mack's screen showed the grid reformng, except for an unresponsive area in the northwestern
corner. He hoped that wasn't pruned back too far.

"Well," he nuttered, "so far it seens to like us." He had planned to use Current Control to turn

the kel ps against Flattery. He'd grooned as nany sentient stands as he could nuster for one |ast

try, for the tinme that Flattery went too far. Mclntosh saw war as a drug, an extremely addicting
drug, and he didn't want Pandorans to start using it.

"I want that sector on visual," he told the sector nonitor. "W should be able to spot them"™

Al'l he got on visual was the gray-black whirl of afternoon squall that obliterated his view of the
entire sector. zette, LaPush and Galli were under there somewhere. He hoped agai nst hope that
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the depth charges didn't turn themall into soup

Comline's still down to the studio, he thought. |If Spud doesn't get in there, we'll have to get
their attention sonmehow.

A feeling stranger than his wei ghtl essness flipped through his stonmach. He shook it off, as he
had shaken off the chill that slipped into the air after her shuttle docked. He wondered how many
had come up on that flight. The shuttle could carry thirty to forty, depending on equi prment.

Then there was OMC |ife-support, and the techs. Everyone aboard woul d have to know what happened.

He didn't like thinking about the OMC, where it cane from what Flattery had done to it. She had
been Alyssa, not "it," but he found "it" a lot easier to handle at the nonment. Life-support was

Mack's responsibility, as it had been aboard the Earthling. He did not relish the notion of that
j ob.

"Well," he nuttered to hinself, "before we get that far | might have a few surprises for
Flattery."

A soft tone went off near the turret, alerting himthat sonmething was fornmng up on the kelp's
private holo stage. Maclntosh had built the thing after consulting Beatriz on hol ography. He had
routed it through the Gidmaster in hopes of getting imges fromthe kelp. In the two nonths that
it had been experinmental it had far exceeded his dreans.

The kel p had been frustrated for a long tine, and it had a lot to say. So far it was all images,
flashing lights and odd sounds. The inmages were clear -- usually solid information about rea
things in real time. The sounds and lights seened to be "talk," or inflection, or philosophizing.
Macl nt osh had not yet been able to interpret anything but the nore obvious images.

He | aunched hinself across the small office toward his new setup at the base of the turret. He
didn't care nuch for the near-zero-gee environment this close to the axis, but it was the nost
practical location for an observation station. At first, he had Iiked the i medi ate access to the
shuttle port.

To get the near-normal gravity rimnmside he would have to put up with the annoying two-ninute spin
of the Orbiter that made visualization of anything nearly inpossible. H's body was | anky enough
that it got in the way nore often than not. Since he'd becone acquainted with Beatriz Tatoosh, he
had conme to |ike the i medi ate access to the Hol ovi sion studio, too.

H s experinmental holo stage Iit up with the image of a giant hylighter dragging its ballast across
the wavetops. This projection was the best quality he'd ever seen. It was a perfect
mniaturization and the collating data identified this as the source of the disruption within the
kelp. A netallic glint off the ballast drew his attention closer to the tiny three-D scene in
front of him

"That's not ballast!"

The miniature holo played out the incident with the Flying Fish and the hylighter. He watched
fromthe hylighter's view as they bore down on the cliff. They cane in fast, and when Macl ntosh
realized that they wouldn't clear the top he caught hinself pulling his feet up. Then the
hylighter burst, and the screen went bl ank

"There's an Oracl e sonewhere near there," he nuttered. "Maybe we can nuster up a rescue team"

He handed hinself back to his comand consol e and paged Spud on the intercom That was when al
hel | broke | oose fromthe klaxons.

The four-klaxon alarmneant a fully involved fire sonewhere in the forward axis section, his
section. His greatest fear was for the shuttle docking station and its spare fuel stores.

Wth a four-klaxon alarmthe fire could be in Current Control, the studio area or the shuttle
docking bay. Al areas sealed off automatically. Warning lights winked on in all axis quarters
and the Orbiter intercomrepeated calmy, "Vacuumsuits mandatory in all sealed areas. |n case of
fire, vacuumw Il be installed. Vacuumw ||l be installed. Vacuum suits nandatory in all seal ed
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areas .
Macl ntosh typed out the "area clear, visual" code for Current Control on his console. |If the area
sensors detected no fire danger, then Current Control would not be sealed off. He snapped open

t he hatchside | ocker and followed the prescribed drill. He sealed hinmself into his pressure suit

and activated the comruni cation unit beside the faceplate. He sprung the hatch to the passageway
intinme to see a groundpounder security slap Spud across the face with a | asgun butt. Spud spun
agai nst the studi o hatch, and the security grabbed a closer handhold for the |leverage to try
agai n.

Macl ntosh hollered, "Hold it!" but the man hit Spud again. Spud floated, unconscious, in
m dpassageway.

Macl ntosh turned his set on "full."
"Hold it!" he yelled. "Stand down, mster."

The security was obviously direct from groundside and | acked the skills for nmaneuvering in the
axis area of the Orbiter. He spun around at the voice and | et go his handhold. The nonmentumin
near - zero-gee sent himspinning up the passageway toward Maclntosh. The man let go of his | asgun
as he flailed for balance and Mack scooped it up as he sail ed by.

Mack reached Spud as he started comi ng around.

"I heard themsay they'd kill her," Spud said, through a nmouthful of blood. "I pulled the alarm
because | didn't know what else to do."

"Good thinking, Spud," he said. "Get a suit on in case we break vacuum"

The arriving volunteer fire squad crowded t he passageway as Spud suited up, and cl ose behind them
the usual throng was fornming. In spite of their bulky suits the squad noved with a grace that

Macl ntosh envied. He | ooked around for the owner of the lasgun, but the man had di sappeared. The
hatch to the studi o remained seal ed.

Macl nt osh plugged his comuni cator directly into Spud's headset.

"Beatriz knows the drill," he said. "She'll suit up."

"Does she know the visual 'all clear' code?"
Macl nt osh nodded.
"She knows it, but |'ll bet she knows better than to use it."

It took two things to prevent a sealed-off fire area frombeing conmitted to vacuum an automatic
sensor signal "all clear" to the Orbiter conputer, and a coded visual "all clear" signal to the
computer. Since the sensors in the studio undoubtedly reported no sign of fire, the conputer

awai ted the visual code indicating that a human had i nspected the scene and declared it clear.
Meanwhi | e, the suspect area renmi ned sealed off, accessible only by fire personnel

The intercomwarned: "Attention axis deck, yellow sectors eight through sixteen. Vacuum
instillation in three mnutes. Vacuumin three mnutes. Full pressure suit mandatory in these
areas . "

The el ectronic device that the fire squad used to enter seal ed hatches didn't work on the first
try, or the second. Maclntosh plugged his set into the bul khead receptacle and tried direct
contact with the studio.

Spud plugged into Macl ntosh.
"Anyt hi ng?" he asked.

Macl nt osh shook his head. "Static. They're just not
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On the third try the hatch sprang aside. The fire squad rushed in and Mcl ntosh shoul dered
hi nsel f behind them hiding the | asgun as best he could. He was glad he did.

Beatriz was the only one who had nmanaged to don a suit. She stood to the side of the hatch and
grabbed Maclntosh as he raced through. The nonentum spun himinto the bul khead besi de her, but
she had a good grip on a handhold so they both stayed put.

The others funbled with the seals of their suits, surprised at the suddenness of the fire squad's
entry. One of the newconers nade a clunmsy dive for the back of the studio, but he was grabbed in
flight by a firefighter and his partner who westled himto a handhol d and restrai ned him
Macl nt osh made sure the rest of them saw his | asgun and they stayed put.

Mack's squad finished their sweep of the roomin less than a nminute and one of themsent the "all
clear, visual" signal back to the conmputer. The intercom announced "all clear," and Mcl ntosh
unf ast ened his headgear. Beatriz beat himto it.

"They killed my crew," she shouted. "They killed your security squad and they have weapons back
there in the lockers.”" One of the firelighters sailed to the back of the studio to search out the
weapons cache.

"Hol d these nen," Maclntosh ordered, "and hand out whatever weapons they have, we're likely to
need them"

The firefighters used various lines and straps fromtheir pockets to truss up Leon and his two
men. Al three were confounded and hel pless in zero-gee. The fire squad |ived and worked in it
every day, but Mclntosh still had to admire their ease of novenent, even with three struggling
captives in tow.

Beatriz hugged himtight and kissed him Even through the added bul k of the vacuum suit, she felt
good to him

"I was hoping we could do that under other circunstances,
hel d her cl ose.

he said. He felt her trenbling and

"There are nore of them" she said, "I counted thirty-two altogether. M guess is that their
| eader, Captain Brood, is with the OMC. "

"Spud, you heard?"
"Yes, Dr. Mack."

"All this action's going to bring sonebody down here. Seal off axis sector yellow, code adm ssion
only. W nmight seal a few of themin here with us, but it'll give us time to deal with the rest
of them"

Spud activated the nearest console and conpleted the order in a blink

Macl ntosh notioned to the firefighter with the white headgear. "There's a big storage | ocker
across the passageway that's enpty. Seal these nen in there and then neet ne in the teaching |ab
next to Current Control. [If you can find any weapons from our own security, bring them | want

your best tunnel rats, as many as you can nuster.”

"Aye, Commander," he said, then added, "these nmen are groundsiders, sir. You saw how cl unsy they
are. Qur best weapons here are zero-gee and vacuum "

"You're right," Maclntosh said, taking Beatriz's hand, "and strategy. Let's nove."
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While the fat and flesh cleaving to the flanme are devoured by it, you who cleave to it are yet
alive.

-- Zohar: The Book of Splendor

Spi der Nevi hoped that Flattery was getting a hunbling at the hands of the rabble, because Nevi
was certainly getting a hunbling out here at the hands of the kelp. He'd spotted Zentz floating
on his back, only the whites of his eyes visible, the nouthpiece to his breathing apparatus

di scarded. A long strand of kelp wapped his niddle, and it reeled himsteadily toward the side
of the I agoon.

Lucky for Zentz that he'd had the presence of mind to inflate the collar of the suit. It kept his
head and shoul ders on the surface, though fat as he was his body floated nicely enough w thout it.
Lucky, too, that Nevi had hit the vine quickly and on the first shot. He had Zentz all the way
back to the foil before he felt the seethe of kelp anger on his heels. Zentz appeared to be

br eat hi ng.

It woul d've been so nuch easier if he had drowned, Nevi thought. But | still might need him A
live body is a lot nore useful than a dead one.

Nevi knew one thing for sure, he was getting out of reach of the kelp. One zonbie on the crew was
enough. The foil started a slow spin, and Nevi swore under his breath.

It's channeling us into its reach

He managed to secure Zentz's collar with a line fromthe aft hatchway and pull ed hi maboard the

foil. He used a boathook to brush off pieces of kelp frond that clung to the unconsci ous Zentz.
The whol e situation had passed beyond the ridiculous for Nevi, nowit was sinply comic. It didn't
matter to himwhether Flattery stayed in power or not. Woever was up there would need Spider
Nevi and his services, and Nevi enjoyed that position. It was like having three or four good
chess nmoves already set while the opponent was in check. Well, it was tine Flattery |l earned his
wort h.

Send nme out here, will he?

Zent z had been kel ped, and the automatics in his dive suit kept himfrom sw nming off to who-knows-
where. They didn't keep himfromstruggling blindly against rescue. At sixty-five kilos, it took
Nevi a while to westle the nearly one hundred kilos of Zentz inside the foil and harness himinto
his couch. He didn't know why he bothered, except that it would give Flattery sonething to play
with if they didn't cone back with Crista Galli and Ozette.

Nevi quickly maneuvered the foil to the center of the |lagoon and prepared for vertical takeoff.
It would eat up nore fuel than he liked, but it would cut his odds of getting grabbed by that kelp
st and.

He punched in the automatic VTO sequence and all of the power of the foil kicked himright in the
seat of the pants. It swayed |like a bug on a blade of grass until they were a safe hundred neters
above the lagoon. He set the controls for straight-and-level and turned the foil |oose. A
routine ten-mnute refueling had turned into nearly an hour's delay, and Nevi couldn't afford to
wast e anot her blink.

He listened to the radio and couldn't nake heads or tails of the situation back at the Preserve.
He'd tried to raise Flattery on their dedicated channel, but no one keyed himin at the other end.
One fragnment of transnmission froman overflight came through and he shook his head in wonder.

VWhat idiot talked Flattery into depth-charging the foil we're hunting?

He snapped off the radio and relaxed his grip on the controls. The afternoon turbul ence didn't
sit well on his stomach, so he flipped off the autopilot. He needed sonething to do besides
listen to Zentz breathe through his drool. He kept the yellow arrow on his viewscreen pointed
toward the green coordi nates set down by the overflights.
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He could tell, by the way Zentz squirmed in the copilot's couch, that the Chief of Security night
be com ng around.

Nevi had troubl e suppressing a sneer at the nere thought of Zentz as chief of anything.
Chi ef Breach of Security, he thought. Chief of Insecurity.

Nevi had to adnit that Zentz had held a difficult |ine against the increasing hostility of the
villagers for nearly a year. A nob of villagers was one thing -- this Crista Galli and her Shadow
pl aymat es were quite anot her.

"A hundred neters across!" Zentz gurgled.

Zentz's eyes were wild, the pupils dilating and constricting on both sides, dancing to sone
strange rhythm

Nevi didn't answer. Zentz had started this raving about some giant hylighter as soon as Nevi had
gotten the foil back in the air.

"Crista Galli, kelp gone crazy," Zentz went on, "giant hylighter grab whole foil

"That's hocus-pocus, and it's in your head," Nevi said.

He knew Zentz couldn't hear him but it nade Nevi feel better. Hs voice was calmand flat, a
practiced calmthat paid off whenever he had to work with Zentz. He knew it gave Zentz the
creeps, and that always gave Nevi the edge. He wondered whether it would give Zentz the creeps in
his dreans. He hoped so. It was this flying that made Nevi nervous.

The storm buffeted Nevi against the restraints in his command couch. Sone of the updrafts al ong
the coastline nearly enptied his stomach. Like nost Pandorans, he preferred traveling the kelp's

subways, particularly during afternoon storns, but today speed was critical. The cat had played
the nmouse too | oose. Maybe Zentz was right about their foil. Wo knew what the kel p had shown
hi n?

If Ozette and Crista Galli got | oose afoot in this country they mght just wind up being dasher
bait. Ozette didn't strike himas the survival type. Nevi knew that Flattery needed both of them
alive -- for now For now, what Flattery needed Nevi needed, and he didn't want to get so
confortable out here that he forgot it.

Zentz needs themalive nore than anyone, he thought.

The big question mark for Nevi was the hylighter -- what would contact with that thing do to
Crista Galli?

O what might it do for her?

And sonet hi ng about those dammed Zavatan squatters upcoast gave even Nevi the creeps. Nobody
could farmthe open country like that wi thout sonme kind of protection. He wanted to know what
that protection was. O who. They kept one junp ahead of Flattery and the dashers --

acconpl i shments that captured Nevi's personal respect.

The squal |l cl eared occasionally, allow ng Nevi glinpses of the coastline. doudfront pushed
across both suns and confounded his perspective. He knew that thousands of square kil oneters |ay
under Zavatan canouflage. It didn't take nmuch inmagination to appreciate the value of the new
fertile land bel ow.

In a mtter of weeks the Zavatans turned bare rock into garden, punped water and started up their
snelly labs. The entire upcoast region was |aced with streans and pockmarked with hundreds of
smal | | akes. They'd already turned many of the |lakes into fish farms. Their pitiful farms grew
nore than enough to sustain them this Nevi knew Hs information was better than Flattery's, but
Flattery didn't pay himfor information.

Where does their surplus go? he wondered.
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He knew that when he discovered the answer to that one he would answer the Shadow question as
wel |

No food, no Shadows, he thought.

It would be a pity if Flattery managed to wi pe out the farns to stop the supplies that he was sure
were channel ed to the underground. There nust be a nore profitable way .

It occurred to himthat the Shadows night win. He shrugged.

Nevi admitted an admiration for these Zavatans, for their independence that Flattery couldn't yet
control. He didn't intend to nuddy his own hands, though this trip had already proved nessy
enough.

Nevi snmiled, a rare break in the steel of his countenance. He had plans for his retirenent, and
this upcoast region with its farmand and its new, burgeoning forests appealed to him The people
up here just mght want sone professional protection soon. Protection fromthe Iikes of Flattery
and his bungling Chief of Security.

Lot of new squatters this year, he thought.

Since the earthquakes started a few years ago people had turned to the surface for safety. Even
with burmhouses it was easier to spot a dwelling than a tunnel, it wouldn't take that nuch effort
to map these people. Nevi flewinto a sudden wall of weather and there wasn't much possibility of
spotting anyt hi ng.

Nevi kept his attention on the screen. The slash of rain against the metal skin and plaz of the
cabin nearly deafened him He switched on the landing lights to clarify the terrain. Still
visibility was a few hundred neters, tops. A buzzer rem nded himthat he was flying at the stall
poi nt .

They were only a couple of kilometers downcoast fromthe overflight coordinates. Zentz cane
around enough to set his couch up and hold his head.

"So, how was it?" Nevi asked.
"I don't ever want to go back."
"Where' d you go?"

"Everywhere." Zentz wiped his drool with his sleeve. "I went everywhere . . . at once. | saw
t hem pi cked up."

"They' re around here sonewhere."
"Beached," Zentz said. "Down the cliff. Beached."
Nevi grunted his anusenent. He inmagined this gray |land on a sunny day, bl ooning

Flattery couldn't possibly send troops, he thought, they'd never conme hone at all

" Approachi ng set-down," he said, and throttled back. "See themyet?"
"No . . . yes!" He pointed a shaking finger starboard. "There, |ook at the size of that
thing! | knewit was nore than a dream"™

Nevi was di sgusted at the spit-spray of Zentz's excitenent. The squall was noving on already as
quickly as it had cone, and visibility over the downed hylighter was good. The terrain, however,
| ooked deadly. The crunple of downed foil was plainly visible am d the orange shards of the
deflated hylighter.

It was a nonster, all right, and deflated it covered far nore than the hundred-neter dianeter it
had occupied in the air. Alnost half of it trailed the fifty nmeters down to the sea, and the rest
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lay crunpled in the narrow stretch of beach between the sea and the precipitous rocks. The foi
appeared to be nearly intact right at the foot of the cliff.

Nevi did not want to set down inside the perinmeter of that thing -- he'd seen what that blue dust
did to sonme of those burned-out Zavatans who wandered dazed around the village. The strip of
tideline was too narrow and the tides |less predictable than he liked. The beach itself, from
tideline to cliff, was a junble of boulders. That nmeant a water landing or a set-down at the top
of the cliff. He didn't like the look of all that kelp in the water, or the positioning of the
dead hylighter.

"Electronic and infrared scan,” Nevi ordered. "I'mmaking a couple of passes so that we don't get
surprised down there. Then we'll worry about how to get them out fromunder that thing."

Their situation suddenly struck Nevi as absurd. Flattery had positioned his precious Obiter and
had the Voidship nearly ready to go; he had plans to establish a steppingstone colony in a debris
belt over a million kilometers away. Pandora's noons were even nore unstable than the planet.
Even Nevi agreed that fleeing was the ultimate answer. But he doubted that it would be worth it
in his owmn lifetine.

Especially if he insisted on risking his life in a westling match with a hydrogen gasbag of
hal l uci natory dust and tentacles. He chose a set-down atop the cliff, near a trail that didn't
| ook too difficult. Zentz should be clear of his kelping by the time they reached bottom

If the girl's as holy as they say, let's see her get herself out of this one.

That's all Ship ever asked of us, that's all W rShip was nmeant to be: find our own humanity and
live up to it.

-- Kerro Panille, from The C one Wirs.

Ri co sprung the galley hatch with a crowbar fromthe tool |ocker and saw Ben sitting up, funbling
with the catch of his harness.

"Ben, buddy . . ."

He stumbl ed over the crunbled deck to Ben's couch, but was careful not to touch him Ben's Merman-
green eyes seened cl ear when they | ooked at him but they weren't tracking all that well. Both
Ben and Crista were half-buried in debris fromwhat was |eft of the galley.

"Can you tal k?"
Ben's voice caught in his throat. "I . . . | think so," he said
"Sit back," R co said.

Hi s own head started a strange buzz, so he took a deep breath, let it out slow "W're not going
anywhere for now, so relax."

He hesitated short of unclipping the last two restraints.
"Crista . . ." Ben's voice sounded foreign, distant. "Is she all right?"

Rico felt his lips tingling, and his fingertips, too. It was just like Ben to think of soneone
el se first. He glanced over at the other couch. There was no novenent. All the lights in the
galley were out, but fromwhere Rico knelt in the rubble it |ooked as if she wasn't breathing.
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Shi t!

"Sit back," Rico repeated, pushing Ben back. "I'Il check." H's nuscles didn't work quite as they
shoul d, and he felt as if he was noving in slow notion. The heavy rain that pelted their foi
dimed what little |ight seeped through the single uncovered port. Rico noticed that the shadows
weren't just shades of gray, but dancing hues of blue and green, backed up by flickering tongues
of a cold yellow fl ane.

A hal o of yellow flame surrounded the prone formof Crista Galli. R co couldn't see any novenent,
but her lips were pink and that gave himhope. He noved to check for a pulse at her neck, then
backed off. He couldn't bring hinself to touch her

She lay still, absolutely sagged, her nouth a little open. The inflated dive collar kept her head
back and her airway clear. Even this way, Rico had to admt she was beautiful. For Ben's sake,
for the sake of the hungry people of Pandora, he hoped she stayed alive. As he watched, a green
gl ow snmol dered over her body. A fainter glow, also green but |ighter-hued, canme from hinself.
Pockets of green oozed out of him and, anoebalike, they crept the air. One of these joined with a
sim | ar pocket oozing away from Crista Galli. She was alive, no question about it. Now all he
had to do was keep her that way.

"Ri co?"

"Yeah, Ben," he said.

