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Prelude

Point zero: initiate. A sense kicked in. Something like vison. Not because it emulated sght, but
because it reveded. Himsdf: Nikko Jang-Tibayan. An eectronic pattern scheduled to manifest a
discrete intervals. Nikko Jang-Tibayan. He'd been an organic entity once. Not now.

Point one: identify.

Persondlity suspended on a machine grid: he is the mind of the great ship, Null Boundary. His
memories are many, not dl accessible. He's locked much of his past away in proscribed data fidds. He
interrogates his remaning inventory, seeking an explandtion. It comesin an andgam of cloudy scents: the
dinging stink of living flesh parasitized by aerobic bacteria. All defenses down. "Don't be sad, my love”
she whispers. "Whatever the cost, you know we had to try."

He explores no further.

Point two and counting: status check.

A scheduled mood ghift floods his pattern with easy confidence. He confirms that Null Boundary
had long ago reached maximum velocity, four-tenths lightspeed. The magnetic scoops have been
deactivated; the solenoids folded to a point piercing the increesingly thick interstelar medium. Duration?
Over two centuries ship's time have elapsed snce Null Boundary left Deception Well.

His past has become unconscionably deep for a man who'd been condemned to die a the age of
thirty standard years. Still, death is never far off.

There are four telescopes mounted on tracks around the ship's hull. When two or more are fixed
on the same object, their optical Sgnds can be combined, credting an effective lens aperture far greater
then any individud scope. At least two lenses are continuoudy fixed on the dien vessd that has hunted
Null Boundary for 150 years.

It's a Chenzeme courser, an automated warship designed by a race that vanished millions of
years before the human species even came into existence. It first appeared when Null Boundary was less
then fifty years out of Deception Well. Then, it was moving a close to thirty-nine percent lightspeed, on a
course that would take it toward the star cluster called the Committee—opposite to Null Boundary's
vector. Nikko watches its flegting image, wondering if it will manage to get past the defenses of the
human settlements there.

Nikko knows little about the Chenzeme, but he knows this much: Ther ships are not powered by
conventiond physcs. The old murderers learned to tap the zero point fidd, that dl-pervasve sea of
energy where particles and antiparticles engage in a continuous dance of cregtion and annihilation. It's a
deadly tdent. With the zero point fidd to power their ships and guns, each Chenzeme vessel has far more
enagy a its command than any humen indalaion. Their gamma ray lasers can burn away the
atmosphere of aliving world. Nikko has seen it happen.

A twinge of pain, like the tenderness of a haf-forgotten wound, warns him away from memories
he does not want to awaken. It's enough to know the Chenzeme will not be beaten until the frontier
worlds own the zero point technology too.

Y e even for the old murderers, energy does not flow ininfinite quantity. To catch Null Boundary,
the courser would need to swing about and accelerate—a huge investment of both time and energy that
canganitonly a very tiny prize. So that firg time Nikko sees it, he knows it will ignore him to push on
toward the inhabited worlds of the Committee. He has no reason to think he will ever see it again. He
ams the ship's prow & the naturd navigation beacon of Alpha Cygni, a white-hot giant star that blazes
agang a background of dark molecular clouds—and he pushes on, in the direction caled swan, where
the Chenzeme warships seem to originate. He has sat out to find their source, and he will not be
distracted. Like a tortured man sumbling vengefully toward his tormenters, he has to know why.



A century and a quarter later, the courser reappears in Null Boundary's tel escopes, approaching
obliqudly, far to the stern.

Now it has closed to 21.6 astronomica units—some three billion kilometers behind them. It's a
luminous object, agleam with a white light generated by the membrane of philosopher cells that coats its
needle-shaped hull.

Humen ships and humen worlds were not the origind targets of the Chenzeme, but ther
automated ships have proven adaptive. So Nikko has adapted too. He cannot outrun the courser or
meatch its guns, but on Null Boundary's hull he has grown his own layer of Chenzeme philosopher cdls,
forever dreaming their amulated strategies of war and conquest.

The cdls are an intdlectud machine. Not so much a mind, as a billion dedicated minds in
competition, gambling their opinions. Approva means more and stronger connections to neighboring
cels Disgpprova means an increasing isolation. Links are made and shattered a thousand times a second
and long-chain dliances are continuoudy renegotiated. Consensus is sought but seldom found.

Thisis the dumsy systlem that guides the Chenzeme warships. Nikko thinks on it, and he doesn't
know whether to laugh or to weep in terror.

He suspects he has done both ten thousand times before. It's been twenty-two years since he
learned to live within the skin of his enemy. Null Boundary's hul has gleamed white dl that time, a
skin-deep Chenzeme masquerade.