H s voice sounded a |l ong way away to hinself. But it's right here my voice is right here.
"I's she all right?"

Rico breathed in a deep breath, and sone of the linme-green glow sped into his lungs like fog or
dust .

"She's OK," he said, fighting for control of his tongue. "Flattery gave her drugs a whil e back."

Rico turned slowy and saw his partner backlighted by the one piece of uncovered plaz. The rain
that spatted against it struck sparks that shot out from Ben and ricocheted around the galley.
Ben sat up rubbing his eyes, and a roil of fire moved with him It was not the bl ue-green gl ow
that captured Crista and Rico, but a sensuous warmglow |i ke the throb of sone nmenbrane fromthe
i nsi de.

The spore dust

"I think I"mdusted,” he told Ben in his new, slow way. "How do you feel?"
"Headache," he heard Ben say. "Helluva headache."

Ben's speech was thick and sl urred.

"And nmy nuscles don't all want to go right, but they work. That shot did it."

Rico helped himsit up. Their two hal oes arced and whirled around them Ben held his head
bet ween hi s hands, doubled over nearly to his knees.

"I see what you mean . . . I'mstarting to feel alittle dusted, nyself. Long time."

"Yeah," Rico said, letting out another slow breath, "long time. Wth Crista it's drugs.
Flattery's drugs."

"Drugs, yeah," Ben said. "She's been |laced up with sonething, sonething that Flattery wants
people to think is kelp juice. Figures."

Ben stood on wobbly | egs, holding Rico and the bul khead, and made his way to Crista Galli. Rico
wat ched as Ben checked her pul se, bent to her breathing.
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"She's in there," Ben said. "If she's |like | was, she can hear us, too.

He | eaned down to her ear

"You'll be all right," he said, and patted her arm

Rico hoped it wasn't a lie. Some panicky feeling in his gut told himthat none of them would ever
be all right. The green of his aura sucked itself tight against his body. When he stuffed his
unease away, it crept out from himagain and mxed with the others.

The drugs are the danger, not her touch, he rem nded hinmself. How |long before they wear off?

Ri co knew that a single-dose dusting didn't last that long in real tine. He would have to rem nd
hinself that it was the dust that warped tine. He knew they didn't have nmuch of it to spare.
They could count on help fromthe kelp. This was sonething he felt, intuited.

It's the dust, he thought.
"We'd better see what we have left," Ben said.

Rico forced hinself to focus. He knew Ben was right, and if they were both dusted then they both
had to pay attention.

"If we don't pay attention, we're dead," Rico heard hinself say.

Ben just grunted.

Rico pulled the lasgun fromhis belt, checked the charges. "They'll know we're down," he said.
"W have to get out fromunder this ness, we're too easy to spot."
He braced hinsel f agai nst the upside-down bul khead. "Things were tough enough w thout all of us

going to dream and."

Ri co started out the buckl ed-in hatch

"Bring ne sone dust," Ben said. "That's what we need to get her out of this."

"No way," Rico said. "She's had enough, right here. W don't know what Flattery's been doing to
her. A heavy dose night kill her, you don't know . "

He heard his voice going on without him Ben was insisting that he was right, that she'd already
been dusted and it was bringing her around, that what she needed was nore .

"I"mserious, Rico. She needs it, and the antidote -- you saw what it did to her. Think about
it."

Rico didn't understand, and he knew they didn't have time to think about it.

He didn't say anything nore, just turned on his heel and picked up Crista's |egs under the knees.
Ben reached under her arms and they stunbled with her through the hatchway into what was |eft of
t he cabi n.

A few of the lights still worked, illuminating the burst-in walls and ceiling. The galley and aft
portion of the foil remained upright, but the boat was twi sted nearly in half at the cabin

hat chway. The entire bowlay on its side. One of the wings had sprung fromits retraction bay
and sliced into the fusel age, peeling a section of hull away like a rind.

Ben brushed away debris with his feet and they set Crista down. She called his nanme and gri pped
his arm Rico went immediately to work trying to free themfromthe deflated hylighter and the
wr eckage. Some pockets of undissipated hydrogen worried him The rain hel ped, but he worried
about sparks -- not the spiritual kind he'd seen in the galley, but the metal -to-rock kind that
m ght flash the hydrogen.

"There's still some gas around here,” Rico warned them "It shouldn't be a problembut we should
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be careful. Qur judgnent's been dusted, too, so we have to be extra careful. Don't nobve around
much until we get free."

Rico's legs stood in the fuselage rip while the rest of himworked at using the wing section as a

shield to push the dead hylighter away fromthe foil. Wth his head and shoul ders in the open he
could see that the foil lay next to the cliff, with the hylighter spread out between the foil and
the sea. A small flap of the bag and two tentacles covered the foil. The whole scene whirled in

a |ightshow of spore-dust.
No gas out here, he thought. A good offshore breeze.

Rico smelled a greasy char, sickly sweet, as he burned through the hylighter flap with his lasgun
Peeling it back fromthe fusel age made hi m even nore |ightheaded and wobbl y-kneed. A thick,
steany snoke filled the cabin and Crista coughed behind him

"Cristal"

Ben' s voi ce sounded happier than Rico had heard it in a long tinme. Releasing the flap of
hylighter let in sone air and sone light. The rain had nuddi ed nost of the dust, but they'd stil
had a pretty stiff dose. Rico's head felt as if it was ready to take a big plunge, as if he was
clinging to sonme giant fluke just before it sounded for the deeps. He kept rem nding hinself

al oud, "We've been dusted, it will pass soon."

He ducked back inside and Crista | eaned on one el bow, coughi ng and gaspi ng, and shook her head.
"Ben," her voice was gravelly and deep, "we are saved. Avata will see to it."

Just then a tentacle slithered through the hole above them In less than a blink it snaked around
Rico's waist and in another it snatched himthrough the hole. |Its grip on his waist was stronger
than anything he'd felt in his lifetime, but it didn't hurt. He heard a shout and felt a grab
fromBen, then the hole and the foil disappeared fromsight and Rico couldn't see anything but

wat er .

Therefore, if it was nore necessary in those days to satisfy the soldiers than the people, this
was because the soldiers had nore power than the people. Today . . . all rulers find it nore
necessary to satisfy the people than the soldiers, because the forner now have nore power than the
latter.

-- Machiavelli, The Prince

Hol omaster Rico LaPush was a fine prize indeed. The Imensity respected this human LaPush as a
scul ptor of inmages, the best that the hunans had ever nustered. For nearly a decade the Inmensity
had monitored hunan transmissions in all spectra. Through these transmissions it w tnessed the

i nevitabl e unraveling of human politics. Wen it had its own data to conpare, it conpared, and it
found significant facts wanting. Fromhumans it learned to lie. Then it learned the subtle

di fferences between lie and illusion, truth and illum nation

The Imensity intended to |l earn holography. On its own it had nustered transient illusion at
times -- ghost ships at sea, phantomradi o transm ssions -- the parlor tricks of broadcast.

Hol ography was nore precious than that. The Inmensity knew hunans, now, and human history. It
knew t hat hol ography, the pure | anguage of imagery and synbol, woul d becone the interspecies

t ongue.

There were the other forns, of course -- electrical voice-talk of the hunmans. They spoke to each
other of fish concentrations, weather, delivered the nysterious nodul ati ons that hunmans call ed
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"music." Except for the nusic this had been easily understood, but not very interesting. Then
the human they dared call "Kel pnaster” began using the kelp itself as a nedi um of conduction
This private conmuni cations channel linked the Obiter with the Zavatan world, and the kel p heard

everything. The Inmensity spoke in pictures, and these words over the kel p channel hel ped weave a
picture of the world as it was, and as it could be. Though the Kel pmaster |istened, he |lacked the
subtl eties of hol ography that the Inmmensity required.

The I'mensity could think of no better place to start than with LaPush, the Hol omaster. The
I mensity knew good holos frombad. |In this matter it would apprentice itself to R co LaPush.

The hylighter tentacle that gripped LaPush was, in turn, gripped by a huge frond of blue kelp. It
transmitted every nmove directly to the kelp. Rico's automatic |apel camera unreeled a ten-second
broadcast every hour, beamed back to its recorder in the foil. The Imensity received al
broadcasts, including these.

Flattery was the domi nant human, but the Inmmensity saw no future in him He enslaved the kelp,

but worse, he enslaved his own kind. Flattery didn't trust any creature that m ght know what he
was thinking, including humans. He had plans to hide the future of a world fromits people, and
the kel p noted a heavy stink of greed about him Except for the kelp channels, Flattery
control | ed communi cati on anong hunmans. He di scouraged it, as he discouraged their education. The
kel p often marvel ed that hunmans survived thensel ves. They appeared to be their own fiercest

pr edat or .

Flattery woul d sacrifice nany to save hinself, it realized one day, perhaps even to the | ast
hunman.

The Imensity harbored no illusions about its position in Flattery's hierarchy.

The kel p knew that as |long as humans accepted Flattery as the Director they would never realize
their potential as One. |If they did not do this, then neither would they recognize the need for
Oneness anong the kelp. Flattery saw this need as a threat, in humans and kelp alike. There
woul d be no true Avata again as long as Flattery ruled. Wenever the brain grew, Flattery dealt
it a stroke.

Since the day of insight, the Imensity had set about the downfall of Raja Flattery and the unity
of pruned-down stands of kel p throughout the seas. The answer, it knew, was in holo. |If it could
project holo inmages, it could communicate in a way that humans woul d understand. It could speak
to distant humans and to kel p alike.

A |l anguage between sentients, the Imensity thought, this is the Pandoran revol ution

Ri co LaPush had been difficult to follow He nmoved quickly and under cover, and spent nost of his
time | andsi de these days. He'd been exposed to the kelp fromorganic islands that were the old
cities and on assignment with Ben down under anong the Mermen -- still, he had chosen not to
communi cate directly with the kel p throughout nost of his adult life.

It is sinply a matter of privacy.

Unlike Flattery's political fear of betrayal and death, Rico's was sinply a reluctance to let the
kel p eavesdrop through his psyche. It did not make himfeel "at one with Oneness" as it did nany
of the Zavatans, this the Imensity knew. \Wat the kelp knew of Rico it had gotten from ot her
sources, and fromthe airwaves of Hol ovision

Per haps the Hol omaster Rico LaPush woul d beconme the kel p's Battlemaster if the inage al one was not
enough. Tinming and presentation of inages were essential. As a kelp channel, a sinple conductor,
the Immensity allowed itself to be used by the faithful in their struggle with the Director. Now
it was tinme to use themin that sane struggle.

The I'mensity would wi n over other stands and reestablish Avata as the true governor of Pandora.

It planned to help humans win over Flattery and to cone to sone synbiosis with these fearfu
humans. Oracl es and kel pways were not enough. |nages were tools beyond val ue, and the kel p would
learn to use them
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"Seeking visions in the kelp violates civil rights,"” Flattery had proclaimed. "If your son uses
the kel p, then he and all who use it, including the kelp, know the nost private thoughts and
dreanms of your youth, of your entire |life before his conception. That constitutes m nd-rape, the
ultimate violation."

He passed his | aw maki ng contact "for the purposes of communication” an offense punishable in
varyi ng degrees, all of them unpleasant. The Zavatans universally ignored this |law, much to the
benefit of the kel p.

The I'mensity had to snatch Rico quickly, before he alarned the others. The eneny Nevi
approached, and there was no time for petty confrontations. The Imrensity had appropriate
reverence for the kelpling Crista Galli. She would be the instrunent that would conpl ete the
synphony of the kelp. But without Rico's genius the kel p saw hopel essness, death and despair in
Crista's future, and in all of their futures.

The hylighter had turned in a superb performance. The Flying Fish now rested atop an Oracle, an
old one secured by a snmall but hardy Zavatan band. |Its cavern, nuch larger than Flattery's, was
occupi ed equally by the Iive kelp root and the Zavatans. Passage fromthe water side was too
dangerous for a foil. The hunans had burrowed a passageway down fromthe top of the bluff to neet
the kelp's burrow in the rugged rock near shore. It was identical to the Oracle that lay at the
foot of Twisp's command center beneath the high reaches.

Flattery had scoured the kelp clean fromhis cavern, to make it suitable to his tastes. He had
destroyed one of the kelp's nests, a socket where the kelp rooted into the continent itself.
Zavat ans protected hundreds of these stations along the coastline, careful to keep Flattery's
people at bay. Each Oracle was a strategic kel pwork of comunication, a link with the entire
world and with the Orbiter above it.

The I'mensity had | earned fromcertain Zavatans how i nages are formed on the matrix of the human
brain, and howits own flesh correspondingly formed the inages that it saw agai nst the dreanscape
of the sea. Wen it had learned to project its thoughts, its inmages, as Rico LaPush projected his
holos to fill enpty space, then it would comence the salvation of Avata and of hunmans. We to
Flattery, it thought. We to selfishness and greed! It dragged Rico inside the Oracle and anong
his own kind as quickly as it could so that he would not be unnecessarily fearful of his new
pupi |, Avata.

What happi ness could we ever enjoy if we killed our own kinsmen in battle?
-- Bhagavad-G ta

When he announced after their mdday ration that he would run the P, the Deathnman's squad beat him
up. They thought that would bring himto his senses, or at the very |east nake running around the
denon-i nfested Dash Point physically inpossible. It didn't work.

"I know why you're doing this," his squad | eader told him He was called "Hot Rocks," and his
sister was narried to the Deathnman's brother back in Lilliwaup. They talked in private behind
sonme boul ders bordering Kal al och's refugee canp.

"Just like everybody el se who does this, you're fed up with killing. You want to do sonething for
sonmebody, |eave your insurance to your famly, right?"

The Deat hnan just | eaned back agai nst the boul der and stared at a clear patch of blue sky scudding
with the clouds.

"Who gets your back pay? Your non? Your brother? That little piece of blonde action you've been
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plugging in the camp?"

The Deat hnan's hand snapped toward Hot Rocks but stopped still at his throat. Hot Rocks didn't
flinch. Hot Rocks never flinched.

"My brother.”

Hot Rocks cursed under his breath, then whispered, "Wuldn't it be better to go back there?
Tour's al nbst over, the worst is over. W're all going hone in a month. One nonth. |If you stil
feel this way . " he | ooked both ways, ". . . then fight this thing at hone. Wrk it out at
hore. "

"I"'mno good for home," the Deathman said. "The things I've done . . . [I'mnot normal, you're
not normal. W can't go back there. W can't!”

"So, instead of going home you run the P, you nmake the dash out Dash Point and back. You know the
odds. Lichter nade it a nonth ago. Spit made it and collected a year's worth of food chits. Two
out of twenty-eight -- it's suicide and you know it."

"Either way, ny family's better off," the Deathman said.
Hi s voice was a nonotone, and Hot Rocks could barely hear himabove the |ight breeze.
"They get ny insurance and back pay if | don't make it, and the winnings if | do."

"Yeah," Hot Rocks said, "but they don't get what they want -- which is you. |If | cone back
without you ny sister will have ny ass.”

"I can't go back. You know that. You of all people should know that. They should nake a pl ace
for us, or let us go after these Shadows and take over wherever they are and stay there and then
we won't have to hurt anybody anynore . "

The Deat hnman choked up, and Hot Rocks | ooked away. He peeked around the boul ders and saw the rest
of the squad near the beach, backs together, watching for denons or a Shadow attack

"You're ny brother-in-law, but let's forget that,"” Hot Rocks said. "You' re the best man |I've got.
These guys are alive today because of you -- doesn't that count for sonething?"

"It don't nmean shit," the Deathman said. "It means |'ve got nore ears in ny pouch than anybody
el se. They throw rocks and garbage at us and we hit themw th | asguns and gushguns -- shit, man
if they were aninals we wouldn't even say it was good sportsnanship.”

"I think --"

"I think you better stop thinking for nme, and start thinking for yourself," the Deathnman said.
"I've learned how to kill here, but | haven't learned howto like it and | sure as hell haven't
| earned how to sleep nights. Last | heard, there were no openings for assassins in Lilliwaup."

He stood up, brushed off his fatigues and hefted his | asgun

"Now this is howit's gonna be," he said. "I'mdoing the running whether you let nme take the bets
or not. You gotta admit, a sizeable winnings is good incentive, and | intend to add an attractive
twist."

Hot Rocks flicked his gaze around the beach, the cliff side, the tunble of boul ders around them
This was hooded dasher country, and his caution was autonatic. Besides, they'd burned out two
boils of nerve runners here in the past week and not hi ng gave Hot Rocks the creeps nore than nerve
runners.

"Let's do it," he sighed, and they joined the rest of the squad at the tideline.

The bright afternoon suns ate away the tail of the daily squall and glistened off the wet black
rocks of Dash Point. The narrow point jutted three kilometers into the ocean, and was naned for
its popularity as a place to run the P
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"Running the P' was a gane as old as Pandoran humans. The first settlers took bets, then ran
unarmed and naked around the perinmeter of their settlenent, hoping to beat the denons for a thril
and a few food chits. Though technically illegal, it was a gane resurrected by the Vashon
Security Force. In the old days, survivors of the run tattooed a single chevron over an eyebrow
to mark their success. Though this tradition, too, had been resurrected, the runs were set in

pl aces |i ke Dash Point that were fanous for high denon popul ations. The two in twenty-eight that
Hot Rocks had seen survive were exactly twi ce the actual average.

"Bets are always two to one," the Deathman said. "The six of you match ny nmonth's pay, then that
means | get a year's pay when | get back."

"When he gets back," MLinn nuttered. "Listen to him"

"Well, | want five to one," he said.
"Five to what?"

"You been hit too hard in the head."
"No way."

"Shit," MLinn said, "for five to one he just mght make it. ['mout."

"Hear me out, gents," the Deathman said. "See that big rock yonder off the point? Not only wll
I run the P, but I'll swmout to that rock and back. For five to one."

"Stay awake, nmen," Hot Rocks warned, and everyone swept the area quickly. "Standing here this
| ong we nake excellent bait, renmenber that. OK let's get it on. Bets or not? Run or not?"

n I 1 m i n. n
"Me, too."
"I

"Here's nine

Each of the nmen handed five of their food coupons to Hot Rocks to hold. Each coupon represented a
month's rations in the civilian sector. The Deathman handed over five of his own against their
twenty-five. Hot Rocks stayed out of it, and the Deat hman didn't press him

"Do ne one favor," the Deat hman asked.
"Nane it," Hot Rocks sai d.

"Nanme that rock after nme," he said. "I want something around for people to remenber ne by.
Rocks, they're a | ot nore permanent than people."”

"' Deat hman Rock,'" McLinn chined up. "I like the sound of it."
Hot Rocks gave McLinn one of his paralyzing stares and MLinn busied hinmself with sentry duty.

"If you're going to do it, do it," Hot Rocks said. "Mself, |I'd just as soon shoot you here as
see you go out there. Stick around nmuch longer and | just mght."

"Here's the paperwork," the Deathman said, handing Hot Rocks a small packet. "Back pay,
retirement, insurance all go to ny brother."

"Who gets the ears?"
"Fuck you."

The Deat hnan reached into the neck of his fatigues and showed Hot Rocks the necklace he'd nmade out
of the brown little dried-out ears. Though human ears, they |ooked |ike seashells now, or twists
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of leather. He unfastened his fatigues and stepped out of themw thout a word. He handed Hot
Rocks his lasgun and started running toward the point dressed only in his boots. The heavy
neckl ace spun around his neck like a wot's gane hoop as he ran

They took turns at sentry, keeping himin sight with the gl asses.

"He's alnobst at the point," MLinn reported. "Wat do you bet he | eaves his boots on for the
swi '’

The quiet one they all called "Rai nbow' took himon for a nonth's worth. Everyone el se was qui et,
scanning the point with their high-powered glasses for signs of dashers or, worse, nerve runners.
Rai nbow | ost. They were all surprised when he nade the rock

Nobody nore surprised than the Deat hman, Hot Rocks thought.
"Well, he's earned his place in history," MLinn said, and | aughed.

The Deat hnan stood atop the offshore rock, yelling sonething they couldn't hear and shaking his
neckl ace of ears at the sky like a curse.

The dasher rmnust've been lazing in the sun on the oceanside of the rock. The inpact fromits |eap
carried the Deat hman and the dasher a good ten neters into the narrow stretch of sea off the
point. Sonme of the froth boiling up with the waves was green, so Hot Rocks knew that somehow,
before he died, the Deathman had drawn dasher bl ood. Neither the Deat hman nor the dasher ever
came up.

Hot Rocks paid off the debts and pocketed the Deat hnman's packet of paperwork. \While he packed up
the fatigues, the lasgun and the rest of his brother-in-law s gear, none of his nen's eyes net his
own. He barked a few orders and wal ked flank while they finished their | ong sweep back to canp.

Reveries, mad reveries, lead life.

-- Gaston Bachel ard

This was the dream Crista had endured for years, the one of her return to the arns of kelp,
cradled again in a warm sea. She rubbed her eyes and inmges flickered across the lids |ike bright
fishes in a lagoon: Ben, beautiful Ben beside her; Rico in a cavern beneath them There were
others, fading in and out

"Cristal"
Ben's voi ce.
"Crista, wake up. The kelp's got Rico."

She blinked, and the inmages didn't go away, they were just overlain with nore images |ike a stack
of wot's drawi ngs on sheets of cellophane. Ben knelt at the center of these images, holding her
shoul ders tight and [ooking into her eyes. He |looked tired, worried . . . scenes fromhis life
dri pped fromthe aura around himand spread out on the deck beside her.

"l saw sonething around his waist, a tentacle," he said. "I think it pulled himinto the water."

"It's all right,"” she whispered. "It's all right."

He held her as she got her wobbly | egs under her. She breathed deep the thick scent of hylighter
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on the air and felt strength pulse out fromthe center of herself to each of her weary nuscles.
Everything seened to work.

"I see Rico," she said. "The kelp has saved him He is well."

"It's the dust,” Ben nuttered, and shook his head. "If the kelp has him he's probably drowned.
We need to get out of here. There are denons, Flattery's people . "

He doesn't believe ne, she thought. He thinks I'm. . . I'm.