If nothing else, this ruse has bought time. Though the courser has not been persuaded to turn
away, it seems unsure, as if its indincts have been confused by Null Boundary's metamorphoss.
Seventeen years ago it ceased to accelerate. Yet because its veodity is dightly greater than Null
Boundary's, the gap between the two ships continues to narrow. In another 125 days Null Boundary will
fdl within range of its gammaray laser.

Tha is Nikko's deadline. He mug convince the courser of his authenticity before then, and
persuade it to leave them adone. In the ship's library, an amy of subminds is dedicated to the problem,
interpreting and reinterpreting every record of Chenzeme communication to uncover dl identifying codes
Nikko has used the results in repeated attempts to contact the courser, but to no effect—it has never
answered hisradio hails

He adds one more submind to stew upon the problem, while ingructing a Dull Intelligence to
continue the observations. He will be unable to do so himsdf, as his present existence is limited to ninety
seconds. At the end of this time, if nothing has gone wrong, his persond memory of the period will be
dumped and a new interva will begin, so that from his point of view, Null Boundary's trangt time will
seem to require only ningly seconds, though years have elapsed. This is Nikko's defense agang
boredom.

Point twenty: Additiond subminds report in. Ther assessments are pleasngly dull. Reactor
function is nomind. Air qudity is nomind. Crew hedth: nomind. There are only three crew members.
Four, if Nikko counts his own rardy used physicd incarnation. He finds Lot and Urban awake and
active; only Clemantine dill hibernates in a cold storage nest.

Point thirty: Nikko scans Null Boundary with remote eyes. He discovers Urban in the library,
linked to an interface that records the activity of the philosopher cdls. Urban inggs that with practice and
refinement, the interface can be made to trandate the cdl's chemicd language into something meaningful
to a human mind Nikko doesn't agree. Experience has taught him that Chenzeme language finds meaning
only within Chenzeme neurd structures.

Thisis something Lot understands. Heisin a trangt bubble just beneeth the ship's hull. One side
of the bubble is open, so that he lies squeezed againg the underside of the colony of philosopher cdls.
He's dressed in an insulaing skin suit, but the hood is down. His close-cropped blond har shines in the
cdls white light. On his cheeks are moit sensory glands that ook like gligening teardrops. These
"sensory tears' are a Chenzeme structure, integrated into the genetic system of Lot's ancestors by some
unknown engineer, thousands of years in the past. Through them, Lot can perceive the cdls chemicd



language and respond in kind, with molecules synthesized in the tears nanoscale factories.

The philosopher cdls are Lot's cregtion, and he is dill the only one who can effectively
communicate with them. He mined their design from the living dust of Deception Wel's nebula, storing
the pattern in his fixed memory, a data vault contained within the filamentous strands of the Chenzeme
neurd organ that parasitizes his brain. Nothing degrades in fixed memory. Lot used the pattern to
gynthesize a seed population of philosopher cdls within his neurd tendrils, exuding them through the
shimmery surfaces of his sensory tears. It's anegtly circular survivd strategy in which the parasitic tendrils
use their host to reproduce the Chenzeme mind. Clearly this has happened many times before in the
thirty-milhon-year higtory of the Chenzeme, and it is the warships that have survived it, while ther
chalengers have dl vanished.

All except us, Nikko thinks.

Heis acutdy aware thet they play a dangerous game.

After thefird cdls were made, it took three years of experiments before they learned to feed the
young colony with nutrients ddlivered through the hull. Now the origind cdls have reproduced many
times over. Lot islearning to ddve into ther inherited histories, and with luck, he will discover the proper
radio hal to sooth a Chenzeme warship.

The warships are known to rendezvous in the void, to exchange cel histories encoded in dust.
How Nikko is aware of thisis a mystery locked behind the black wal of another proscribed fied, but
agan, he makes no inquiries. It doesn't matter how Null Boundary's neurd syssem came to be tainted by
the Chenzeme, jud that it has, in a primitive way, so tha Nikko too can diginguish meaning in the
cdl-talk. He doesn't have Lot's tdent. He is like a dog ligening to its master's voice—aware of mood,
but deaf to specific meaning. Forever surprised by what Lot will say.

Chapter 1

The cramped arc of the trandt bubble pressed on Lot like a gigantic, gentle hand, pushing him
Sdeways into the only soft tissue within the cold, brittle membrane of Chenzeme cdls that coated Null
Boundary's hull. The philosopher cdls glowed with an intense white light thet Lot could fed even when
his eyes were closed. At this one point Nikko had created a vacuole benesth the membranes fixed
surface, preventing it from bonding with the body of the ship. Lot thought of the Ste as a wound, because
the cdl tissue here was dudhy, like overripe fruit or decaying flesh, on the verge of freezing.