A vision gelled in front of her out of thin air, one of Rico wet and gasping in the cavern. Rico
ti pped back his head and | aughed, surrounded by . . . friendly feelings. It was a side of himshe
hadn't seen. Soneone approached him a friendly sonmeone.

"Zavat ans," she said, cocking an ear, "they will be conmng up fromthe caverns."

"It's the dust, Crista,"” Ben insisted, "it'll wear off. These are hallucinations. W've got to
find Rico and get out of sight. Flattery's people . "

are here," she said. "They're already here. |I1t's not hallucination
it's cell ophane.™

she gi ggl ed,

She had unravel ed sone cell ophane in her mind and she saw the sinister figures |ooking down from
the clifftop. Two of them She reeled her vision closer and saw that she knew them both from
Flattery's conmpound: Nevi and Zentz. Zentz's face and body were grossly m sshapen. Wth Nevi,
it was his soul. This she could see in the boiling black aura that seethed from himand sought
her out. It sniffed the wind with its black snout |ike a dasher on the hunt.

She felt Ben pull her backward through the rip in the Flying Fish. The bright sky trailing the
stormforced her to squint and focus on a double rainbowthat |azed in the sky above them She
wonder ed whet her Ben might be right about the dust. The pink of the rainbow s arch blazed
brightest of all the colors and it pulsed in time with her own pul se.

"Do you see it?" she asked.
"The rai nbows?" Ben said. "Yes, | do. Gve nme your hand, I'Il help you down here."
"Don't rainbows nean somnethi ng?" she asked. "A pronise of some kind?"

"Supposedly God placed a rainbowin the sky as a prom se that he woul d never destroy the world by
flood again," he said. "But that was Earth, and this is Pandora. | don't know whether CGod's
pronises are transferable. Here, give me your hand."

The inpatience in his voice just made her nove sl ower
Rico's safe, she thought. He doesn't believe me, so he's worried.

She shi el ded her eyes fromthe glare and scanned the cliff. The clifftop was identical to the one
in her vision, except for a void, a nothingness where she'd seen the inmages of Zentz and Nevi.

Anot her image of Rico, in the cavern. He reached out for the kelp frond that had brought him
there and she felt himtransported to the dead hylighter at their feet. He stood there, facing
them head cocked and hands on his hips. It was as if he were inpatient, waiting for themto make
up their ninds.

"Look there," she said to Ben, "can't you see Rico?"

She pointed to his image, seating itself at the point where the hylighter touched the sea. He was
snmling at her for the first tine and beckoned her with a finger

"I see the sun shining off the water," Ben said. "It's too bright to look at. You'd better be
careful of your eyes."

"I't's Rico . . ."
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"We're dusted enough," Ben said.

He stepped down fromthe foil to the ground and reached up for her

"Try not to touch the hylighter. W're probably safest scaling the cliff."
"No! "

The word was torn from her throat before she could think about it.

"Not the cliff," she said. "I feel sonmething there. | saw themup there, Nevi and Zentz.
They're after us."

Ben pulled her free of the weckage and they stood on the unsteady footing of the slickrock beach
"OK," he said, and sighed, "I believe you. |If not the cliff, then where?"
She coul dn't help | ooking at the sea.

"We can't go there
there, but | can't."

he said. "Please don't ask ne to take you there. Maybe you can live in

He gl anced quickly around them biting his lip
"I'f you can see Rico, how do we get to hin®"

She couldn't resist caressing the remant of hylighter draped over the foil. Though a plant, and
clearly dead, it enanated a warmh that pleased her. It tickled something in her nenory,
sonet hi ng di stant about her chil dhood. The kel p had protected her, nurtured her, educated her
chenmically in the customs of her fellow humans. She knew at a touch that this hylighter was from
t he sane stand.

She turned in a slow circle, scanning the beach. She knew Ben was wi se in sone things, that she
had to have faith in him Wthout the kelp's cilia, she, too would have died in the sea. Mich

was rushing back to her, in fragnents and colors. Wat she wanted nore than anything was to run
toit, to bury herself in the kelp's great body, death or not.

That is selfish, some voice warned her. Selfish is no |onger acceptable.

She had heard about the barrenness of the upcoast regions, and at first glance black rock was al
she saw. sheer black cliff, then black rubble, then a foam ng churn of green sea. But there was
life anong the rubble. Little bits of green squatted anobng rocks, clinging to crevices in the
cliff side. Sonething, maybe the sonething that spoke inside her head, pointed her upcoast.

"There."

She took Ben's hand and pointed out a huge bl ack boulder with a single silver wihi clinging to its
top. It was about thirty neters upcoast, hal fway between cliff and tideline.

"That's where we want to be."

That was when Nevi and Zentz stepped out from behind the boul der, |asguns drawn, picking their way
across the rocks toward them Crista wasn't surprised, nor frightened. She heard Ben nutter
"Shit!" under his breath and saw his head twitch quickly left to right, |ooking for a dodge. But
she knew it wasn't necessary. She knew

The nonent cane together for her like a great conception. Al the world silenced itself -- the
waves, the breeze, the cautious footsteps of two nurderers clattering across wet stones.

"Hands on top of your heads, step away fromthe foil." Zentz delivered his orders with a shaky
voi ce tinged with slobber.

"Yes," Crista told Ben, "that's where we want to be."
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They clung to each other's hands in the stone-still afternoon and watched the huge boul der lift
itself back fromthe ground behind Nevi and Zentz. It cane up snoothly, quietly, as though on
hi nges. Neither man heard a thing.

"Hands on your heads!"

The boul der laid itself carefully down behind them and out of the shadow beneath it clinbed a half-
dozen nmen arned only with ropes and throw ng nets.

"Tell me you see it, too," Ben whispered. "Tell ne |'mnot still dusted.”
"It is as it should be," she whi spered back, her voice a singsong. "There is a great nonent at
our feet, and it will not be stayed."

Sonet hi ng about the way Nevi's gaze met her own nust have given it away. Wthout a backward

gl ance he sprang sideways, beachward, and whirled. The first net was already settling over the
surprised Zentz and another, poorly thrown, grazed Nevi's arms. Two flashes fromhis |asgun
brought down both netnen, but Zentz flailed in a hopel ess tangle. Wen Nevi whirled back, Crista
Galli stared down the business end of his lasgun. Even at thirty paces it | ooked huge.

“I'"1l kill her," he announced, just |oud enough for all to hear. "Trust ne. | amvery quick."

Everyone froze, and in the silence that went with this stillness Crista felt that they were al
graceful subjects inside some great painting. She knew who the painter nust be.

Nevi hal f-crouched in careful aim his colorful face unreadable, his eyes fixed only on Crista
Galli. She felt her head clearing, the return of wave-slaps agai nst rock.

But there's sonething

It was sonething she hadn't felt since she'd been dredged up fromthe sea, sonething fanmliar

"Connection," she whispered.

Ben breat hed beside her and she felt it as her own breath. They were one person, pul ses
synchroni zed with rai nbows, waves and the great heartbeat of the void. She knew the choices in
his mnd and narvel ed at the sacrifice he was prepared to nmake. She saw the play in his nind
spin her by the hand, get between her and Nevi, take the hit while the netnmen brought hi m down.
At the monent he el ected to nove, she touched his shoul der

"No," she said, "it's not necessary. Can you feel it?"

"l feel those sights on ny chest,"” he said. "He's the only thing standi ng between us and --"
"Destiny?" she asked. "There is nothing between us and destiny."

The i mage of Rico stood behind Nevi, gesturing wildly to her, still smling.

Nevi came out of his crouch, noved carefully across the rain-wet rocks toward them She liked the
snell of the rain, a different wetness than the snell of the sea, easier on the lungs but not as
rich. The scent of the sea, of the dead hylighter, lay heavily beside her like a sleeping |over.

"Do you see?" she asked Ben, and sml ed.
"I think | do," he said.

Nevi barked a few orders and two of the surviving netnmen slowy began to disentangle Zentz.
Crista Galli had that feeling again, the feeling of being a subject in a painting.

"Be still," she whispered.
Ben didn't nove.

Nevi stopped wal king, a | ook of surprise washed over his face.
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"Where are they?" he shouted, and he shaded his eyes even though the sun was to his back. "Where
did they go?"

Crista suppressed a giggle, and the figure of Rico applauded silently from behind Spider Nevi.
"I don't understand," Ben said. "Are we invisible?"

"We're not invisible," she said, "we're sinply not visible. He can't pick us out of this
| andscape. | think it's a trick that Rico has taught the kelp."

Ben squeezed her hand and started to speak, but that was when the shooting started.

I will this morning clinmb up in spirit to the high places, bearing with me the hopes and the
nmseries of ny nother; and there . . . upon all that in the world of human flesh is now about to
be born or to die beneath the rising sun | will call down the Fire.

-- Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Hymm of the Universe
Twi sp wal ked Kaleb to the flickering lights at the Oracle's edge. This was a small cavern, a

subset of the great root that Flattery had burned out a few thousand nmeters downcoast. This was a
hushed place, a place to breathe iodine on the salt air and feel the cool pulse of the sea.

Kaleb trod the well-worn path with his father's bearing -- tall, shoul ders back, |arge eyes alert
to every nuance of light and nmotion. Wile his parents lived no one had consulted the Oracle as
often as he. In the dimlight by the poolside Twi sp saw that Kal eb's adol escent gangliness had

transmuted into the epitonme of athletic grace.
"You are the man your father would nost like to know," Tw sp sai d.
"And you are the man ny father nost |iked."

The two of them stood together at the poolside, watching the flickerings of kelp just beneath the
surface. Both nen kept their voices |ow, though the kelp chanber carried every whisper to its
farthest crannies. Behind them at a discreet distance, stood the conpl enment of Zavatans who
tended the pool. They busied thensel ves cl eaning and reassenbling one of the great borers that
hel ped them tunnel out their habitations in the rock

"When your parents net they were younger than you are now," Twisp said. "lIs there soneone in your
life?"

The perceptible blush that rose fromKaleb's collar rem nded Twi sp even nore of the young nan's

father. Kaleb's skin was darker, like his nother's, but his naturally kinked, reddish hair was a
gift fromBrett Norton. "Yes? So there is soneone?"

"Victoria is a big place,"” he said, "I've seen a ot of wonen." Hi s voice bordered on sullen
bitter.

""Alot,"" Twi sp rmused, "and which one broke your heart?"

Kal eb snorted, hal f-turned away, then turned back to face Twisp. He was snmiling.
"Elder," he said, "you are truly a force to be reckoned with. Am|l that transparent?"

Twi sp shrugged
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"It is a recognizable affliction," he said. "I endured it nyself one day. Thirty years, and
still daydream"
He didn't go on. It was nore inportant that Kaleb do some talking.

Kal eb sat at the poolside, dangling his feet in the water, caressing the kelp with his bare sol es.

"When | travel the kel pway, and take ny father's branch, | see you as he saw you hinself. You
were good to him-- firm kind, you let himtalk too nuch." Kaleb |aughed. "He was a good nan, |
know. And you, you were a good man, too." He bowed his head and shook it slowly. "I would |like

to be a good man, but | think I'mdifferent. M life is different.”

Then he lowered hinself into the pool and |ay on his back on the kelp as though reclining on a
great couch. His head and chest rested above water. Even in the colorful blue and red
flickerings of the kelp-lights about the cavern Twi sp could see a new |life conme into Kaleb's |arge
eyes.

"How are you different, Kaleb?" he asked. "You breathe, you eat, you bleed . . .'

"You know why we're here,"” Kaleb interrupted. H's voice was firmnow, none of the hesitation of
youth deferring to age.

"How many peopl e died out there today because they wanted to tear Flattery apart but settled for
tearing anything apart?”

Twi sp renai ned silent, and Kal eb went on

"I'"ll be truthful, | respect you, | want your respect for nyself, | want your approval that what
I"'mdoing is right. |If this doesn't work, we will probably have to attack him you know "

Hi s voice was beconi ng dreany, and Twi sp knew that the kel p was gathering himin, guiding himdown
the eddi es of the past. Tw sp steered him past thoughts of failure, past the natter that gave him
the sense of failure.

"There is a worman who won't let you sleep,” Twisp said. "Tell ne about her."
"Yes," Kaleb said, closing his gray eyes.
Kal eb's eyes, like his father's, enmanated a naturity beyond his years.

"Yes, she's here. She had two wots before we nmet. Qta, she knew the kelp as you and | have
known it. As an ally. She had other lovers, but I was her last. As she will be the last for
me. "

This wenched out of himw th such an agoni zed noan that Twi sp's hair raised up on his neck
Kal eb spl ashed the pool with both fists, but stayed imersed in the kelp, quieting with the caress
of the waves.

"El der," Mdse whispered, tugging at Twisp's sleeve, "did you see his eyes?"

Twi sp nodded, and before he could respond the kel p's display of flickering Iights took on an
intensity he'd never seen before. It was |like one of the winter nagnetic disturbances in the
ni ght sky, with great |eaping rainbows of color that seemed to transcend water, rock and air.
Mose stepped back fromthe pool in fear, but Twisp reached a hand to stop him

"dd friends," Twi sp whispered. "They are glad to see each other."

Per haps Kaleb's bloodlines led to this nonent. Hi s nother, Scudi Wang, and her nother before her
had been the first two to comunicate with the waking being that humans called "kel p* and the kel p
called "Avata."

When Twi sp net Scudi Wang she was a dark young wonan passi onately working in her nother's wake to
reestablish the kelp worldwide. In her owmn words, she "nmathematicked the waves," and in doing so
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made Current Control possible, a systemthat saved thousands of |slander lives and revol utionized
travel in Pandora's seas.

Scudi Wang was bel oved by the kelp -- this Twisp had heard fromthe kelp itself |ong before Kal eb
was born. When Flattery attacked the kel p, |lobotom zed it, Scudi ordered her inheritance, Mernan
Mercantile, to stop trading with him She and Kaleb's father were assassinated three days |ater.

It seemed to Twisp that Kaleb took on his nother's features as he lay there in the pool. H's hair
appear ed darker, and so did his skin. The kelp envel oped himas though he were in the palmof a
gi ant hand. The lights around them | eaped and danced to sone silent rmusic. Twi sp recalled that
day when Scudi placed her hands into the sea and pleaded with the kelp, "Help us,” and it did. It
saved their lives, and that nonment had changed his |ife forever. It had changed all of their
l'ives.

In the years since Scudi's death she had become sonething of a Pandoran historical nonunment, with
many pl agues and statues erected in her honor. Wen a nmassive earthquake ravaged the old Current
Control site undersea, the carved gl ass statue of Scudi Wang was found intact, clutched in the
fronds of a nearby stand of kelp. That sign of Iove fromthe kelp, that recognition of a synbol
enraged Flattery and he entered into a vendetta against the kelp that continued to this day.

Twi sp wat ched Kal eb recline on the back of the kelp root and it seened as though the root surged
up to cradle the young man cl oser

"Twi sp,"” he called fromthe pool, "that was what ny nother wanted to do, isn't it? Shut off al
supplies to Flattery, starve himout. Al these years | have hunted in vain for the day she died,
and now | have it "

Kaleb started to weep, and Twisp had a difficult tinme making out his words.

"I't would have worked then, it would have worked. But now he owns everything, everything
and now there is no way. No way short of a miracle to reach all of the people at once . . . to
get themall to shut himout would take . . . would take a sign from God . "

Hi s voice faded into a humthat seened to keep tine with the red and blue |ights.

I ncrease the nunber of variables, but the axions thensel ves never change.

-- Algebra Il

Beatriz liked the feel of the free-fall spin. She kept her eyes closed and i magi ned herself
sprawl ed across one of those warm organi c beds the islanders grew. She wanted to be in a bed like
that now with Dwarf Maclntosh, on sone other world, under sone other star. But of course a bed
Iike that nade no sense in near-zero-gee.

Macl nt osh gave her one nore gentle shove and drifted themboth into "the webworks." This was a
cavernous roomat the Orbiter's tubular axis, sonetinmes called the "privacy park," often used for
naps or neditation between duties, or for an occasional tryst by a desperate pair of lovers. A
fine white netting crisscrossed the area, segnenting the huge space into a blur of booths and
bins. Holo scenes turned some sections of web work into fantasy worlds, further removing the
occupants fromthe worries of life aboard the Orbiter. Al this Beatriz knew from her |ast tour
so today she kept her eyes shut tight.

"The disorientation is lasting longer this tine," she told Maclntosh. "I really don't want to
open ny eyes."
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"After what you went through today, |'mnot surprised,” he said. "I wouldn't want to open them
either."

She heard his fingers clicking at the keys on his belt nessenger, and felt the sudden play of a
warm | i ght across her exposed hands and face.

"Well, we're now at Port of Angels, that lush Islander resort you've heard so nuch about. It's
warm feel it?

Yes, the novenent of air across her cheeks was warm caressing. She could imagine herself on the
beach at Port of Angels, letting her hair dry in the suns and stirring a cold drink. A plate of
mango and papaya slices waited at her elbow. There was no wavesound here in the Orbiter, no pul se
of the surf against her back that sonetimes took her breath away .

She opened her eyes. A sandy beach stretched away fromher in both directions. G eenery poured
over the clifftops down to the beach, and several little huts waited under their matched hats to
cool her sun-drenched skin. As the two of themturned, the holo turned, responding to a reference
point in the messenger.

The holo cane conplete with their footprints in the sand, following themup fromthe edge of a

bl ue-green sea. The fictional ferry that had transported themto this illusion had al ready
settled under the waves, leaving only a swirl of current and a trail of bubbles toward the

hori zon. Sea-pups yapped and dove fromthe rocks that |ined the harbor, hunting fish startled out
of hiding by the ferry.

"W needed a few minutes alone," Maclntosh said. "It will take nmore than a few minutes to clean
up the ness up here, track themall down. W' ve got an exceptional crew, that's why they're up
here. Warning's out, so this Brood doesn't stand a chance.”

He hel d one of the overlarge | oops at her belt to steer themlazily around inside the holo.

"No one knows who the Shadows are," he said. "Do you?"

"I .. . no, | don't."

"That's because the Shadows don't exist. Ask any of them They don't have neetings, pass
messages or recruit. Things sinply get done -- a power blackout, kelpway shift -- and sonething
of Flattery's is lost. Supplies circle him but don't land. Replacenments don't show . "

"That's what | nean," Beatriz said. "I want to know who does it, how do they know when to do it,
and what happens."

Macl ntosh hel d her tether and they spun in a lazy spiral through the webworks. The illusion that
pl ayed across the nets, the beach resort, was tailored for her, designed to help reduce her
orientation stress.

He's at honme up here, she thought.
She was aware then that up didn't rmake the same sense now that it had a few hours ago.

"They call it 'tossing the bottle.' You throw sonmething out to the waves, and it's chance. But
if you control the waves, or a little part of them then it's not chance anynore, it's a sure
thing. The Shadows' nonsystem encourages every citizen to frustrate Flattery when they see the

chance. Divert sonething this way -- say, a subload of hydrogen generators -- and go about your
busi ness and never do anything |like that again. Soneone out in the waves sees this diverted | oad
of generators com ng along, diverts it that way . . . and in blinks it's headed upcoast to a

settl ement of Pioneers."

He spiraled a finger across the space they shared and bull's-eyed the pal mof his other hand.

"Delivery." He winked. "Flattery's project |loses and the people gain. No Shadows." He snil ed.
“It's brilliant. And everyone can play."
"Yes . "

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (171 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:23 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

Agai n, her thoughts were with Ben

I wonder how | ong Ben's been pl ayi ng

"The Zavatans, Rico and Ben . . ." Maclntosh hesitated, choosing his words, "they don't want
Flattery killed. They just want himrenoved. After all he's done to them they still don't want
to kill him sinply because he's a human being. Do you know how incredible that is? Do you know

how far you Pandorans have come from us?"

"Qur enemi es on Pandora have al ways been nore vicious than oursel ves,
kel p. The kelp has killed its share of humans over the years."

she said. "Except for the

"But who rattled its | eash?" Maclntosh asked. "Wo threw fire into its cage?'
She cl osed her eyes again and breathed in slow, deep breaths.

"Are you OK?"

She breathed in and out again, slowy.

"l don't know," she said. "I look around this scene, and | know it's manufactured, fiction, not
real . . . but people are following us. There are |asgun barrels behind the rocks and pl ants.
Qut of the corner of ny eye | keep seeing people scurrying for cover."

He hugged her, and they finally kissed that kiss she'd been waiting for. This was no chap-1i pped
peck on the cheek, and it was just what she needed to bring her back to the world.

"I"'ve wanted to do that," she said. "But it seened . . . out of place with all this death."

"Yes," he said, "l've wanted it, too."
He brushed her lips with his fingertips.

"You know, you're going to be junpy for a while, maybe a long while. W're going to go back out
there in a fewninutes and finish this matter with Captain Brood. He night think otherw se, but
his men have already discovered how little they know about getting around up here. Then we'll see
what we can do about your friends groundside."”

"You don't think they're . . . dead?"

“No," he said. "I don't."

"How do you know?"

"The kel p."

Her face must have registered surprise, because he chuckl ed.

"You know how rmuch the kelp interests me," he said. "Since Flattery gave me Current Control, |'ve
been able to experinent a little. It paid off."

He ki ssed her again, then told her about the kel p comruni cati ons system he'd devi sed, and his
attenpts to unify the kel p.

"Whi ch kind of god would the kel p be?" he asked. "Merciful? Vengeful?"

"That's not inportant now, is it?" she asked. "Brood's a snmart one. | won't be able to think of
anything else until he's . . . neutralized."
Macl ntosh steered theminto a holo of sky that unfol ded throughout their webwork -- 360 degrees of

sky and hi gh clouds covered the latticework that cradled themin free-fall.

"I worry nore about Flattery," he said. "Brood's snall-tinme. Flattery's got big things afoot,
things big enough to crush anything in his path."
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"But he was a Chaplain/Psychiatrist," Beatriz insisted. "He's trained to be better than that."

"He's trained to cope with the necessary thing and to see to it that we all adjust,"” he remn nded
her. "No romantic bullshit, just the straight facts. He's progranmed to see to it that we don't
unl eash a nonster intelligence upon the universe."

"I'f he hasn't adjusted and he hasn't coped, why assunme that he'll take us all with hin®"

"Sinple," Maclntosh said. Wen he smiled his face winkled all the way up his shaved head. "The
nunber five Flattery hit the 'destruct' switch, you' ve read The Histories. That Flattery was a
lot nmore likable than this one. It's just that the program had al ready cone alive, had already
anticipated his nmove and headed it off."

"Maybe we can do it!" Beatriz tried to shake his shoulders but all she did was set them both
gyrating through air. "You're right, use the kelp to head himoff!"

"Well, now that it knows Flattery's out to get it, the program s already inserted, wouldn't you
t hi nk?"

"well .o

"I have another possibility, and it's regarding Crista Galli."

She felt a curiosity about Crista Galli that went beyond her newsworthiness. Ben saw sonething in
Crista, sonething in her eyes that swept himup and further away fromBeatriz. Even though things
were finished between Ben and Beatriz, a woman who could do that -- a younger worman who coul d do

that interested her mghtily.
"What's that?"

She heard the rusty bitterness at the edge of her voice, the unnecessary snap of the words past
her 1i ps.

"I think the kelp's beat us to it," he said.

She | ooked up from her nestling spot at his neck to see his wide grin. "I think that Crista Gall
is the kel p's experinent in artificial intelligence. | think she's nanufactured, inconplete, and
alive. It would be nice if we could keep her that way."

A nusical tone sounded fromthe nmessenger at his belt. He did not take his arns from around her
shoul ders, but voice-activated the device with a sinple comuand.

" Speak. "

"Brood and two of his nmen sealed thenselves off with the OMC. He says if you're not there in five
m nutes he's going to start scranbling sone brains.”

And we are here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused al arms of struggle and flight

-- Matthew Arnol d, "Dover Beach"

The Orbiter collared the Voidship's nose in a flat wide ring of plasteel. The two cylindrica
bodi es spun in concert on their long axes. Soon the ring would slip away to remain in orbit

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (173 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:23 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Desti nation%20V 0i d%204%20-%20The%20A scension%20Factor .txt

around Pandora while its Voidship plied the dark folds of the universe. At the helmwuld be an
OMC, a stripped-down human brain.

The Organic Mental Cores had a definite edge over the mechanical navigators, and this had been
determined clearly long ago by experinenters at Moonbase. Navigation in all planes required
subtleties of discrimnation and synbol -generation that hardware never achi eved. The disenbodied,
unencunbered brain took pleasure, or so they said, in plotting the inpossible course. One goad
wor ked on OMCs that had no effect on nmechanical navigators -- the OMC needed this job to stay
alive.

The particular OMC that the techs were preparing for installation, the Al yssa Marsh nunber six,
felt no pain or bodily pleasure as the microl aser welded in the necessary hookups. She had been
trained in astronavigati on at Moonbase and had borne a child in the year after splashdown on
Pandora. The story that she filtered back to Flattery had the child die in an earthquake, and
Al yssa Marsh had | aunched herself into her kelp study project with a passion. Her body had been
crushed in a kelp station accident, but Flattery sawto it that her silent brain lived on

Soon she would be silent no nore. Soon her brain would have a body that it could nove -- the

Voi dshi p Ni etzsche. She woul d navi gate knowi ng the differences between ability and desire,
knowi ng the need for dreams. Right now she | ay genderl ess behind a pair of |ocked hatches
dream ng of a banquet where Flattery was the host and she was both the honored guest and the main
di sh.

Dwar f Maclntosh gathered his forces outside both hatches and tried once nore to contact Captain
Brood. There was no reply fromthe OMC chanber. Three of the four nmonitors inside were blacked
out, but the one renmining showed an overhead view of the |long, specialized fingers of a nerve
tech probing the webwork that encased what renmai ned of Al yssa Marsh

"Hookup's not schedul ed until next week," someone said. "Wat's going on in there?"

A lasgun barrel appeared on the screen, pointed at the tech. The long, spidery fingers froze,
t hen ascended fromthe surface of the brain toward the screen, then backed out of view

"That fool better not touch off his lasgun in there," sonebody el se drawl ed, "or we be stardust."

"Hold your fire, Captain," Maclntosh ordered. "This is Maclntosh. You're in a high-expl osive
area --"

"Brood's dead," a voice interrupted, a voice that cracked with youth and fear. "My Ship accept
him My Ship forgive and accept us all."

The I asgun barrel tilted up toward the viewscreen and in a flash the last nonitor went bl ank

Beatriz tugged at Mack's sl eeve.

"He's an Islander," she said. "The old religion, like ny fanmily. Some believe this project, to
build an image and |ikeness of Ship, to be blasphenmy. Sone believe that the OMC shoul d be all owed
to die, that it -- she -- is a human being held here against their will and enslaved."”

Macl nt osh covered the intercomreceiver with his hand.

"I don't necessarily believe that Brood's dead," he told her. "That would be too easy. And why
shoot out the nmonitor instead of the OMC? You're an Islander, you talk to him Play the religion
angle, set up to get himon the air if that's what he wants. M nmen here will help you out."

"Where are you goi ng?"
He saw the unbridled fear in her eyes at the prospect that he would | eave her.
What have they done to her? he wondered.

He gripped her shoulders while his nen floated the passageway feigning inattention to their covert
af fections.
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"Spud and | know a fewins and outs of this Obiter that don't show up on schematic."
She held himas close as their vacuum suits would all ow.

"I could take anything but |osing you," she said. "I know I'm making a spectacle of nyself in
front of your nen, but | couldn't let it go unsaid."

"I'"'mglad you didn't," he said, and smled. He kissed her in spite of the throat-clearings,
har runphs and chuckl es of his crew

"Chi ef Hubbard will stay here with you while his nmen secure this area. By your estinmate, we're
still missing a few of Brood's nmen. He's up to sonething, | have that feeling."

Wth a half-salute to the chief, Maclntosh propelled hinmself toward Current Control with his
conpressed-ai r backpack.

Dar k, unfeeling and unl ovi ng powers determ ne human desti ny.

-- John W sdom

Rico couldn't see through the illusion and he knew that Ben could not see him either. Nor could
Ben see Nevi and Zentz. Rico whistled the "get down" signal, hoping that the couple wouldn't run

out of the boundaries of the image. They would be visible then, and in the open agai nst an
incomng tide. Rico dropped when Nevi started shooting.

Tinme to send hima nore suitable surprise, R co thought.
He wiggled into a position of better cover

Nevi laid a pattern of fire into the rocks that hid Ben and Crista. Zentz covered Nevi's rear
keepi ng the dozen | ocal Zavatans pinned down. Nevi stopped firing, but kept his wary crouch

"Save charges," he warned Zentz. "W mght be here awhile."

Al'l was quiet except for their harsh breathing, the seething of the incom ng tide and the high-
pi tched ping of weapon barrels cooling.

Rico was held firmy around the waist by a budding tip of kelp vine. It remnded himof his
father's arm and the way it used to pick himoff the deck in one swop. The feathery bud of kelp
felt like the pal mof a small wonman's hand on his belly, covering his navel, hugging himfrom

behi nd.

An i mage of Snej flashed through his nmind and just as suddenly Snej's face appeared in thin air
about ten nmeters in front of Nevi. The rising tide licked at the hylighter skin beneath her and
hi ssed over Nevi's boot.

"What the hell . . . 2"

Nevi advanced a step, two steps. Zentz noved with him backward, step for step. He glanced over
hi s shoul der and pal ed when he saw Snej. He snapped his attention back to their rear defense.

"The redhead," he gurgled, "where's the rest of her?"

Ri co found he could reinforce the intensity of the inmage by looking at it, concentrating on it.
It was like a huge coil of energy feeding on itself, refining itself, awakening. After a couple
of slow, calmng breaths he was able to naterialize the rest of her. She stood there in her green
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singl esuit, hands on her hips, staring at Nevi. She was a bit larger than life size. He wondered
if he could nmake her speak

"Well," Nevi said, "she's here, now.

Anot her gl ance over his shoul der and Zentz began a wet, ragged breathing that Rico could hear a
dozen nmeters away over the surf. He placed his back tight against Nevi's.

"Shit, Nevi, a head that grows a body," he whined. "Let's get back to the foil."
"Shut up."

Nevi stopped and | ooked over the scene behind Snej. It was nearly the sane view that Ri co had:
bl ack rocky stretch of beach between the tide and the cliff, a cluster of |arge basalt boul ders
and a foil draped with the wet shards of an unexpl oded hylighter. In the downcoast distance the
great expanse of sea glowed |like green |lava against the black cliffs.

"Where are they?" Nevi asked her. "I want them"”

A two-toned whistle told Rico that the Zavatans were in position to rush the two nmen. He noticed
that his illusion of Snej didn't cast a shadow.

Don't think | can nanage that, too, he thought. Talking will be enough of a chall enge.

Her shadow nelted from her feet on the hylighter skin to where it nmet the beach, no nore. It lay
parallel with the other |engthening shadows of the day, but anputated at the rimof the skin. The
tide already rushed the edges of the inmage, breaking up the light. Wth luck, Nevi woul dn't

noti ce.

Rico smled, concentrating on Snej, and quickly thanked Avata in the back of his mnd

"Put your weapons down," Snej said. "It is finished."
But no sound cane from her |ips.
"Shit!" Rico nuttered

Zentz responded with a burst fromhis lasgun. |t canme so fast that it startled Rico out of the
illusion and it pulverized a rock just a neter in front of him Avata brought the |ost inmage
back. Nevi fired, too, advancing them another step

"I't's not real," he told Zentz. "Watch yourself."
"Maybe we're dusted," Zentz said. "All this hylighter crap

"Ever know two dusters to share the same hallucination?" Nevi asked. He stopped a pace from Snej,
squi nting.

"Sonet hing's not right

Rico held his breath. |If Nevi stepped across the plane of the inage, he'd see Ben and Crista, and
Rico wouldn't be able to see Nevi. The entire area over the downed hylighter becane a done of
i magi nati on, a hypnotismof light, a life scul pture.

There nust be a threshold of consciousness beyond which a conscious being takes on the attributes
of Cod.
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-- Unbilicus crew nenber, Voidship Earthling, from The Hi stories

Mose's eyes were open so wi de that he | ooked even snaller to Twi sp than he had when a refugee band
had carried himin half-starved ten years ago. Menories -- they kept himfromthe kel p as they
drew Kal eb. Twi sp had watched the struggle for nearly a quarter-century. The kelp nust be like a
drug to Kal eb.

Not the kel p, Twi sp thought. The past.

Twi sp knew, too, how the kelp always drew himto a particular part of the past, a particular year
a particular wonan. Tw sp had thought her the nost beautiful woman on Pandora. Later, after
Flattery and the others had been renoved fromthe hyb tanks, Pandorans got a | ook at unmnutated
humans for the first tinme in over two hundred years.

They were all so testy about being clones, Twisp recalled, when "clone" wasn't even sonething you
coul d see

He renenbered the bitter cerenony, with Raja Lon Flattery presiding, in which the hyb tank
survivors purged the telltale "Lon" fromtheir nanmes forever. It was done with a ridicul ous
solemity, and did not bestow on Flattery's people any of the attributes that Pandora denanded of
them Dbetter reflexes, nmore intelligence, teamwork

"What they didn't tell you in school,"” Twisp told Mdse, "was that Flattery couldn't control Kareen
Ale. She was killed, like Kaleb's parents, by Flattery's death squad. She was the first victim
There are those who believe it was Nevi hinself who did it. Shadow Panille was head of Current
Control in those days. He was in love with Kareen Ale. The conbination killed him too. He was
ny friend."

Twi sp's voice barely rose above a whi sper

"l quit searching the kel pways, finally. | prefer ny nmenories the way they deal thenselves out.
The kel p keeps themtoo true. Menories are not the drug for ne that they are for sone. | prefer
to go to the kelp for the now, not the then."

"The kel pways woul d pink nmy wattles mghtily, Elder," Mse said. "The blue dust takes nme to ny
heart and | eaves ne there sonetinmes. | don't know where it would |leave nme in the kelp."

"Wth the dust, you face your own conscience,”" Twisp said. "In the kelp you face the consci ence
of us all. That does pink your wattles, all right. It demands truth, and singularity of
attention. One is easily lost in the cruel maze of soneone else's |ife. Kaleb has learned to
filter the kelp as we learn to filter our senses."”

"What will he find in there, Elder?"
Twi sp shook his head.

The red, green and blue lights intensified and their flicker quickened until the cavern was awash
with light. The borer workers left their nachine to stand at pool side with the others who
gat hered in wonder.

"l have heard of this," said one, "but never have | seen the |ike."

"Not even his nother, the great Scudi Wang, was such a one," said another

Twisp found it difficult to hold back the torrent of words that nenory triggered at his tongue.
Menories -- they kept Twi sp out of the kelp, just as they drew Kaleb inward. The kelp was |ike a
Iifeboat to Kal eb, an anchor to Twi sp

A strange ni st coal esced above the top of the pool. Every atomin the cavern becane charged with
a visible hum and everything above the waterline glowed in a cool green haze. Half-fornmed inages
-- fragnents of soneone's past -- flickered in and out of the haze. Twi sp saw fire and a baby at

the breast, a neno to Captain Yuri Brood, the brown, sensual curve of a wet breast in candlelight.
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It was a tunble down a soundl ess tunnel, just the slosh and thlip of the sea accentuating the
drift.

Twi sp had the sense of reliving sonething, of deja vu without the vu. He heard a voice out of the
nmst, a worman's voi ce.

"He will contact one of the upcoast Oracles," it announced, "there is news of Crista Galli and the
others. Through me Kaleb will nmeet nmy son, and through him Raja Flattery. He will explore
Flattery's inner being. Wthout secrets he cannot rule, and with the kelp there are no secrets.
Kaleb will pick up the DNA path that leads to Flattery's hatch. Avata will transmt what he sees
t here throughout Pandora."

The whol e cavern had becone the stage for a giant holo projection. Soon, the babble and squall of
life that went with the inages swelled in the background. The mist had beconme a whirling ball of
color and sound, its novenents jerky and confused.

"Kal eb nust focus his attention," Twisp said. "It is easy to get |lost follow ng the naze of
soneone else's life. He nmust filter Avata as we filter our senses. Then we will have a plan."

One who withdraws onesel f from actions, but ponders on their pleasures in the heart, such a one is
under a delusion and is a false swinmer of the Way.

-- Zavatan Conversations with the Avata, Queets Twi sp, el der
Flattery took his afternoon coffee in the G eens, enjoying an inpronptu stroll anobng the orange-
throated orchids. They clung to the rock clefts deep in the cavern, their bl ossons a pastel

cascade. Condensation drip-dripped its paltry rain on |eaves and wet rock, on the great flat
surface of the pool

Kelp I'ights surged bright in the pool, reflected in fromthe nearby bed. He paused a nonent.
This was sonmething different, and the kelp, like Flattery, seldomdid anything different.

Flattery turned on his heel and dog-trotted back to his command bunker

"l ordered this stand of kelp pruned,"” he snapped, and jabbed a finger seaward for enphasis. "I
want it pruned now. "

Marta snapped sonething into her nessenger
"Not good enough," Flattery said. He signaled his personal squad.
"Franklin, see that it's done. Use the nortar unit down on the beach.”

"Aye, aye.

Franklin carried a pouch at his waist. |Inside were the sandals, papers and diary of the first man
he'd ever killed. He said he was saving themfor the man's famly, they would want them
Franklin slipped with a warrior's shadow ease out the hatch

"W can't |oosen up, now," Flattery told Marta. "Everything will go perfectly if we don't get
careless. That kelp bed is our only back door. W need it secure now. Do you understand ny
concern?"

Mal t a nodded, then sighed.
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"Well," she said, "I have sone concerns of my own. Strange things are happening to
communi cations." "Wat kinds of 'strange things'?"

"Random transm ssi on sources of high-speed i mages, hundreds of sources, strong ones, and they seem
to be all around us."

"They are all around us," he hissed. "That kelp. WlIl, we've taken care of that. Danage news,
Orbiter news, Crista Glli news?"

"Nevi and Zentz have | anded. They spotted the Galli girl and Ozette and antici pate no probl em
bringing themin."

"LaPush?"
"Snat ched by the kelp. The pilot was caught in our charges, condition unknown."
Snat ched by the kel p!

Al'l this kelp talk was making Flattery nervous. He caught hinself running his sweaty hand through
his hair. Aunock's gaze caught his own, and he knew that his guard had seen that nonment of fear.

"Kel pways secure?"
"W think so," she said. "W --"
"You think so?"

"Brood's squad is aboard the Orbiter. No further reports. The Hol ovision Newsbreak that was
schedul ed fromthe Orbiter did not air."

"We're on auxiliary power," the colonel interrupted. "Failure at main plant . . . shit, it's no
wonder that these troops got through our security. They are our security. "The Reptile Brigade,
we called them Shit."

"Does that nean a 'Code Brutus'?" Flattery asked.
The col onel shook his head.

"No, Director. This is an isolated unit of troops, here. Their objective was the power station
and now that they've taken it we expect themto defend it."

"Defend it?" Flattery raged. "They don't have to defend it, they blew it up! Wat would you do
if you were thenf"

"I"d -- 1'"d know that |I'd crossed the Rubicon,"” the colonel said. "Since there's no turning back
I'd head right for the top."

"Wel |, goddanmit, take appropriate neasures. Your ass is on the line here, too, mster."

Marta flagged his attention

"l ordered sub coverage of the seaside entry doubled,” she said. "I received no confirmation and

don't know whether they heard ne. Al so negative nmessenger contact with the beachside nortar. The
response we get is gibberish."

An icy panic tightened his stomach.

Not the kel p, he thought. It can't be that. It has to be sonebody controlling the kelp. But
who?

The likely possibilities cane to two: Dwarf Maclntosh or the anbitious and resourceful Captain
Brood. Crista Galli was an unlikely possibility. Suddenly Flattery felt the full inpact of this
i nterference.

We're cut off, he thought. CQur whole strength was in coordination, and now we're cut off.
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Arally was clearly in order

"W got a little flabby, people,"” he said, "a little careless. This harmess little exercise
could have cost us our butts, let's tighten up our action."

He'd caught themw th their pants down, whipped thema bit, now he'd have to coddl e them confort
t hem

"Reports on the bonb in the upper office just in."
He picked up Maria's nmessenger and held it over his head.

"Dick and Matt are alive, the rest didn't nake it. May the perpetual |ight shine upon them"

They all responded, "May the perpetual |ight shine upon them" and drew a little closer out of
refl ex.

"It could have been us, folks. It could still be us if we don't tighten up. Consider direct
orders the only secure comunication. Information in, nothing out."

"Aye, aye."

Vi ewscreens and hol o stages in his bunker began to flicker, barely perceptibly, then splashed high-
speed di splays of color throughout the room Cccasionally he glinpsed a face he recognized in the
blur. It was his own face.

"What do we know about Current Control ?" he asked.

His staff and guards stood transfixed in the surreal wash of color that visually drenched them
all. They stagger-stepped to their posts, displaying the same disorientation that Flattery
hinself felt.

"Current Control turned the kelp in sector eight |oose,” Marta reported, "then it turned | oose al
the kel p worldwi de. Sensors now indicate that everything's intact. The kel p appears to be online
again. Hi gh suspicion for Gidmaster failure."

"Brood's m ssion?"

"No news. Holovision covered the |aunch site incident with a Newsbreak report on the deaths of
the Tatoosh field crew 'at the hands of Shadow extrem sts.'"

The colors that dazzled the roomrenained as bright but their swirl slowed to a | ess dizzying
rate. Flattery thought he detected a woman's voice, faint in the distance, sonehow famliar.
Al nost as though she called his namne.

"Continued fighting in food distribution centers," Marta said. "Too nany |looters to shoot. The
usual 'we're hungry now' crowd. Some of our peopl e opened warehouses. All stores outside our
peri meter have been breached."

That's thousands of shuttlel oads of food, he bristled. That's ny contingency, ny lifetine
Voi dshi p supply.

"Dried grains to feed three thousand for ten years," he said. "Dried fish enough to feed fifty
thousand. Add water, pat together and cook. Instant wine -- add a package to a liter of plain
water and stir. Bread and fish for the nultitudes, water into wine . . . if this Voidship could
time-travel | could be Jesus Christ hinself. Shit."
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Consci ousness, the gift of the serpent.

-- Raja Lon Flattery, nunber five nodel, Shiprecords

A lean-faced security, arned with both stunstick and | asgun, bl ocked Maclntosh at the hatchway to
Current Control

"Hal t!"

He notioned Mack and his nen to stop, and gripped a handhold to keep his bearing.

"Cbiter Command, " Mack said, "who the hell are you?"

"Security," the man said, and enphasized his point with his lasgun. "Captain Brood has the
details. W are under the Director's orders to secure Current Control."

Macl nt osh pushed off fromthe bul khead behind himand sprang the gap. A push to the shoul der and
a spinto the wist later, Maclntosh had both the stunstick and |asgun. The sputtering security
was pinned head down agai nst the passageway bul khead by two of Mack's firefighters.

"You'll get the hang of it in a day or two," Maclntosh said, and smiled, "if you live that |ong.
Whet her you live that | ong depends on how nmuch you tell ne, right now"

"That's all | know," he said, his voice edging a whine.

"Airlock tinme," Mack said. His nen tunbled the security down the passageway to the freight
airlock adjacent to Current Control

"No, no, don't do this," the security pleaded. "That's all | know, that's really all | know "
"How many in your squad?"

"Si xteen. "

Mack opened the inner hatchway to the airlock

"My information says different -- how many cane up on this |oad, and are there nore already
aboar d?"

"I't's just us, Commander. Sixteen troops and sixteen techs."
"Where are they?"
Si | ence.