He sank into it, eager, and alittle bit scared: this thin anagam of living dien cdls was dl that lay
between him and hard vacuum. His gut clenched when he thought about it. He had no backups of
himsdf. But the membrane had been in existence for twenty-two years, and it had not faled yet.

In the wound, the philosopher cdls were loosdy attached to one another. They fdt glassy and
granular as they molded around his shoulder, flowing up and into his ear, across his dosdy trimmed
scap, and around his mouth. He kept one eye closed. Ther touch was cold, though it was not
unbearable because the chemica reactions within the cells required relatively high temperatures.

Not high enough to suit Lot. The skin suit kept his body warm, but he'd left the hood off so as
not to block the tiny, drop-shaped siver glands of his sensory tears that studded his cheeks just benegath
his eyes. Now theright Side of his face was embedded in the wound and it fdt hdf frozen. He turned his
head to keep his nose in the trangt bubblesthin pocket of ar. Over most of the hull, the membrane was
a petrified layer only a few millimeters deep. Here in the wound it remained soft and it continudly
thickened. Lot worried about that. He didn't want to drown in the cdlls.

Fndly, his shoulder brushed the crisp tissue of the membrane's outer wall. Rdief flooded him.
Thistime, he would Snk no farther.

Over the past two years, Lot had spent up to fifteen hours a day with the cdls, sometimes taking
to Urban about what he fdt. Urban monitored his communications, seeking to interpret the cell-tak for
himsdf—and failing utterly. No surprise. Chenzeme thought was not like humen thought. Lot could do
one or the other, but serious fudging was needed to bridge the two.



Often, Lot just ligened to the philosopher cdls. Sometimes he would try to sway the waves of
competitive amulations that swept round and round the fidd, and sometimes he would introduce his own
notions to the tumult. Today though, he would try something new.

He closed his eyes, his heart beating hard in anticipation as he visudized the molecular structures
assmbling within the pheromonal vats of his sensory tears.

Nikko was convinced they could establish a Chenzeme identity through radio hals Lot was less
aure. Chenzeme radio Sgnds were intricaie and highly variable, but they were not immune to
counterfeit... afact that had started Lot wondering if there might be another leve of identification among
the warships, and if so, what might it be?

It didnt take long for him to fix on the chemicd language of the philosopher cdls. If Null
Boundary could communicate with the courser on that intimate levd, it might be persuaded they were
authentic Chenzeme. It might let them live.

A golden spider dung to Lot's left earlobe. It was his radio link to the ship's datasphere. Now the
spider squeezed his earlobe with its legs, whipering in an ary, synthesized voice: "Looptime equd to

Twenty more seconds then, until Nikko purged his memory.

Urban, you ready? He wanted to check in, but Nikko might be ligening. It was impossble to
tdl. Usudly Nikko left them done, rlying on a nonsentient submind to look out for their welfare and ring
an darm should something go wrong.

Nikko would stop themif he knew. He would see the very red possibility that the courser would
be provoked into a close approach to seek a mating—that's wha Nikko cdled it—an exchange of
chemicd histories with the philosopher cdlls of Null Boundary.

Lot had no idealif they could survive thet levd of contact—Nikko refused to even tak about the
possibility— but for Lot, even gray uncertainty looked better than the zero chance they would have if the
courser crept within weapons range gill unconvinced.

He took dow, shdlow breaths, determined to appear cdm. Nikko would stop looping if he
thought Lot was having a bad time.

Calm.

"Ten seconds,” the spider whispered.

Near the end of hisloop, Nikko sometimes had a few seconds with nothing to do, free time that
could be spent looking over Lot's shoulder. Of course, whatever he saw would be forgotten as soon as
the memory of this ninety-second segment was dumped.

"Four seconds,” the spider whispered.

Nikko's program would take two seconds to purge and reset. Lot breasthed softly as a chemica
language dipped in discrete packets to the surface of his sensory tears. The charismata. They were
molecular messengers, and he could sculpt them to influence human moods or Chenzeme protocols.

"Three seconds. Two—"

"Doit, fury." Urban's voice issued from the spider, overriding the count.