"Airlock tinme, gentlenen," Mack said. "Let's deconpress slow. Anything you mght think of to
tell us, you can tell us frominside the lock. W'Il|l stop deconpressing when we've heard the
whol e song. "

As Mack spun the hatchdog cl osed behind the security, he saw a hal f-dozen nore of his nen step off
the elevator in full gear. Mack twisted the dial that sent air hissing audibly fromthe I ock
Hi s prisoner inmediately becane hysterical

"Shuttle crewis ours,"” he said. "Two troops, three crew stayed aboard. Holo crew was two
troops, three techs. OMC crew was three troops, two techs. Current Control, four troops, four
techs, counting nyself and Captain Brood. The rest secured the Voidship. Please, don't let the
air out. Don't put ne out."

"Keep himinside in case | change ny mnd," Mack ordered. "W can add to our collection here as
thi ngs devel op. W need Brood so we can find out what Flattery's up to. Hooking up the OMVC,
taki ng over Current Control and the Voidship . . . sounds like things are going worse for the

Director than he lets on. Mybe he's getting ready to take the Voidship for a little spin around
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the system™

The intruder code, a tone-and-light warning, flashed at all corridor intersections. It was a
drill that Mack had never taken seriously, now he w shed he had.

"Rat, you and your people take the shuttle. Barb, you work the Voidship and know it better than
anybody here. Take WIllis and his engineers. Renmenber, no | asguns. You have your vacuumsuits
on, use them The rest of us will handle this little nest here. |If Flattery doesn't trust us
anynore, let's nake it worth his while."

Mack knew that he had the edge over Brood as long as they net in the near-zero gravity in Current
Control. Brood's techs might figure out the old hardware that ran Current Control, but the new
organi ¢ hookups throughout the Orbiter and ship, grown by |slanders specifically for Maclntosh,
nm ght be a surprise. These kelp fibers bent |ight and encoded nmessages chenoel ectrically within
cell nuclei. This enabled kelp to bring light to the ocean depths and nessages to the Orbiter.
The switching speed and capacity of kel p hookups far outstripped any hardware that Pandorans had
devel oped.

Too late, Raj, Mack thought. Current Control will never be the sane.

Brood could only fail. In the tine it would take his techs to figure out Mack's secret system
they woul d all be grandparents.

The is is holy and the void is hone.

-- Huston Smith

Hot suns nelted through the thick, post-squall mst to scorch the al bino nose and exposed arns of
Crista Galli. \When an offshore gust caught the mist in a whirl it freshened her hot skin |ike
silk. She had felt the whunp of breakers in the surf beyond the fog and now she coul d see just
how cl ose the waves really cane.

"Tide's shifted again," Ben told her

He held her right hand but his voice sounded enpty with distance, thick-tongued. He blinked a
I ot, and his notions were slow, exaggerated.

Dust ed, she thought. | wonder how it feels.

She was convinced now that the dust had returned her to reality, rather than renoved her fromit.
It was her personal antidote, an antiamesiac that spun val ves and opened the stream of nenory.

She renenbered Zentz, too. He had been a nere captain when he cane into the lab at the Preserve
that nmade up her hone. He took away the researcher who was talking with her at the tinme, a young
I sl ander wonan who taught social psychiatry at TaoLini College. Once a week Addie cane to
question Crista about her dreanms and al ways spent the afternoon with her in the solariumover tea.
Crista had awakened in that |lab a twenty-year-old fenmale human wi t hout a single nenory.

The psychiatrist, Addie C oudshadow, tried to get those nmenories back. |In the process she becane
Crista's first friend. Because of Zentz, Crista hadn't dared another friend until Ben. Zentz had
wal ked into the lab that day with his weapon drawn, said sinply, "Come with nme," and shot Addie
just outside Crista's hatch. Crista was sedated through her hysteria, and Flattery prom sed to
take care of Zentz. Four years later Zentz surfaced as Flattery's Chief of Security and Crista
vowed to escape the Preserve
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Today the mist kept her fromseeing either up or down the beach. That glinpse of Zentz woul d have
terrified her a day ago, but today she was not afraid. Sonething in the flash of kel p-menory

war ned her of Nevi, the other shadow in the mst, but it also illumnated a tension between the
two that she knew would work to their favor

The kel p had replayed for her Nevi's refueling incident, and she'd even forayed briefly into
Zentz's mind. She had never seen anything so filled with horror and fear. She felt hate there,
too, but it had long ago given way to a fear of Flattery that, itself, becane an intense persona
fear of Spider Nevi.

Di vided they fall, she thought.

Flattery's world was coning apart, fighting itself, dying a thrashing death faster than it could
inflict death on others. This was what Zentz had seen when the kel p grabbed him and only Crista
knew the strength of his resolve not to die at Flattery's feet or at Nevi's hand.

Crista had one open view fromwhere she stood in the rocks, over the boil of breakers and out to
sea. Though the tidelands wallowed in their salty fog, the sea itself glistened out to neet the
sky somewhere in the distance. As far as the eye could sea, huge fronds of kelp rose lazily from
the sea and spl ashed lazily back. Crista found confort in the play of the kelp and the infinity
of the horizon

"What a tinme to be dusted," Ben rmunbl ed, and shook his head.
"Rico has a plan," Crista whispered, "and he's ready to start it right . . . now"

Crista Galli felt her hair prickle when Rico's electric dance of light crackled up |ike a shield
around her. The high suns roiled fog off the wet beach and coated her skin with a fine grit of
salt. The nmist enhanced the surreal quality of Rico's lifesize hologram Fromthe back side it
was |ike | ooking through a fogged nmirror that refused her reflection. Crista watched the barest
shadows of Nevi and the others as they ghosted the boundaries of the holo inage that erased
herself and Ben fromthe visible | andscape.

Nevi and Zentz positioned thensel ves behind the light curtain, calling out strategy codes to each
ot her.

"Fl ank sweep, left," Nevi said. H s voice was unhurried, precise. "Cover high. 1'll take point
and ground."

"But they . . . they disappeared!"

"It's a trick," Nevi said, "a canera trick. They're in there and can't get out. Position?"
"Secure. Ten neters, left flank. | can't see shit in this soup."”

Zentz spoke nore with a gargle than with real words.

"Ozette!" Nevi called, "she's sick. She goes back or she dies, you knowthat. |It's not a choice.
Send her out."

Ben's finger went to his |ips.
"He can't see us," Ben whispered. "Don't nove."

She couldn't tell one person fromthe other. The gigantic holo danced on its curtain of nmist.
Surreal figures outside the holo field becane a futile blur. Three |asgun flashes burst the
curtain of rippling light and a cascade of prisns lighted up all around her. Ben pulled her to
the ground and in a blink the inage reforned.

"Stay |l ow and don't nove," he whispered. "This is the perfect holo. Perfect!"

She wiggled with himinto a fold of hylighter against a black |ava boulder. Though faint, a wsp
of images rose out of the hylighter skin and filled her mind in a steady unraveling of Pandora's
tangled politics. The thick skin of the hylighter held the warnmth of afternoon sunlight. Wth
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Ben tucked cl ose against her she felt safe. Flashes of sunlight sparkled internmittently
t hroughout the hol ogramthat surrounded them Crista drew a new strength with the hylighter's
touch, and a confidence that insisted Nevi would fail

"They can't see us as long as we stay inside the imge," Ben whispered. Hi s voice strained with
the effort of focusing through the dust coursing his veins. He kept low, but his quick eyes took
in all of the scene that they coul d.

"This is incredible!" he marveled. "W're inside a holo . . . where the hell did he get the
triangul ators to bring this off? And the resolution . . . ?"

"Fromthe kelp," Crista said. "He got everything he needed from Avata."

"l wish we could see what the hell's happening,” Ben whispered. "Right nowwe're inside a hole in

the Iight show See this edge here? Rico's holo follows the outline of our hylighter. He's nade
a stage out of a hylighter skin."

His finger reached out to the edge of the hylighter skin and appeared to di sappear as he pushed it
through the hologram A nonentary flutter of light and shadow around his finger was the only sign
of disturbance of the inage.

"The m st makes the illusion especially colorful,” he said. "Al the tiny flashes that you see
are the lasers catching a water droplet spinning in the mst -- kind of pretty.™

"I can take her back dead or alive, Ozette," Nevi's voice insisted. It was closer now, only a few
steps away. "If she's dead, the world will think you killed her. |If she's alive . . . well, then

everyone gets anot her chance.™
"Coi ng back there," she whispered, "that is not living."
"Don't worry, he knows how it's got to be."

Three nore flashes burst through the light screen and pitted the boul der above themin a dazzle of
red and violet. Ben wapped his arns around Crista to sandwi ch her between hinself and the rock
It seened that the dust was bringing her out of a dreaminstead of into it. She felt her head and
senses cl ear beyond anything she'd experienced in Flattery's custody.

"l think the dust . . . you were right about it," she told Ben. "It's offset whatever it was that
Flattery gave ne."

She pulled Ben's arnms tighter around her and felt as though she were nelting into him her busy
atons scooting between the oscillations of his own. She felt herself disassenble into her
qualities of light and shade. She was no |onger so nmuch a substance as an idea, an inage, a
dream She felt no pain or pleasure, just a sense of transm ssion, of novenent w th purpose over
whi ch she had no control

"Ben," she asked, over a stab of fear, "Ben, are you here?"
"Yes," his breath puffed her ear, "lI'mhere."

"I"'msorry," she said. She knew sonething was coming, sone feral intensity crested her awareness
and would not be cowed. "I'msorry."

A sensation |like the one she had felt at the dockside in Kalaloch welled up inside her, then burst
with a loud crack that rolled outward fromher heart |ike angry thunder. Everything around her
stilled except the wet rush of the inconing tide.

Wel cone hone, Crista Glli.

The voi ce spoke through her mnd, without the inpedinment of sound. It came at a rush fromthe
dying hylighter, fromAvata itself.

A refreshing sense of detachnent, then a fanmiliar di senbodi ment overcane her. The distinction
bet ween hylighter skin and her own blurred. She was enconpassed within a famliar tingle. It was
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a muted, struggling tingle that she knew to be a kind of death in body that hatched the great
hylighter of her mind. Her nmind flexed its great sail in the sun and caught its first breath.

We hatched of the sane vine, Crista Glli

She remenbered, now. Before the bonbing that cut her free she had been rooted for safety in a pod
of kelp. The nmenories filled her head so fast they stunned her. Ben's groan in her ear reeled
her attention back to their huddle on the beach. The holo was gone, and enough of the mist lifted
to reveal a scattering of bodies in the rocks.

"I thought | was dead," Ben said, rubbing his tenples. "How. . . what have you done?"

Crista couldn't answer. She felt as though she straddled two worlds -- one on the beach, with
Ben, and one in the sea with her great guardian, Avata. The holo had switched off with the

t hundercl ap, and Nevi lay on the beach, nearly within her reach, his eyes blinking stupidly and
bl ood oozing fromhis red-veined nose. She got up slowy and retrieved his |lasgun. Rico, though
wobbly, was the first to recover and he did |likewi se with Zentz.

"My apologies, sister," Rico said, with a slight bow and a quizzical smle. "There is nuch this
i gnorant brother did not understand."”

He reeled and nearly fell, but caught the side of a great rock and steadied hinself.

O hers around them the stunned ones, began stirring and shaking their heads. A few, victins of
the |l asguns, woul d never stir again. She felt bigger now, taller, and it seemed that even Rico
| ooked up to her. A deep breath of the mist-laden air cleared her mnd and hel ped pul se a new
strength to her young legs. The tide hissed up to her feet, and a few neters away it |icked
Nevi's outstretched formin the sand.

"So, Rico, do you still want to keep ne fromthe kel p?"
He nanaged a | augh and shook his head.

"Two rules," he said. "The first: never argue with an arnmed wonan."

She hefted Nevi's |asgun as though seeing it for the first time, then inquired, "And the second?"
"Never argue with an arned nman."

She returned the | augh, and Ben joi ned them

"You argued with Nevi," Ben said, "and | ook what it got him"

"I didn't argue with him" R co said, "I tricked him-- that is, Avata tricked him Now we've got
more work to do. Believe it or not, we have to save Flattery. |If we don't --"
"Save Flattery?" Ben's bitterness dripped fromhis voice. "He started all this, he should suffer

t he consequences. "

"Not if we all suffer,"” Crista said. "Not if human life on Pandora is extinguished. He can do
that, I feel it. R cois right. Flattery nmust be stopped, but he nmust stay alive."

The dozen stunned Zavatans struggled to regain their feet and their senses. Ben picked up Nevi
under the arms and dragged hi mout of reach of the water. A Zavatan scout took over and trussed
Nevi's thunbs together behind his back with a stout Iength of naki |eader

"That holo," Ben said, "l've never seen anything like it. How did you do that?"
"Thought you'd never ask," Rico said.

He picked up a length of kelp vine fromthe water's edge, caressed it nmonentarily and then dropped
it back into the sea.

"That was the trick. | think our Zavatan friends here have these two zeroes under control
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Follow e, 1'd like you to neet ny friend, Avata, the greatest holo studio in the world."

A war ni ng shout went up froma scout at the clifftop, and simultaneously a hunt of dashers

spl ashed out of the upcoast nmist in a sinister blur. Ben snatched the heavy lasgun fromCrista's
hand and pushed her toward Rico. He fired a quick burst and the barest scent of ozone acconpanied
t he snapping of the weapon. Two dashers crunmpled in a flurry of screans and sand only a dozen
nmeters away. The others began to feed on their dead, as was their instinct. A Zavatan scout
enptied his charges into the rest of the hunt.

"They're so . . . so fast," she gasped, and discovered herself clinging to Rico's arm

He did not cringe or push her away, but put his arm around her shoul ders and gave her a squeeze.

"Not nmuch tinme to think topside,”" Rico said. Then, to Ben, "I see you're still quick in your old
age. "

"Some of us stay young forever," he laughed. "Mist be the conpany | keep."

Ben's hand took her own and the three of them caught their collective breath.
"If they're not too chewed up, we'll get you one of those hides for a souvenir,” Rico told her

"What would | do with a dead thing?" she asked. A huge cold finger ran a shudder down her spine
"I'ma lot nore interested in life."

"Touche," Ben said. "Let's get going. | want a |look at Rico's nystery studio."

A gust of breeze puffed the last of the m st off the tidelands and both afternoon suns caressed
Crista's pale skin. The fabric of her dive suit rippled in sunlight as the tide reclained,
anoebal i ke, the tunble of rocks that nmarked its upper reaches. Wth her hand clasped in Ben's she
followed Rico as he scranbled away fromthe sea up to the cliff. Two Zavatan scouts in green
singlesuits flanked a great entry way between boul ders.

"In here," Rico said. "It's not nearly as scary as the way | cane in. Wtch your step, the wet
rock is mghty slick."

Crista stood at the dark entry, feeling a pulse of danp air rush out at her. A series of carvings
decorated the wall inside, carvings of intertw ned kelp vines, fishes and suns. She turned her
face upward for one nore dose of |ight before facing the darkness.

"Look there," Ben said, pointing skyward, "hylighters. And they have the foil that these two cane

inon."

A hal f-dozen of them appeared from sonmewhere | andward, two of themcradling the shiny foil in a
snarl of tentacles. They all dropped in lazy circles to within a hundred neters of the beach
They val ved off their hydrogen, fluting their peculiar songs that included one |Iong shrill "al

clear" whistle. Their great sails fluttered and snapped, tacking the coastal breeze. Sunlight
through their sail menbranes made them gl ow a dusky orange, and even this far away she coul d nmake
out the delicate webwork of their veins.

"Cuardi ans of the Oracle," one of the Zavatans said. "They, like you, are sent by Avata to help
us. There is nothing to fear."

It seenmed to her that their flutings called "Avaaaata, Avaaaata,"” on the w nd.
"Conme," Rico said, "let these guys mop up. There isn't nuch tine."

They passed t hrough the high portal of carved rock and, though she had expected darkness, they
entered a chanber of magnificent light. The light came out of the pool itself, fanning out from
the kel p and, like the warm breeze on her cheeks, it pul sed ever so slightly as though it, too,
were alive.

"Avata brought ne in through the sea," Rico told them "There's an entry through the kelp itself
into the pool. The entry closes off as the tide rises, then opens again at ebb. | just squeaked
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through. As you can see, it's well-occupied."

The strong sea-snell of the beach had been replaced with the scent of thousands of bl ossons, but
there were no blossons in sight. A kelp root rose out of the pool at the center of the cavern
crowding all the way to the high donmed ceiling.

"The root cones out of the ceiling,"” Ben said. "This rock was fol ded upside-down during the quake
of '82. Look at that nonster!"

She saw that it was true. It did not rise out of the pool but dropped into it. The top portion
of root, thirty nmeters or nore above their heads, was indistinguishable fromthe rock it clung to.
Around it sparkled the thousands of reflections fromits mneralization

"This is an old one," she said, craning for a good |ook. "A very old one."

The cavern walls were terraced up to where the root joined the ceiling. The terraces were
cultivated, and thick fruit vines carpeted the walls. A welconmng commttee in brightly
enbr oi dered costunes smiled down at her fromanong the greenery. As the three of them stepped
fromthe passageway to the edge of the pool applause broke out and the chant of "Cris-ta, Cris-ta,
Cris-ta" pulsed with the brightening light.

"Look at yourself," Ben said, over the din, "you're glow ng."

It was true. Except for where his hand held hers a |light surrounded her body. It was not a
reflection of the glow of the kelp on her white skin and white dive suit, because the pul se of
this light matched the throb of her own heart. She felt stronger with every beat.

"Thank you," she said, bowing to the crowd. "Thank you all. Your hopes for a new Pandora will
soon be fulfilled."

She stepped to the edge of the pool and became one with its emanation of white |ight and felt
herself enter again the great heart of Avata. It was as though she opened a thousand eyes

t hroughout the world and | ooked everywhere at once, and with sonme of these eyes she watched
hersel f watching Avata at the pool

She heard her voice rise to fill the cavern with a richness it had never held before.
"Fear is the coin of Flattery's realm"” she announced. "W shall buy out his interest in kind."

I mges | eaped fromthe pool's surface at the sweep of her outstretched arnms and filled the cavern
i ke quick bright ghosts. Her body swelled to its limt in the seas, and she reached her
t housands of arnms skyward in joy.

A gasp escaped one of the sentries, then a shout.
"The kel p! Look at the kelp!"

But no one had to go outside for a look, it was all played before theminside the cavern
Throughout the seas of Pandora the kelp reached its great vines high above the surface. Colorfu
arcs of light bridged the gulfs between stands. Even hylighters trailed great streaners of |ight
fromtheir ballast, providing a Iink between isolated patches of wild and donestic kel p alike.

Rico smled through the dazzle of light and Crista realized the difference between the R co she
had first net and the Rico who had saved them on the beach: This Rico was happy.

"You' re | ooking at Avata," he shouted. "The kelp has risen. Long live Avata."
Appl ause and excl amati ons of joy gave way to the heavy background rhythnms of water-drumand flute.
"But how . . . ?"

Ben swal | owed his question back, his eyes desperately trying to follow the display that surrounded
him A parade of ghosts fromall over Pandora washed anbng the people in the cavern |like a
hol ogranmmatic ti de.
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"Li ke the kel pways of the mnd," R co explained, "only it's no |l onger just a function of touch."

Rico turned to Crista and took both her hands into his owmn. The light around them | eaped even
hi gher.

"Though it seened |ike nonments, | was gone fromyou for years," he said. "I wtnessed your life,
my life, Flattery's life. He buried a secret in his own body that would kill the kelp should he
die. |If his heart stops a trigger releases his stockpile of toxin worldw de. It would paralyze
the kelp in nonents and kill it all off in hours. You see now we nust isolate him stop him save
himfromhis own ignorance. Enter the kelp. Tell the world what you know. "

Crista felt herself pulled to the edge of the pool, and a murmur swept the chanber when she
stepped onto the thick root of kelp. What she felt in that instant was joy. She becane the very
force of life in all of those present, and she entered the being of a young Kal eb Norton-Wang.

In blinks the webwork grew. |In Oracles throughout the world people consulted the kelp and she
entered the mnds of themall as they entered her own. It was nore a giving up of mnd, a joining
of the piece to the whole. She felt as though she spun like a note on a current of air, and
filaments of |ight snaked out fromeach of her cells into the world. One of them fromthe center
of her forehead, reached beyond the world to touch the faithful above it. From her perch aboard
the Orbiter, she watched Pandora's seas becone ashimrer with |ight.

So you see, Crista Glli, the voice inside her said, the severed vine regrafts itself. 1In you the
parts are joined, and Avata is nmuch nore than the sumof its parts

If you take any activity, any art, any discipline, any skill, take it and push it as far as it
will go, push it beyond where it has ever been before, push it to the wildest edge of edges, then
you force it into the realmof nagic.

-- T. Robbins

Dwar f Macl ntosh had the axis areas of the hiter evacuated and sealed off, with the exception of a
handf ul of volunteers fromthe fire crew who remained as his security force. Mack was sure that
Brood, when cornered, would resort to sabotage, so he instructed Spud to prepare separation
charges that would blow the Orbiter free of the Voidship, if necessary. He was sure that Brood's
focus would be Current Control, easily the nost inportant and nost sensitive installation in
space.

Wth luck, he won't get both the ship and the Orbiter, Mack thought. Wth luck, he won't get
anything at all.

Mack had al ways hated the feel of a weapon in his hand. Mbonbase had taught all of themwell, and
his recent life in freefall gave himthe advantage over Brood, but he didn't rise to the killing
chal | enge as eagerly as sone of his fellows. Mack was older than the rest of his Earthling
shipmates. He had trained a ot of Voidship crews, finally gotten a flight of his own, at
Flattery's request.

He didn't rise to the dying challenge anynore, either. Since Beatriz had conme into his life he
had found he wanted to live it nore than ever. The prospect of facing Brood at the end of a

| asgun struck a cold blowin his belly and set his hands to trenbling. He gripped a handhold
outside the main hatch to Current Control and tested the |atch

Unl ocked.
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He and three of his nmen sealed thenselves in full vacuumsuits and tested the squad frequency in
their headsets.

"Ready one," he said.
"Ready two."

"Three."

"Yo, four."

"Foamonly, if possible,” he rem nded them "W didn't build all this to blowit up. Renenber,
the kel p hookups in there won't survive a vacuum so we don't want a breach if we can help it.
Bl ow vacuum as a last resort. Two and three, you're right and left. Four, | follow you. Check?"

Three fists clenched aloft, though "aloft"” to Two was upsi de-down.
" Nowl "

Mack pulled the hatch free and they spilled into the roomthat had been hone for himfor the past

two years. Two was hit before he cleared the hatch but Three, using himas a shield, foaned both

of Brood's henchnen and they hardened to inmobility in blinks. Four tunbled to a ceiling position
above Brood.

Brood hinself sat calmy strapped into the control couch, his lasgun ained idly at the Gidnaster
He had not even donned a vacuum suit over his fatigues.

Mack hesitated, his conplete attention caught in the sighting dot of Brood' s |asgun, which rested
on the brain that controlled all the donestic kelp in the world.

"Dr. Maclntosh, shoot your two men or this thing is history."
In the imrediate few blinks that foll owed, Mack's nind unreel ed sone |ight-speed |ogic.

He's got to be bluffing. |If he wipes out the Gridnaster, there's no way he or anybody el se coul d
live on Pandora a year fromnow That was when Mack realized that Brood didn't have to live on
Pandora -- not if he had the Voidship N etzsche.

But he doesn't have the N etzsche. Not yet.

"I mght add," Brood said, "that if I'mkilled, your OMC is also history. W can accomvpdate
everyone, you see."

Mack saw the four techs reflected in a console panel. They ducked behind the next row of machines
and were tracked by the muzzle of Four's lasgun. Mack hoped it wouldn't cone to that. The nen
i nside the foam cocoons m ght survive if they were cut free soon, but a lasgun firefight -- nessy,

depr essi ng.
Brood tapped the intercomon Mack's consol e.

"I left my man Ears back there to | ook after the OMC. You m ght've noticed how young he is
Nervous, too. That's been a problemin the past. You can ask your hol o star what happens when
Ears gets nervous. You K back there, Ears?"

The voice on the intercomcleared its throat a couple of times before answering.
"Y-y-yeah, Boss, they're talking to me out there. But | ain't listening."

"Maki ng progress on the hookup?"

"Yeah." The voice was young and reedy. "Tech says two nore hours, tops."
"You' re hooking up the OMC?" Mack's voice sounded as incredulous to himas he felt. "What the
hell for?"
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"W might want to take this thing out for a little spin, Doctor," Brood said. "Now, about those
two lunps of shit, here. | told youto get rid of them"™

"I won't do that, Captain," Mack said.

He unseal ed his headpiece and set it aside. He sat in Spud s control couch and affected the sane
casual spraw as Brood's.

"I'f you think I'm bluffing

"No, you're not bluffing. You'll do sonmething. But the Gidnmaster is one of your aces. You're
not going to throwit away on sonething as trivial as nmy two nmen."

"They can | eave."

Mack nodded to his men, and spoke into his headset.

"I't's OK, " he said. "Secure the hatch. Take these two and those four with you."
"They stay!"
"Everybody goes but you and me," Mack said. "You knew it would be that way, anyway. Your two

guards nmay have a chance, this way. And the others, they wouldn't get anything done here unti
thisis . . . settled. AmIl right?"

Brood snorted his annoyance and waved them away. They backed out, pulling the wounded behi nd
them and Brood never wasted a glance. His attention renmained on the Gridnaster's many screens
that charted the world. A faint glow | eaked out from behind the vi ewscreens, and Mack noticed a
fine mst spreading fromhis holo stage near the turret.

The mysterious spill of a distinct white glow | eaked under the console and |icked at the heels of
Brood' s canvas boots. A similar glowlighted the base of their holo stage like a small nobon on
the deck. A reflection of light on the plasteel bul khead neant that the turret, too, was suffused
with this gl ow

The kel p, he thought. What could it be up to?

Brood's |l asgun still pointed at the Gidnmaster, and by its displays Mack saw that the grids had
reforned, but into neat rows of convoluted waves. Either Brood didn't notice the glow, or he
didn't know it was unusual

Somet hi ng' s overriding the whol e systen

That, whatever it was, neant that the Gridnaster didn't natter. It was nerely a recording
instrument, no |longer a tool of manipulation

"Did Flattery send you?" Mack asked.

Brood's face, not an unhandsonme one, turned up a | opsided smirk.
"Yes," he said, "he sent nme."

"And are you following his orders, blasting in Iike this?"

"I amfollowing the . . . the intent of his orders."”

"Why wasn't | . . . ?"

"Because you're part of the problem Doctor."

Brood swung around to face himfully and Mack saw an age in his eyes that was much ol der than the
boyi sh face that held them Now Brood's |asgun pointed at his chest. The light continued its
ooze fromall of the kelp linkups. A sinilar glow shinmered on each vi ewscreen behind the pal e-
faced captain.
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The whol e planet's lighting up, Mack thought. It nust be the kelp, but what could it be up to?
"My orders were to secure Current Control and keep the lid on the Tatoosh wonan," Brood told him

The man's voice was quiet, alnmst wistful. "W were to keep Ozette out of the news, replace any
of her crew as needed, acconpany her up here. The Director thought she mght try to -- influence
you, thereby endangering the security of Current Control as well as the Voidship project.”

"So, you terrorized her, executed her crew, murdered ny security squad and are now prepared to
destroy Current Control and steal the Voidship -- even Flattery won't buy this one, Captain.”

Brood smiled, showing his fine, sharpened teeth, but his eyes remained hard as pl asteel

"Perhaps it is a famly trait, this nmadness," he said, his voice rising with an edge to it. "You
haven't heard the scuttlebutt, then. They say Flattery's my father . . . whoever ny nother was,
she was one of his diversions back at the beginning. | was the 'poor fruit' of that diversion, as

sonme mght say."

Mack was not as surprised at Brood's ancestry as he was by the cold anger with which Brood rel ated
it.

Hot anger stings, he thought, but it's cold anger that kills.
Mack started to speak but Brood's upturned hand stopped him

"Spare ne your synpathies, Doctor. |It's not synpathy that | require. | amnot the only one so
privileged, there are others. |f he knows, he finds favor in nme because | do not challenge him
If he doesn't "

A shrug, a pull at the lip. The ghost-light pooled his ankles.

"Qthers have not been so fortunate. M nother, whoever she was, for exanple. The Director
requires power and | require power, that is clear. One way or another, | wll have it."

"They've called a ' Code Brutus' down there. Are you a part of that?"
Brood snapped out a |augh. Those sharpened teeth sent a shudder down Mack's spi ne.

"I"'ma winner, Doctor," he said. "I side with winners. | can't lose. |If Flattery wins, then
I've saved his Voidship for him saved his precious kel pways, and | win. |If Flattery |oses, then
I've captured the Voidship and the precious kel pways to hold for the wi nner."

"What happens if one of the others asks your hel p?"

"Then we'll suffer a communi cation breakdown,"” Brood said. "That's nothing new up here, is it,
Doct or ?"

Mack snil ed.
"No, noit's not. W' ve been having that problemall day."

"So | noticed. My nmen, they are new to these airwaves, but thorough. W have nonitored you here
for quite sone tinme -- for practice, you understand. | know you quite well, Dr. Maclntosh. How
well do you know ne?"

"I don't know you at all."

"I wouldn't say that," Brood said. "You knew that | wouldn't blow the Gidmaster -- not yet. You
knew if | really wanted your nen dead they'd be dead, and yourself along with them Tell ne what
el se you know about ne, Doctor."

Mack stroked his chin. Leakage fromthe body of the nunber-two nan drifted cl ose, gl obs of bl ood
floating with it like party decorations. Mack kept trying to renmenber which of his nen it was,
but it wouldn't come to him But Brood was in a tal kative nood, and Mack tried to keep himat it.
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"You' ve covered all bases," Mack said. "If you take the wong side, you can always run off with
the Voidship -- provided you can nuster a crew. "

"l have you, Doctor," Brood snmled. "An original crew nmenber. | have the OMC, too. And I'll bet
that you, a smart nman and conmander, woul d have a backup system -- probably sonething handy, |ike

the Giidmaster? Yes, a backup for a backup . . .'

Brood | aughed again, nore to hinmself this tine. He reached out his |asgun barrel and nudged the
bl ood gl obul es enough to clunp themtogether and push the glob out of reach toward the turret. A
snear of dark blood glistened on the nuzzle.

From somewhere deep inside his training-nmenory, Mack recalled one of his instructors telling him
how cl ean a lasgun kill was, how the charge neatly seal ed off blood vessels in its quick cone of
burn through the body. |In practice, as usual, this wasn't always the case.

Suddenly, the entire Current Control suite filled with overwhel ning, blinding light. A stab of
pai n punched at both of Mack's eyes and he covered themreflexively. He heard Brood struggling
near by, bunping a bank of consoles toward the hatch

"What the hell . . . ?"

Mack tried his eyes and found that he could see if he squinted tight enough, but tears poured down
hi s cheeks, anyway. Wat he saw nade his already racing heart race faster

If Iight were a solid, this is what it would | ook Iike, he thought.

It wasn't bright now as much as it was all-enconpassing. He could actually feel the light around
him It wasn't heat, such as sunlight would deliver, but the pressurelike sensation of an
activated vacuum suit.

Mack kicked of f and made a grab for Brood's | asgun as he funbl ed upside-down with the hatch
mechani sm He mssed the | asgun. Brood happened to open his eyes at that nonent and the barre
snapped up to take ai m between Mack's eyes.

"Doctor, you just don't get the picture, do you? | ought to cook you on the spot, but I'll wait a
bit. 1'd rather have you and your girlfriend together for that. Now you tell nme what the hell is
happeni ng here.”

A frightened voice canme over the intercom

"Captain Brood, we can't see in here. There's a light filling the OMC chanber, and it's comni ng
fromthis brain . "

This was cut short by sounds of a struggle, and Mack assuned that his crew had penetrated the OMC
chamber. For the first tine, Brood | ooked worried, perhaps even a little afraid.

"I don't know what's going on here . "

"Don't give ne that crap, Doctor," Brood yell ed.

A fine spray of saliva skidded into the air around his head.
"I't nust be the kelp," Mack expl ai ned.

He used the cal nest possible voice he could nuster

"There are kel p hookups in here and in the OMC chanber.™

An eerie, strangled cry came fromBrood's throat, and the man's eyes w dened at sonet hi ng behind
Mack' s back. Mack grabbed a handhol d and spun around, shading his eyes with his Ileft hand. The
bank of viewscreens that faced himseened to be unreeling wild, random scenes from Pandora, sone
of themfromthe early settlenent days
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"That's . . . those are ny nenories,
except, who is she?"

Brood gasped. "All of the places we lived . . . ny fanmly .

One face faded in and out, turned and returned and gathered substance fromthe light. Mack
recogni zed her right away. It was Alyssa Marsh, nore than twenty years ago.

A soft voice, Alyssa's voice, cane fromall around themand said, "If you will join us, now, we
are ready to begin."

A great hatch appeared in the light, and a thick stillness took over the room Nothing el se was
visible. The hatch hung in mdair, |ooking as solid as Mack's own hand, but the pocket of |ight
that contained themhad solidified to exclude Current Control conpletely -- there were no deck
ceiling or bul kheads; no consoles, no sound, nothing but the hatch. Even Brood' s heavy breathing
got swallowed up in the light. Mck felt as though he were al one, though Brood was near enough to
touch. He was tenpted to reach out, just to nmake sure he was real

Shadowbox, Mack thought. Maybe they've figured out how

"What is this shit?" Brood asked. "If this is some kind of kelp trick, I'"'mnot falling for it.
And if it's your doing, you're a dead nan."

Bef ore Mack could stop himBrood fired a | asgun burst into the hatch. But the burst woul dn't

stop, and Brood couldn't let go of the weapon. The detail of the hatch intensified, and the hatch
went through dozens of changes at blink-speed, becom ng hundreds of doors and hatches that peel ed
of f one anot her

The weapon becane too hot for Brood to hold and he tried to let it go, but it stuck to his hands,
glowi ng red-hot, until the charges in it were depleted. Though he struggled to scream wth his
veins bulging at his neck and his face bright red, Brood did not issue a sound. Wen it was over,
his eyes merely glazed and he floated there, helpless, holding his charred hands away fromhis
body.

Mack heard nothing during this time, and snelled nothing, though he saw the flesh bubble fromthe

man's fingers. Still, the hatch waited in front of him It had first appeared as one of the

| arge airlock hatches that separated the Orbiter fromthe Voidship. Now it |ooked |ike the great

nmeet i ng-room door that he remenbered from Moonbase. Every time Mack had entered that door it was

to be briefed on some new aspect of the Monbase experinment on artificial consciousness. Sone of

those briefings had raised his hair and bathed his palns in cold sweat. The door did not frighten
himthis tine.

He did not doubt that this was an illusion, a holo of near perfection. He had been accustoned to
working with fourth- or fifth-generation holograns, but this one felt real. The |ight had been
gi ven substance

"What did it take to do this?" he wondered al oud. "A thousandth-generation hol 0?"

It was as though every atomin the room in the air, on his breath had becone a part of the
screen. He reached out his hand, expecting to pass through the illusion. He did not. It was
solid, a real hatch. Brood was no |onger nearby. Like the rest of the room he had sinply ceased
to be. Al that existed were Mack and the great, heavy doors dredged out of his Monbase
menories. He thought he heard voices behind the door. He thought he heard Beatriz there, and she
was | aughi ng.

"Please join us, Doctor," the soft voice urged. "Wthout you, none of this would be possible.”

As he reached for the handle, the door changed once again. |t becane the hatch between Mbonbase
proper and the arboretumthat he visited so often throughout his life there. A safe, plasma-glass
dome protected a sylvan setting that he loved to wal k through. Here at the edge of the penunbra
of Earth's nobon he had strolled grassy hillsides and sniffed the cool danpness of ferns under
cover of real trees. H's mnd, or whatever was nmanipulating it, nust want himto open this hatch
pretty bad.

The | atch-and-rel ease nechanismfelt real against his palnms. He activated the latch and the hatch
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swung inward to a roomeven brighter than the one he stood in. This time, the light did not hurt
his eyes, and as he stepped forward a few famliar figures materialized fromit to greet him

|'"ve died! Mack thought. Brood must've shot me and |I've died!

To confront a person with his shadow is to show himhis own |ight.

-- Carl Jung

The Orbiter's fire-suppression crew floated in their odd vacuum suits up and down the passageway
out side of the OMC chanber. Mst of themwere wonen, as was the najority of the Voidship crew
Each was equi pped with a beltful of tools for bypass or forced entry, and several pushed

snot hercans of inert gas ahead of themas they patrolled behind Beatriz. Al of themhad |eft
their job stations to rally against the threat of fire. Only uncontrolled vacuumwas nore feared
than fire aboard the space station. The pithy jokes that they tossed anong t hensel ves through
their headsets of fset the nervousness that their eyes betrayed.

Beatriz had suspected fromthe start that the young security who had seal ed hinself inside the OMC
chanmber was trying to get the OMC on-line. The firefighting captain who stayed with Beatriz was a
structural engi neer named Hubbard. Like all of the fire-fighters aboard, Hubbard was a vol unt eer
and accustoned to getting twice as nmuch work done in half the time. He deployed his crew
according to their real-job skills. In a matter of nmonents all circuit boxes were opened, their
entrails spilling into the passageway.

Four wonen positioned two plasteel welders, one at the hatchway, one at the bul khead seamto the
OMC chanber. The operating arm of the wel der al one wei ghed nearly five hundred kil os, but here
near the axis the only maneuvering problemwas its bul k.

These wonen nust've been up here fromthe start of the project, Beatriz thought. They used their
feet as she mght use her hands, and their vacuum suits had been adapted to accommodate their nore
dexterous toes. Wen she first visited the Orbiter she had thought that this skill came froma
particul ar breed of Islander, but later visits proved otherw se. Maclntosh hinmself exhibited
great facility with his feet and toes, and his vacuum suit refl ected these changes, too.

"Buy us fifteen mnutes," Hubbard was telling her, "and we'll be all over that guy."

"These guys killed ny whole crew," she said. "They joked about elimnating your whole security
squad and then they did it. Being all over that guy in fifteen mnutes won't be enough to save
that . . . the OVC."

"How woul d you do it?"
Beatriz detected no challenge in his tone, just urgency.

"I hel ped Mack install sone hookups to the OMC chanber. There's a crawlway that starts in the
circuit panel in the next conpartnent and | eads into the control consoles inside the chanber. |
know the way and | can . "

"Shorty, here, can squeeze through sone nighty tight spaces,” Hubbard said. "She can bypass their
air supply and divert in COtwo . "

"No," she said, "that's too risky. It won't hurt the OMC but |'ve seen people panic when their
oxygen gets low. W want to keep these guys calm they might just start shooting up everything in
sight."
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"You're right," Hubbard said. "Shorty, tell Cronin to whip up sone of his chemical magic. W
want this guy down and out in a blink, and anybody else that's with him W want that OMC and the
tech in operating condition when this is over, got it?"

"Check, Boss."
"Listen up, everybody," Hubbard said. "Set all your headsets to voice-activated fireground
frequency three-three-one." He nmade the proper settings in her equiprment, then explained to

Beatriz, "That way we talk and he can't listen, and we don't have to go through the intercom"

Beatriz noted the tools in Hubbard's junpkit.

"Let me see what you've got there," she said. "I may be able to activate sone of the sensors in
the chanmber through the intercombox. It would help to have eyes and ears.”
She slid back the cover and a faint glow pulsed frominside the box. It was not an electrica

glow, the cherry-red simrer of bare wires or the blue-white snap of a short-circuit. This glow
was pale, cool, with a slight pulse that seened to intensify as she watched.

Hubbard's hand noved reflexively to a snmall canister at his belt, but Beatriz stopped him

"I't nust be luciferase," she said, "fromthe kelp leads that we fed in here last year." She
selected a current detector from Hubbard's kit and applied it to one of the fistful of
unconventional kel p | eads.

"Kel p | eads?" Hubbard asked. "What the hell was he stringing . . . ?"

"Circuits made with kelp don't overload, and they have a built-in nmenory, anong other features.
W' ve done sone experinentation with it at Holovision . . . OK there's sonething here,” she said,
wat ching the instrument's flutter in her hand. "I wouldn't call it a current, exactly. Mre of

an excitation."

When the bare back of her hand brushed the bundle of kelp fibers, Beatriz had a sudden unexpected
| ook at the inside of the OMC chanber. The young guard stood across the lab from her, |asgun at
the ready, his eyes wide and clearly frightened. Beatriz watched the scene fromtwo vantage
points. One was hal fway up the bul khead behind the OMC, probably the outlet connecting with the
hookups she held. The other was from about waist-height, facing the security, and she realized
she was wat ching this scene frominside Alyssa Marsh's brain. The kid kept flicking the arm
disarmswitch on his I asgun

"Cet inside," she whispered to Hubbard. "Get sonmeone inside. He's going to panic and kill them
all."

She gripped the bundle of kelp fibers tight in her fist and dimy heard Hubbard snap out orders to
his crew. She felt herself drawn both ways through the fibers, as though she were seeing with
several pairs of eyes at once. The sense of herself dimnished as she flowed out the fibers, so
she gripped a handhol d on the bul khead and forced the flow to come to her.

I can't let this go on, she thought. It has to stop. ©GCh, Ben, you were so right!

It was nearly nore than she coul d bear, but nagnetizing as well. She knew she could let go the
fibers, stop the headl ong tunble down a tunnel of |ight, but her reporter instinct told her to
hang on for the duration of the ride. She raced through the hookups aboard the Orbiter and the
Voi dship, then felt herself |aunched toward the surface of Pandora. She tightened her grip and
wonder ed who was noaning in the background, then realized that the npbans were her own.

She was a convection center for the kel p. The pale-faced young security with the huge ears and
filed teeth stood barely a neter from her eyes.

Alyssa's eyes, she thought, and repressed a shudder. |'ve becone Alyssa's eyes.

The tech's hands trenbled as they worked, and with each new fiber glued in place the eerie gl ow
i ncreased.
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"Brood didn't say this was supposed to happen," the kid said, nore nervous than ever. "Is this
nor mal ?"

"I don't know," the tech said. Beatriz heard the fear in her near-whisper. "You want ne to
stop?"

The kid rubbed his forehead, keeping his gaze on the OMC. Beatriz knew that he saw Al yssa Marsh's
brain being wired to sonme tangle of kel p-grown neurons, but it was Beatriz who | ooked back at him
Perspirati on danpened his hair and spread dark circles fromhis underarns.

Fear of the situation? she wondered. O is he afraid of the OMC?

He was | sl ander extraction, there mght be some superstition but physical abnormality itself would
not scare him A Merman woul d have a harder tine facing a living brain, sonething an Islander
woul d shrug off.

"No," he said. "No, he said to hook this one up no matter what. | w sh he'd answer us."
The kid flicked a switch on his portable nessenger and tried again.

"Captain, this is Leadbelly, over."

The only answer was a faint hum across the airways.

"Captain, can you read?"

Still no answer. Leadbelly sidestepped to the intercom beside the hatch. The near-wei ghtl essness
made it difficult for himto keep his back in contact with the bul khead as he went.

"What's the code for Current Control ?"
"Two-two-four," the tech said, never |ooking up fromher work. "It's voice-activated fromthere."

He fingered the three nunbers and instantly the glow in the chanber intensified to a near-glare.

He arnmed his lasgun with a netallic sklick-click and Beatriz heard herself shout, "No! No!" just
as Shorty propelled herself |like a hot charge out of the service vent and onto Leadbelly's

shoul ders. The tech shrieked and junped aside, and Leadbelly shouted a garbl ed nessage into the
i ntercom

Hi s lasgun di scharged and for Beatriz the world slipped into slownotion. She saw the nuzzl e-
flash conming directly at her, homng in on her as though pulled by a thread.

This can't be, she thought, a lasgun fires at |ight-speed.

It was such a short distance to the nuzzle that the charge hadn't fully left the barrel yet when
it hit the glow around Al yssa Marsh's brain. Beatriz watched the | asgun sucked dry of power in
less than a blink. Leadbelly screaned and struggled to fling the hot weapon from hinmsel f, but it
had nelted to the flesh of his hands. Shorty clung tight to Leadbelly with both hands and feet,
spi nning them across the center of the chanber. The charge triggered sone reaction in the glow,
and Beatriz found herself surrounded by it, curiously unafraid.

Al'l was quiet inside this bright sphere. Beatriz hung at the nucl eus of sonething translucent,
warm suspended in yellow |light.

This is the sensation that the webworks m m cked, she thought.

Beatriz found confort in the famliar rush of some great tide in her ears and she felt, nore than
saw, the presence of light all around her

The center, she thought. This is the center of . . . of ne!

A hat chway appeared and though she did not have hands or feet she flung it open. There stood her
brot her when he was el even, his chest bare and brown and his belt heavy with four big |lizards.
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"Traded three in the market for coffee,"” he said, and thunped a bag down on the table in front of
her. "You won your scholarship to the college, but 1'lIl bet it don't cover this. Let ne know
when you need sone nore.”

She had been sixteen that day, and unable to know how to thank him He hurried past her out the
hatch, the dead |izards naking wet sounds behi nd him

A flicker of hatches raced past, each connected to the artery of years. Sone dead-ended at years-
t hat - mi ght - have- been. She opened another, this tinme an |slander hatch of heavy weat herseal, and
found herself inside her family's first tenporary shelter on real land. It was an organic
structure, like the islands, but darker and nore brittle than those that ran the seas.

Her grandfather was there, hoisting a glass of blossomw ne, and all of her famly joined himin a
t oast.

"To our busy Bea, graduate of the Hol ographic Acadeny and new fl oor director for Hol ovision
Ni ghtly News."

She renenbered that toast. It came on the 475th anniversary of the departure of Ship from
Pandora. It had beconme an occasion for sonber celebration over the years, with a place left enpty
at table. Oiginally this was intended to represent the absence of Ship, but in nore recent tines
the gesture had become a nmenorial to a famly's dead.

"Ship did us a great favor by |eaving," her grandfather said.

There was much protestation at this remark. She hadn't renenbered hearing this conversation years
ago, but it pricked her curiosity now.

"Ship left us the hyb tanks, that's true," her grandfather said. "But we went up there and got
them down. And we got them down without any help from anyone or anything inside of them That's
what will raise us up out of our msery -- our genius, our tenacity, ourselves. Flattery's just
anot her spoiled brat [ooking for a handout. You talk about ascension, Momma. W are the
ascension factor and, thanks to Ship, we will rise up one day to greet the dawn and we will keep
onrising . . . that right, little girl?"

The party laughter faded and a single hatch floated |like a blue jewel ahead of her, waiting. It
was |ike nany of the Orbiter's hatches, fitted into the deck instead of the bul khead. Across the
shinmering blue of its lightlike surface the hatch cover read: "Present." She reached for the

doubl e-action handle and felt the cool satin of the well-polished steel in her palm She pulled
the hatch w de and dove i nside.

She had the sanme sense of a headlong tunble, like her early clunsy progress in the near-zero-
gravity of the Orbiter's axis. She sensed everything about her as though she had a body, and that
body was hyper-alert, but she still saw no evidence of one. She sensed others, too, not far away,
and part of this sense told her she had nothing to fear. The translucence of the gl ow about her
fol ded and thickened, formng a shadow at her left shoulder. In a blink it precipitated into
Dwar f Macl nt osh.

"Beatriz!" He wapped his arns around her and kissed her. "Now |l know |I've died," he |aughed, "I
nmust be in heaven."”

"W haven't died," she said. "But we may have gone to heaven. Sonething's happened with the kelp
hookups. | know that I'mstill holding onto them outside the OMC chanber, but | al so know that
I"'mhere with you . "

"Yeah, the kelp hookups and holo stage in Current Control got a glowto them then the viewscreens
the whole world seenmed to be shining down there. At first |I thought it had sonmething to do

with those goons that Flattery sent up here. Now | think it has nore to do with the kelp

di sturbances, the grid collapse. | think that your friend M. Ozette and Crista Galli are at the

bottom of this."

"But how? W're in orbit. The kelp we touch here touches nothing else. It could just be a
psychi c di sturbance, but then you wouldn't be here with nme."
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"It's the light," Mack said. "The kelp uses chenmicals to communicate, this we've known for sone
time. Now we've taught it to use light. That holo stage |I built for experinentation -- it works
perfectly, and all conponents cane fromthe kelp, only the kel p has gone a few steps further. The
kel p takes pieces of light, breaks theminto components, encodes themchemically or electrically,
then reproduces themat will. |It's sonmething | refined fromwhat cryptographers used to call the
"Digital Encoding System' You know nore about hol ography than | do, you tell ne what's going
on."

"I'f you're right," she said, "if this is the kelp's holography, then it's |l earned to use |light as
both a wave and a particle. W can hug each other, yet we're just hol o projections of sone kind,
right? Maybe the kel p has found another dinension."

"Yes," a worman's voice said, "we are the reorganization of |ight and shade. Were |ight goes, we
go."

"Are you . . . Avata?" Beatriz asked.

A gentle laugh replied, a laugh Iike noonlight across flat water. A third figure began its
mysterious materialization out of the glow It was a worman, as radiant as the |ight around them
and because of that she was barely visible. Beatriz recognized her inmediately.

"Crista Galli," she gasped. She | ooked around for sign of another figure, for Ben, but all she
saw was the translucent sphere that held them

"Don't worry, Beatriz, Ben and Rico are with ne. As you and Dr. Maclntosh are with the Obiter
crew. What they see now are the shells of our beings, the husks of ourselves. What we neet here
is the being itself."

"But | can see you, hear you," Muck said. "Beatriz and | actually touched."
Crista |l aughed again, and Beatriz felt a giggle com ng that she coul dn't suppress.
I am safe here, she thought. Brood, Flattery, they can't get ne here.

"That's right, we're safe," Crista said. Beatriz realized then that thought was as good as speech
inthis strange place. O is it a place?

"Yes, this is a place. It is a who as well as a what and a where. Dr. Mclntosh, we have
subst ance because our ninds have nade a perceptual junp along with the light. Things change to
acconmodat e our differing subconscious. Did you see a |ot of hatches?"

Beatri z watched himhold out his hands, |ook down at his feet, puzzled.

"Yes, | did, but . . ."

"And one reni nded you of sonething pleasant, so you opened it?"

"Yes, and | wound up here."

"So did |I," Beatriz said. "But an earlier one led ne . . . back. Back to ny famly years ago."

"It was Avata's way of reassuring you," Crista said. "It took you to a fanmiliar, confortable
pl ace. You have been terrified lately. Avata does not want your terror. She wants your
expertise.”

"Expertise?" Beatriz swept a hand out to indicate their surround. "After this, what could
possi bly of fer?"

"You'll see. Think of this as Shadowbox, as the biggest holo studio in the world, with nearly the
whole world as its stage. W will put Flattery at its center, show himoff to the world. What
t hen?"

"Stop people fromdestroying each other," Mack said. "They have not been able to get at him so
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they will destroy his engines of power. |If they do that, they endanger all of us, Avata included.
Exposing Flattery m ght be nore dangerous than you think."

"But | ook at our method," Beatriz said. "It's incredibly powerful. It will appear as a nmessage
fromthe gods, a vision, a mracle."

"I saw |ight shinmering above all kelp stands from Current Control," Mack said. "lIs that really
happeni ng?"

"Yes," Crista nodded, "it is."

"Then we already have the world's attention, right? Everybody nust've stopped in their tracks to
take a | ook."

"My peopl e stopped | ong enough to enjoy the light show, " soneone said. "They're heading for
Kal al och wi th everything they have."

Anot her figure precipitated out of light, a nuscular nale figure with red hair. Though Beatriz
had never net Kal eb Norton-Wang before, she realized that she knew his past nearly as well as her
own. At the sane nonent, she realized this was true of Crista Galli and Mack, as well.

Then they know nme, too, Beatriz thought, and saw Mack's responding grin

"We are part of Avata, now," Crista said. "QOthers float this drift, too, but we are Avata's
anbassadors to our own kind. You, Dr. Maclntosh, believed ne to be a manufacture of the kel p.
Until this day I, nyself, did not knowny origins. | owe ny life to Avata, ny birth to humanki nd,

and ny allegiance to both. Are we all not of the same m nd?"

Beatriz agreed. "W are. Flattery nust be stopped, the killing must stop. Can we do it w thout
becom ng just another death squad?"

Beatriz paused, felt a surge of light within her and watched a replay of the encounter w th Nevi
on the beach. Then she discovered sonething interesting about being one with Avata -- all of them
could talk at once and she could follow everything perfectly.

Kal eb said, "I can speak to all of mnmy people, using the kelp . . . | nean, Avata, as you used it
to beat Nevi. W could ignore a giant holo in the sky?"
"I didn't use it to defeat Nevi," Crista said. "I was nerely a witness. Avata and Ri co worked

out a magi c between them but neither used the other."
"I stand corrected," Kaleb said, and bowed slightly. "How are we to cooperate with Avata?"

"We initiated it by seeking contact with Avata in the first place. Each of us has done that, for
our own reasons, which we all now know," Crista explained. "Were there is kelp, Avata can
project holos. As you can see, these are being refined even at this nonent. Qur hol o selves,
here, can hug each other and we can feel it!"

"Qur problemis Flattery," Mack said. "He has never been easily persuaded, and now that he's made
an enperor of hinself he believes only hinself capable of rational decisions. Anything else is a
threat. He is paranoid, therefore it's a given that he's set traps of one kind or another to
protect hinself fromattack. Renenber, he's a psychiatrist, too. He can defend hinself from both
enotional and physical attack. The ultinmate threat, of course, is that if he dies, Avata and,

eventual ly, all humans die as well. W can't have himpanic and start |ighting fuses."
"Way can't Avata just . . . capture him as it has taken us?" Kaleb asked. "He's not the type to
kill himself, and it would buy us sonme tine."

"Flattery takes excruciating pains to stay awmay fromthe kelp," Crista said. "He won't even have
kel p- paper products in his conpound. He nmust be drawn out to the kelp."

"Or driven out," Kal eb said.

"Or the kelp has to come to him" Beatriz said. "Mybe that's possible. There are the Zavatans
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Yes, a voice that surrounded them said, Yes, the Zavatans. Suddenly the |ight cleared around them
and Beatriz saw what was |left of Kalal och sprawl ed out, wounded, beneath her. She floated above
the settlenent at a great height, with a confortable sense of well-being that could only be w nd
buoyi ng her.

"Ah, Beatriz, you have found the hylighter,"
and be with her, now. "

Crista's voice said. "Let us all join hands in Avata

Beatriz was vaguely aware of her existence in the light. She felt Mack's hand on her right and
Kaleb's to her left, but the sensations she received were fromher hylighter perceptions, and
these steered her in a tightening circle high above Flattery's Preserve. Three nore hylighters
tacked her way, and each one snapped its full sail in their traditional greeting.

She hovered directly above the bl ackened remains of the earlier hylighter explosion. Hundreds of
peopl e scranmbled in and out of the cover of rubble, pressing in on Flattery's conmpound. Many of
them wore the drab fatigues of his own security forces.

"W nust get to Flattery before they do,
Avata, no hope for any of us."

Crista said. "If he's killed, there nay be no hope for

Beatriz val ved off some hydrogen and dropped closer, tightening her gyre. Though certain of the
conbat ants bel ow poi nted upward to her presence, none rai sed a weapon or fired on her

Everyone topside is on one side now, she thought. Exploding a hylighter would be suicide.
She wondered whether Flattery had any faithful snipers in the nearby hills.

Now t hat she was only a few hundred neters above the conpound she noticed dozens of people in
orange singlesuits popping out of underground cover throughout the area. The dozens becane fifty,
a hundred, nore . . . all Zavatans of the Hylighter Clan. Swiftgrazers had fled the fire zone and
scranbl ed into their burrows about the conpound, and now the Zavatans were placing snall orange
flags at the entrances to these burrows.

They're showing the villagers the way into Flattery's bunkers, she thought. |f we can get inside
first, we might be able to trap him

"Excellent!" Mack's voice said. "And even if we don't, he has his seaward escape and we drive him
straight into Avata."

The other three hylighters were i Mmense, their supple tendrils dragging ballast nearly fifty
nmeters bel ow their gasbag bodi es.

Fromthis vantage point she had the opportunity to see the wildlife fromFl attery's Preserve
scattered at the periphery of the scene. They had been a | uxury, these nysterious Earthside
animals. They got food and health care when people starved, but she did not regret their
survi val

The people will care for themat |least as well as Flattery did, she thought. Ben was right, there
isn't a shortage of food, just a very selective distribution

She drifted | ow enough to the ground to nmake out individual Zavatans wavi ng at her and shouting
their greetings. The tips of her two |longest tentacles stung when they touched the w hi tops.
This close to the ground she found maneuvering nearly inpossible, but felt no fear-sense from her
hyl i ghter host.

Fear not, human, the Avata voice said. Let the ending for this spore-bag mark our birth together
on Pandor a.

"What do you nean, 'ending' ?"
Unl i ke humans, we crush oursel ves under our own wei ght when grounded. Wthout the ultinmate fire

our spore-dusts are trapped forever inside their shells.
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"You nean, unless you expl ode your spores are sterile?"

Yes. Now, you see, we are already too lowto recover. | wll live in you, now Hurry. The
others, too, nust hurry. Find each tentacle a hole, chase Flattery out. Avata will . . . Avata

Beatriz felt as though a ballast rock lay on her chest, she could barely breathe. One by one her
ten tentacl es found burrows narked by the Zavatans and began their twining into the depths of
Pandoran stone. She heard the other three hylighters valving off their hydrogen nearby.

"What is this like for then?" she wondered to her friends. "Like a nother snothering a crying
child to save the village?" Then she was alive in the tentacles. It was |like having ten sets of
eyes, and the light that grew fromthe dying hylighter turned a groping nystery into a warren of
horrors. Eyes |ooked back at her -- eyes and tiny, needlelike teeth pulled back in a hissing
snarl. She pushed forward and they attacked, biting off chunks of tentacle as she backed t hem
further into the naze.

"I can't stand it!" she screaned. "They're biting ny face! They're horrible little . . ."
"Beatriz, listen to nme."

It was Mack's voice. Mck was nearby, but he didn't know what was down here, he hadn't seen these
little . . . things biting and biting, and down here she couldn't close her eyes because it seened
that the whole hylighter becane eyes to her

"Beatriz, talk to ne," Mack said. "Don't pull back, now. |I'mhere, we're all here, hol di ng hands
in Avata. We're holding hands in Avata and you're in the Obiter, holding a kel p hookup. Do you
feel me beside you? |'msetting down beside you now "

The Avata voice spoke to her. It sounded |ike Alyssa Marsh.

Renenber it as hol ding hands, even if you know it wasn't so. Wen you tell the story, say that
you all held hands. It is a synbol, these clasped hands, as the clenched fist is a synbol.
Choose which of these you would pass down. Avata taught through the chem stry of touch, the

"| ear ni ng- by-injection" nethod, as sone called it. Hunmans keep their kind alive by synmbols and
| egends, by nyths.

She felt him She felt a bulk press against her owm and the wei ght on her chest eased off. She
coul d breat he, and wondered whet her hylighters breathed, too.

W are . . . nore simlar toyou . . . than different, the presence said. | will enjoy a deep
breath . . . when you are free . . . to take one.

The swiftgrazers kept at her, their little mouths biting, snatching off bits of flesh from her
face .

Fromthis hylighter's tentacles, the voice reninded her

"1'"'mdown. "
This was Crista Galli's voice.
"Me, too," Kaleb said. "Let's kick sone ass!"”

The burrows were too narrow for the swiftgrazers to launch their typical swarmng type of attack
Tentacl es pressed them further into their burrows and all they could do was turn for a savage
little nip every neter or so. Beatriz felt that she had snaked about half of the Iength of her
tentacles into the ten burrows when they broke into the open. What she saw there with her
battered stubs of hylighter flesh was a sight to nake her gasp.

A blur of fast little aninmals streaked into a nmagnificent garden, a place so beautiful that
Beatri z thought she must be in the throes of sone hylighter death-vision. She heard cries and
groans fromthe others as they encountered the vicious swiftgrazers and she tried to confort them
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by concentrating on the scene before her

"You're close," she said, "don't give up, you're so close

Her wounded stubs sniffed the blossons thick in the green foliage. Msses and ferns hung down the
bl ack- gl azed ceiling and carpeted nost of the walls. She could not stop the light fromspilling
out of her into the chanber, but she wouldn't have chosen to even if it had been possible.

She heard ot her screans, then. Screans of a man being shredded to bone. She saw him an ol der
man, flailing at the panicked swiftgrazers with a pruning rod. He seemed to nelt at first, then
he toppl ed and his screans were nuffl ed by hundreds of little bodies upon him

A couple of big cats cane to the fray. They were bigger than dashers, stronger, but they were no
match for the tide of swiftgrazers that continued to pour fromthe thirty other tunnels nearhby.
Troops raced inside froman opening across the lagoon, firing their |asguns and snoking up the

pl ace. They, too, were no match for the fury of the swarm

A foil that nust've been Flattery's fled beneath the surface of the pool, the splash of its crash-
di ve drenched the walls. There was nothing nore she could do here. Rather than watch the horror
she withdrew to Avata and to the confort of the |ight.

Ferdi nand of Aragon . . . has always planned and executed great things which have filled his

subj ects with wonder and admiration and have kept them preoccupi ed. One action has grown out of
another with such rapidity that there never has been tinme in which nen could quietly plot against
hi m

-- Machiavelli, The Prince

Flattery heard trouble before he sawit. He had secured the upper bunker system and noved his
nmost trusted personnel to the smaller office conplex adjacent to the Geens. |t was cranped, but
it met his needs and could not be penetrated from above. Here he would have the luxury of waiting
out the results of the fighting topside.

"I'f we sit tight here we can watch everything resolve around us," he told Marta. "Fires burn

t hemsel ves out, people get too tired or hungry to lift a weapon -- then we'll sort out who's who.
It will be dark soon. No one will want to be out there in the dark with a breached perineter.
Denons. "

He coul dn't suppress a shudder and he supposed, under the circunstances, that it didn't natter
Marta and the others were here because they knew hi m best and they shared his passion for |eaving
Pandora. They were all a little giddy after the quick nove to his private bunker. It hel ped that
there were few cl austrophobi cs on Pandor a.

Flattery was pleased to see that, even though they were under fire, his people rallied even nore
strongly to his cause. Still, he double-latched the security hatch behind himwhen he returned to
the Greens.

If we're required to stay down here for any length of tinme, I'Il have to bring themin here, he
thought. 1'Il put that off as |ong as possible

Throughout his Iife on Mionbase, fromhis inplantation in a surrogate wonb to |liftoff aboard the
Earthling, Flattery renenbered no place that was private, unguarded. Part of his training as a
psychiatrist had taken this into account. The ultimate privacy was death, he knew this | esson
well, and it was because he knew this that he was designed to be the executioner of his species.
Who was better trained than a Chapl ai n/ Psychiatrist to recognize the Gher -- artificial
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intelligence, alien intelligence? And who could be prepared better to deal with such a threat
properly? Monbase had made the right decision, of this he was certain. O this he was truly
proud.

Pride cones before a fall, a voice said fromthe back of his head. He shrugged it off with the
shudder .

It was possible that he had erred slightly in this matter of the kelp. He needed the kelp --
Pandora needed the kelp -- therefore keeping it alive was not so nmuch a nmatter of prudence as
necessity. The first C P on Pandora had ordered the kel p destroyed and that act had very nearly
destroyed what remai ned of hunmanity and the planet itself. Pruning was risky, Current Control was
ri sky, because there was always nore kel p than people to control it. Ten years ago it had already
gotten out of hand and he had been forced to concentrate solely on stands that marked inportant
trade routes around Pandora's new coastl i nes.

Then, five years ago, Crista Galli came into his life. He had suspected at the start that she was
an agent of the kelp. He should' ve known better, but this kind of wariness had kept hi mahead of
the kelp all along. A chronosonme scan of the Galli girl proved she was hunan. He'd had the tech
who did the scan killed with the kelp toxin, and so began the runors about the death-touch of
Crista Galli. Subsequent adjustnents to her blood chem stry provided opportunity for other

evi dence against her. These runors had suited his purposes better than entire |egi ons of
security.

A wel | -placed runor al ong with sone sl eight-of-hand has i measurable value in political and
religious arenas, he thought.

Flattery was confortable in spite of the conflict raging around him In fact, he had to contro
his glee at the prospect of the afternmath.

This will adjust the popul ation problem he nused. dd Thomas Ml thus comes through again.

The survivors who opposed himwould starve, it was that sinple. He had all the tinme in the world,
all the world's resources at his fingertips. Fromhis bunker he had access to three of the

| argest food bins in the world -- enough grain and preserved foods to keep five thousand peopl e
healthy for at |east ten years. The G eens would not provide enough fresh fruit for everyone, but
he and a select cadre could be quite happy there indefinitely. Al he had to do was wait it out.

H s first warning of trouble inside his personal perineter was a faint hissing that he heard above
the wave-slaps in his pool. At the sane time he heard high-pitched squeaki ng above him then
intruder alarns went off. Mst of his sensors topside were gone, destroyed or covered by rubble.
These, placed in the dozens of sw ftgrazer burrows, were not true visual sensors but presence-
activated alarms. Flattery summoned his caretaker and the squeaking intensified all around them

"What is it?" Flattery asked. "It says 'level A activity.'"

"Swiftgrazers," the caretaker said. "Level Ais set for them since they're the nost common
intruder into the fissures. This shows a |lot of them and deeper than they're usually found."

"This squeaking -- it's getting |ouder."

"There's a lot of them all right," the caretaker said. He studied the sensor scan and bit his
promi nent lower lip. "And they're still coming this way."

"Trigger your trapsets.”

The caretaker pressed a red spot on the scanner. The hissing that had becone squeaks now rose to
hi gh- pi tched shrieks of anger and terror.

At that nmonent a few dozen brown swiftgrazers tunbled froma fissure above Flattery and to his
right. They were unconfortably close, spilling fromabove the hatchway to Flattery's bunker

"You'd better clean these up here. W don't want them established --"
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"They're still coming," the caretaker said. He pointed further back to where there was obvious
moverent in the foliage against the wall. "I1'll need sonme help here."

"We're not bringing any nore people into the Greens than necessary. You told nme it was safe to
keep these rodents around, you take care of them Now "

"Yes, sir." The older man sagged, sighed and arned his lasgun. "There's a lot of them" he said,
“I''"ll need nore charges."

Aflurry of little bodies and shrieks caught their attention to the left of the pool, near the
| oadi ng dock and Flattery's foil. Behind thema bright, white Iight broke through the cover of
ferns. Now Flattery could see a sinmilar |ight approaching through the fissure above his hatch

"l don't like this," Flattery said. "What do your precious sensors say how?"
The caretaker flurried his nervous fingers across the face of his portable control unit.
"Dead," he said. "Sonething's shorted out the power to all of the sensors.”

Flattery heard the |owthroated purr of Archangel behind him and for the first tine realized that
it wasn't merely a handful of swiftgrazers invading his garden. In blinks there were hundreds of
them Sonet hing had whi pped themto a fever pitch, and they displayed none of their usua

wari ness of hunans.

"Start shooting," he said, his voice low "I'Il get sonme fire-power in here."

By the tine he had undogged his hatch and signaled for help, the light inside the Geens was too
great a glare to let himpick out anything but little blurs of novenent across his path. He
hurried to dockside and secured hinself inside the foil

Flattery had started the foil's engines and begun his predive checkout when he realized he'd |eft
the mooring lines secured. He glanced up at the caretaker, who was firing wildly at shadows in
the greenery, and saw hi m suddenly di sappear under a thick wad of fur. It was as though he'd
slipped on a giant coat of swiftgrazers and then di sappeared. The coat nelted to the deck and

di sappeared, |leaving only the man's weapon, bloody tatters of clothing and a scatter of fleshy
bones. Archangel, too, was no match for them and Flattery had his doubts about the five-man
security squad begi nning their sweep.

"Not even smart enough to shut the hatch behind them" he nmunbled through gritted teeth. "If they
don't stop them. "

Flattery didn't have to dwell on the unpl easantness, he had plenty of evidence of sw ftgrazer
vengeance all around him The squad had pushed them back far enough that Flattery could nake a
dash for the nmooring lines and free hinself fromthe pier. Hs only escape now woul d be to dive
out of the Geens and wait. The light in the Geens was so bright that he could barely read his
instruments. It nearly surrounded the pool now and he was sure it was sone kind of weapon that
t he Shadows were using agai nst him

"Rag-tag bunch of buns," he hissed. "Wy don't they | eave well enough al one? Even they nust be
smart enough to know I'lIl be off this planet soon."

As he fl ooded the dive conpartnments he thought he saw faces swirling in the light of the Greens --
Crista Galli's face, Beatriz Tatoosh, Dwarf Maclntosh and sone young fuzzhead that he didn't
recogni ze. He shook his head and attended to his instrunents. As he settled beneath the surface
of the pool he breathed easier. The foil's atnosphere was contrived, it was not the coo
freshness of the Greens, but it was heaven now to Flattery.

Hs intent was to wait out the incident safely suspended in the waters of his personal |agoon

The foil had full rations for six, enough to last himnonths, and it could continue to nanufacture
its own fuel and air supply as long as the nenbranes held out. They were |slander-grown from kel p
tissue in a nethod perfected several hundred years ago, and had been known to last up to fifty
years.
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The |ight above himcontinued to intensify and the water began a rhythmic chop that alarned him
He had been reluctant to venture into open water now that the kel pways were down. The idea of
pi cking his way through a tangle of kelp by instrunments alone dried his nmouth and he forced
hinself to slow his breathing.

"I''"ll head for the launch site,” he told hinself. "The nightside supply shuttle should be ready
for launch in three hours.”

He marked the time on his log and swung the bow of the foil seaward. Ahead of himlay the vast
coastal kelp bed and its infernal lights, blinking at him

The beachside nortar . . . they didn't stunp this stand as | ordered.

Sonmehow, the sight of blue and red flickerings across the depths ahead of himfilled himwith as
much fear as the nysterious glare that backed himout of the Geens. Flattery didn't like the
feeling of fear.

VWhat if they lob their charges in now? |'d be a dead squawk.
Qut of habit, Flattery turned his fear to aggression and throttled hinself into the kelp.

The going was nuch easier than he'd anticipated. Waters off Kalal och were quiet in spite of the
|l oss of Current Control. That is, they were quiet except for a strange tidal pulse that pursued
himfromthe Greens into open water. The uncontrolled kel p kept the major kel pway to the | aunch
site open. Flattery attributed this to habit, or to perseverance of the |ast signal sent from
Current Control. He was well into the thick of the stand before he realized his m stake.

Several things happened at once, any one of them enough to shake Flattery's resolve to regroup at
the launch site. He ran out of fuel less than a kiloneter fromthe perineter of the site.
Instrunments showed all fuel-filter menbranes functioning normally. Before the foil stalled out
and left himadrift in the kelp, Flattery noticed that the CO2 in his cabin was higher than usual
The gas diffusion nmenbranes were functioning, but seemingly in reverse.

I"mout of fuel, in the kelp, and my foil is filtering CO2 instead of 2 to the cabin

He | ooked at these facts logically, hoping that |logic would stave off the hysteria that bubbled at
the back of his throat. He could shuttle ballast as |long as his power supply lasted, but if he
had to maneuver by battery he wouldn't last Iong. No one responded to any of the undersea burst
frequenci es, and his Navcom sent back no signal. It was as though he floated in the center of a
bl ack hole. Everything that went out fromhis foil was swall owed up

It nust be the kelp, he reasoned. |It's fouled up our communi cations before, even the histories
tell us that.

He regretted his leniency with the kelp. It was sonething that made his life easier, so he had
I et the explosive growh of this reportedly dangerous species continue beyond his ability to
control it.

Coul dn't herd people and kel p at the sane tinme, he thought, and yawned.
CO2's getting nme al ready.

The yawn frightened himinto a flurry of activity, but the oxygen level in his cabin was already
| ow enough to slow his thinking and his hands. He found that, even under electrical power, he
couldn't nose any further through the kelp. Blowing ballast did no good, either. It sinply
depl eted his already feeble batteries.

This dammed kel p is sucking the Iife out of me!

He stabilized the foil at fewer than twenty neters below the surface. His instruments refused to
function, and visibility faded quickly as sunset tipped the scales toward night. Around him the
kel p pulled back fromhis foil and certain of the kelp fronds began to glow. It was the sane kind
of cold white glowthat had filled the G eens just before he dove.
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"This is some kind of Shadow sabotage,” he growed. "You'll all regret this!"

Wthin nmonents he was w apped inside a sphere of light so bright that details inside the foi
becane invisible to him The glare continued to be bright even though he shut his eyes and
covered themw th his hands. Voices babbled |ike red nusic at the back of his mnd

A war ni ng buzzer droned fromthe overhead panel and the autonmatic repeated: "Cabin air unsafe,
don airpacks."

How I ong had it been warning hin? He renenbered, he renmenbered
Li ght.

This was a wonan's voi ce, soneone he knew well. But it wasn't the Galli wonman . . . The buzzer
exhausted itself to an electric rattle and Flattery shook his head.

"I need air!" he gasped.
The sound of his own voice broke himfree of the suffocation trance of the carbon di oxi de.

Flattery clawed through a crew | ocker for his dive suit. He didn't bother with all of the
fastenings, but tightened down the faceplate and activated the air supply. The Director's white
hands trembl ed beyond his control, but at |ast he coul d breathe.

I've got to show themwho's in charge! he thought.

His training always |urked inside, but something about adrenaline slung it free. An old Islander
proverb echoed in his mnd: "Stir a dasher, feed a dasher."

I amthe dasher and I will strike.
Flattery repeated this to hinmself a fewtimes while carefully slowi ng his breathing.
"What do you want?" he shouted into the faceplate. "If you kill ne, you'll die. You'll all die!"

Hi s breath fogged the plaz in front of himbut it didn't diminish the cold white glare at all. In
fact, as he | ooked closer at the beads of condensation on his faceplate he saw faces inside,
hundreds of tiny faces suspended in translucence, one or nore glittering inside each droplet.

Killing is your way, not ours.

That voice, inside his owm head, chilled sonmething deep in his belly. He could not nistake the

fam | iar Moonbase accent of his shipmte Al yssa Marsh. She had been nore than shipmate for a

whil e, but hers had al ways been a cool intimacy. But it couldn't be Alyssa Marsh because she was
wel |, not dead exactly .

"What . . . what is going on here?"

The rasping that he heard across the cabin ceiling and around the foil could only be kel p vines.
They snaked across the cabin plaz w thout dimnishing the white radiance that pierced his eyelids,
his retinas, his very being. The foil lurched, then its metallic skin shrieked as the kel p began
to tear it apart. Flattery hurried to seal his dive suit. He had already arnmed two | asguns, but
he grabbed a couple of spare air packs instead.

You may fight if you wish, Alyssa's voice told him you will not be killed. You will not be
harmed in any way.

"She had a terrible accident in the kel p" had been Flattery's official version of her body's
dem se. Now scenes fromher |ife danced in the light around him And he saw her great secret.
Cool as Flattery was, it chilled himjust the sane.

Al yssa had slipped away on a long-termjob in the kel p, know ng she could stretch six nonths of
research in wild kel p beds to nine or ten nonths without any trouble. He'd wanted to be rid of
her, she'd sensed that. |If he knew she were pregnant he would destroy the child, of this she was
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sure. He would probably destroy her, too. Not one in ten thousand cl ones ever got the chance for
a baby. Flattery, Al yssa and Mack were very possibly the last living nenbers of their origina
crew of 3,006, each one the clone of sone |ong-lost donor

The Broods took him and Yuri he was called. There were no other children at this kel p outpost,
so Yuri spent his first two years undersea with fourteen adults.

Flattery closed his eyes, retreated into hinself.

It was just the once, his nmind pleaded. Just the tine .

"Do you think it's what | expected ny body to do?" she asked.

The i mages stayed on the other side of his eyelids, but her voice canme right into his mnd
How woul d | suspect, you didn't stick around . . . your work in the kelp .

Now t he scenes cane inside his head. Flattery watched as he personally "di smantl ed" Al yssa and he
hi nsel f performed the transplant to the life support surrogate and severed her brain forever from
its body.

"Al'l you have to do is consult the kelp," he heard Mack telling Brood. "You'll have your answer
for sure, then. You can follow your genetic line back as far as you have the patience to follow "

"I know who ny father is," Brood said. "It's him Raja Flattery."

In one gigantic twist the foil ripped apart at the cabin seamand the sea burst in on Flattery.
When the pieces fell away from hi mthe sphere of light remained, and nore i nages danced across the
surface of the sphere. He saw Nevi and Zentz captured at the beach, and Brood's attack on the
Orbiter. A panorana of disaster played out for himand he watched his precious Preserve go down
in plunder.

Al'l along the coastline huge whips of kelp flung thensel ves skyward and lit up the sea with their
pal e green gl ow.

You have nmuch to learn, Raja Flattery, Alyssa said. You are an intelligent man, perhaps even the
geni us that you believe yourself to be. Utimtely, that is what will save you

Sonet hi ng grabbed at his right ankle and he spun away. It grabbed again and held, then pinned his
arms when he tried to batter at it with a spare air pack. He was al ready exhausted, and found
hinmself in a dreanlike state that nade resistance nore work than it was worth

As | told you the night you killed me, | don't think you understand the imensity of this being.

Beatriz watched Flattery's nenory take over, and he broadcast the entire scene of Al yssa Marsh's
separation fromher body. Hole screens, viewscreens, kelp beds, the air and sky thenselves |lit up
with Alyssa Marsh's nenories of her final encounter with Flattery.

You owe ne a body, she said, and she said it in that sane flat, enobtionless tone that had nade her
his first pick for this crewa lifetinme ago.

The kel p began to enciliate Flattery, to encapsulize himinside a |life-support pod. It had been
the sane with Crista Galli, as it had been with Vata and Duque before her. Beatriz felt the cilia
seeking out his blood vessels to adjust his oxygen level and pH Ohers would feed him recycle
his wastes and protect himfromflesh-eaters. She felt this as she sensed the world through the
hylighter's skin.

Flattery had the show, and the whole world was wat chi ng.
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So many things fail to interest us, sinply because they don't find in us enough surfaces on which
to live, and what we have to do then is to increase the nunber of planes in our mnd, so that a
nmuch | arger nunber of thenes can find a place in it at the same tine.

-- Jose Otega y Gasset
Twisp felt a nonent of hysteria play flip-flop with his stonach as a sphere of cool I|ight
enconpassed the young Kal eb. Twisp had sent a boy upcoast and now a man cane back. He had known

the boy's father the day he changed fromchild to nman. Suddenly that old sense of |loss iced his
spine, and he stood a little straighter at the pool side.

Kaleb's a lot like his father, he thought. GCbstinate, sure, outraged

Kal eb's father, Brett, had been outraged at the sight of thousands of fellow Islanders stacked
dead in a Mernman plaza, outraged that humans woul d nurder children in their beds and parents at
their prayers

An entire Island, sunk!

Twi sp had heard about the sinking of Guenes Island, he'd seen holos of the grimrescue scene, but
Brett had seen the sledges of |inp bodies, heard the rattle in dying throats.

As though picking up his thoughts, the bright surface of the sphere played back sone of those
nmoments, far clearer here than in his nenory.

O her inmages played there, too -- nebulized, indistinct, as though naking up their nm nds about

being. He saw in themreplays of the scenes Kal eb fought with his people. He had resisted the
majority of his forces who wanted Flattery's blood. They chose to nove wi thout him and Kal eb

stood up to them

"You're willing to die in battle anyway," he told them "Wy not die feeding the poor?"
He was sending an army against Flattery, all right -- an army of angels laden wth food.

"Everything stops until everyone eats," was witten on each pilgrims shirt as they set out by the
hundreds for the canps.

Twi sp had renewed confidence that Kaleb's hatred of the Director would not turn the boy into
anot her Flattery.

He's not a boy, he rem nded hinself, and he's safe in Avata. His nbother saw to that.

Twi sp renmenbered the tine when he had needed convincing hinself, when it was Kal eb's nother, Scud
Wang, who first thrust himinto the kel pways of the mind. Her face came up in the sphere and it
was the smling face of the precocious teenager that Twi sp renmenbered so well.

How coul d Brett not have | oved her?

Twi sp tugged his gray braid that tickled his neck. |In the halo around Kal eb nore inmages
precipitated out of the light. They all seemed to be people he knew, and they all had one ot her
thing in comon.

They're all dead!
He heard a whi nper behind himthat rmust be Mbse.

In that nonment Kal eb becane a bright shadow inside a brighter sphere, and he seened to hover above
the pool rather than float upon it. The manifestations, the flickering images around him recited
a few scenes fromtheir pasts. Tw sp was awed, but not afraid.

Everything swamin a pal e radiance that pulsated slightly, like a child' s fontanel. A sinmlar
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pul se began to beat in the wave-slaps around the rimof the pool. The onlookers had ceased their
chatter and begun their chant of renewal. It was a call-and-response chant, typical at bl ossom
time, an inprovisation on an old thene that Twi sp had heard his grandparents sing.

"Open the | eaves

and the bl ossons, open .

Kal eb was no longer visible inside the Iight. The light now was brighter than anything Tw sp had
experienced, but this cool brightness did not hurt his eyes. |Indeed, he could not take his gaze
fromits hypnotic spell

"It's everywhere," a tremul ous voice shouted fromthe caverntop. "There's light on the waves, in
the sky . . . everywhere."

Twi sp recogni zed this breathless voice as Snej, the young assistant at Operations.

"And there are pictures in the |ight,
sky!"

' another gasped, "just like this, only it covers the whole

When a great light took over the whol e cavern, it becane inpossible for Twisp to make out the
faces of his fellow Zavatans. Even Mse, as close as he was, becane just another |ight inside the
light.

Snej's voice cane to himagain, bell-like inits joy.
"Crista Glli is safe," she announced. "They are all safe. The fighting is at a standstill."

The bright sphere in front of Twi sp unreeled the tideline dranma of Ben and Crista Galli and their
near-fatal encounter with Zentz and Spider Nevi. It seened to Twisp that the event was nore than
visual . Though it must've taken up nearly an hour of real tine, the scene was conmunicated to him
in a mtter of blinks. A cheer filled the cavern when Spider Nevi fell, and the inmages on the
sphere shifted to another cavern, and to the terrified face of the Director

Al fell silent at the sight of Flattery, except for a few angry nmutterings across the pool

"Is this a mracle, Elder?"

"Flattery's being driven out,"” Twisp said. "I'd say that was nore inevitability than miracle.
Avata has decided that it's time to neet the Director.”

The brightness inside the Oracle spread out fromthe sphere to bathe each observer. The darkest
of themwas a dazzle of |ight against |ight.

"Look, Elder!"

Twi sp watched Mose |ift his arns as though flying, and streans of thick white |ight pul sed from
his fingertips to join with other light nearby. Though it was inpossible for himto see detail
Twi sp watched these sane streanms of |light nerge with others in mdair. He was reninded of the
time as a child when a cell bioarchitect visited his creche to show his classmates many wonders.
One of these was a blowup holo of cytoplasnic streaning, of an anpbeba punping parts of itself into
other parts of itself in order to nove, to capture and digest prey.

"What are we, here?" he wondered al oud. "Predator or prey?"
The answer cane in a rush that rocked Twi sp back on his heels.
You are brother to me, as | amsibling to you.

H's long arns shot out over the pool for balance. A hand reached out of the |ight and gripped his
own. The grip felt real, the hand, wet. Kaleb stepped fromthe kelp root to the rimof the pool
and kept a hold on Twisp's hand. The cavern around them was a din of babble as the Zavatans
consul ted Avata and each other. They encountered spirits of their ancestors that Avata rel eased
fromthe prisons of their genetic code.
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"Let us join hands and thank Avata," Kaleb announced. His voice took on a new projection that
stilled the babble but did not shock the ears.

"Avat a has di snmenbered the nonster that Flattery built out of our people and has taken him
prisoner. He will be reeducated, as we have been, in the inviolable rights that the |iving have
tolife. Tonight, everyone will eat. Humans are through suffering at the hands of fell ow
humans. "

Everyone in the cavern linked hands, and the light flowed through themfromthe pool and then
flowed back. Figures and faces, bits of inagery tunbled along the brightening stream Gasps of
wonder and cries of delight filled the chanber.

Then the cavern itself dissolved fromview. Ceiling, walls, the rock beneath their feet were no
| onger visible. Al Tw sp could see was a serpentine of people hol ding hands surrounded by
sonmet hing he could only describe as a light-mist. Al Pandorans were |inked with this group and
they all stood together on an imense plain of light. It was warmthere, and for once there was
no fear of denobns, or security, or hunger

Twi sp withdrew quietly fromthe pool side cel ebration, found his robe in his quarters and sought
out his favorite rock overl ook above Kal al och

Bel ow Twi sp's rock outcrop the night air clarified against a glisten of sea. An old tracked
vehicle clanked its stubborn way up the trail and at first Twisp's reflexes tightened. A Cushette
followed the track, both vehicles piled high with bel ongings and wallowing with the effort. These
peopl e were al ready | eaving Kal al och, bound for sonmething better with their bedding and their

hope.

"Wl come, " Twi sp whispered. His attitude was exuberant, but his body exhausted.

They will be all right, he marvel ed.

He thought first of Kaleb, who had left his bitterness behind himin the kel p, who would soon
enough bring the grandchildren of Brett and Scudi to hear stories at their uncle Twi sp's knee.

He coul d guess how it would be for the rest fromwhat he'd seen in the kel p.

Ben and Crista were a natch nade on Pandora, but sealed in Avata, and they would hel p devel op
opportunities to inprove the |lives of Pandorans for many decades to cone. Twi sp had a feeling
when the |ight penetrated him that Rico and Snej would take up housekeepi ng sonmewher e near by.

The Voi dship N etzsche, with Alyssa Marsh at the helm woul d speed Mack and Beatriz beyond the
limts of light-contact with Pandora. It would take the humans and their newfound synbiote,
Avata, to another world, which, if not perfect when they discovered it, would make humans happy
with the work toward perfection.

Sone new insight told Twisp that Yuri Brood would receive a reprieve aboard the Nietzsche and
woul d acquire the necessary spirituality by tending his nother, the OMC Alyssa Marsh. Through the
kel p hookups, Alyssa Marsh had found her new body and her son. Her son would wite out the

nmusi ngs of this OMC, which would beconme the manual for human behavior for generations -- A
Soci ol ogy of Ascension. Their shipload of pilgrins would people a new star, and the sea of a

pl anet of that star.

Raja Flattery would live on in the kelp, his needs net, a prisoner of his own selfishness and
greed. People would neet himthere fromtine to tine, and | egends of himwould prevail throughout
t he generati ons.

Though Pandora's days were nunbered, Twi sp would live his days out roam ng Pandora, working hard
to inprove the ot of everyone. He knew now that he would not be the one to see the end, and was
happy for that.

I'"l'l be known as "the old nman of the high reaches," | suppose, Tw sp nused.

All was quiet in the settlenent below. The glow that had swelled out of the sea and enconpassed
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Kal al och now sank back to the sea. A cool shimer remained, ghostlike, at the surface. Two nopons
and a skyful of stars beanmed down on Twisp's gray head. An occasional cheer broke the silence,
and Twi sp listened as the tinkling sounds of nighttinme [aughter rent the ancient cloak of death

and fear.

file:/lIF|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Fran...%20V0id%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt (211 of 211) [2/4/03 9:43:23 PM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Frank%20Herbert/Herbert,%20Frank%20-%20Destination%20Void%204%20-%20The%20Ascension%20Factor.txt