"Zero—"

Lot released the charismata. The chemicad message flushed across the bridge of liquid that linked
his sensory tears to the glowing cels pressed agang his cheek. Immediately, he fdt a mottled red-cold
burst of acknowledgment from the philosopher cdls as they replicated the message, tranderring it
throughout the membrane's vast fidd. Within seconds, Lot was bregthing the respondent chemica
dructure: a meange of identification codes and demands for radio communications from one Chenzeme
vess to another—

Thewadl of the trangt bubble shuddered. Lot yelped in surprise as the bubbl€'s tissue oozed over
him, diding like a flexible knife between his skin suit and the philosopher cdls. Between his skin and the
cdls he could fed the bite as it diced the nascent bonds the cdls had made with his sensory tears. He
twiged in an indinctive—and utterly ineffectud—attempt to escape, then cried out in hoarse protest:



"Urban!"

"It's not me, fury."

"Then Nikko. Dammit, lisen—"

Thetrangt bubbl€'s tissue sealed around him like a layer of skin, cutting off both his protest and
the cdlls white light, plunging him into darkness. He could not breathe.

The bubble expanded. Cold ar puffed againg his cheeks. He fdt the pressure of acceleration as
the bubble raced inward through the ship'sinsulaing tissue. His face throbbed as his skin began to warm.
He tried again. "Nikko, ligen to me" He had no idea if the experiment had succeeded. "I know youre
pissed, but | need to be at the hull now—"

The bubble dammed to a stop. In the same indant, the wal benesth his belly snapped open and
Lot found himsdf hurtling through the zero-g environment of Null Boundary's core chamber.

Chapter 2

Indinctively, Lot tucked himsdf into a tight ball.” Nikko—! " His shout cut off as he dammed into
the chamber's opposite sde. White light burst under him, flaring within the image wadls that lined the
spindle-shaped room. He clawed at the soft tissue, digging his fingers in to keep from bouncing in the
chamber's zero gravity.

His sensory tears registered the enveloping scent of his own anger, the tang of Urban's presence,
and the sharp taste of Nikko's fury.

"You taught the cells to drop dust, didn't you?' Nikko demanded, his deep, rich voice filling the
chamber.

Lot looked up. "Sooth. | tried."

The core chamber was the shdltered heart of the ship, some twenty feet long and eght across.
The image walls diplayed a shifting blue-gray illumination. Nikko was nowhere in sght, but Urban
drifted only afew feet away, clothed in a pae gold skin suit. He was upside down to Lot, hislong, leen
body curved in the zero gravity like a cupped hand.

In silhouette, Urban and Lot might have been taken for twins. Their builds were dmost the same,
and they both kept their hair cut short so it wouldn't drift in the way. Ther complexions differed. Lot was
blond-haired and brown-skmned. Urban was darker, his hair black and tightly curled. Now Urban's gm
flashed like the sudden turn of awhitefishin murky water. "We taught the cdlls to drop dust, fury, and it
worked."

"You're sure?' Lot wanted confirmation. "Nikko, did you fed aflush of heet?'
"Like I'd been lanced." His disembodied voice originated from the chamber's end.
Urban laughed. "That would have been the moment the dust went into the void.”

Severd tons of dudt. It had been a huge drain on the ship's resources, but it had worked! Lot
shook his head, loosening a charismata of joy on the ar. Let Nikko fedl it. Thiswas a good thing.

"It was a message for the courser, wasn't it?" Nikko pressed, ill without appearing.

"Sooth." Lot eased his fingers out of the semisolid image wall, the tissue sparking white around
his hand. "Are you 4ill running on looptime?!

"Hardly. Too much seems to happen in my two seconds of downtime.”

"Wil, if you're going to hang around for more than ninety seconds, you might as well come out
and talk to us"

"Now that it's too late to take anything back?"

"You never would have let usdo it

"Youve got thet right.”

"Give us a grip, will you?' Urban asked. "And a little more light too?" These requests brought an

immediate response. Texture appeared dl around theimage wal. Loops and knobs pushed out from the
curving surface, and the illumination dimbed toward a brighter, whiter glow. Hooking a boot under a



loop, Lot looked back—up?—to see Nikko's image at the chamber's end.

No one was naturd anymore, Lot least of dl. Y et everyone he had known before had appeared
naturd. Not Nikko. His anatomy was adapted to tolerate vacuum, and it showed. Where Lot had skin of
neutral brown, Nikko was covered with minute blue, china-hard scales. His fingers and toes were dmost
eght inches long. Lot watched them twisting in braids, a sure Sgn of anxiety. His head was smooth and
hairless. His eyes were hidden behind protective crystd lenses, and his nose and mouth were diminutive,
his face incapable of expresson. The smdl, membranous cloak of his kisheer lay dill agang his
shoulders. It was an organ for converting carbon dioxide into oxygen, that would sed over his face under
vacuum, dlowing him to breathe. Nikko wore no dothing, though an accessory organ like a living
loindoth concealed and protected his and and genitd zones.

This verson of Nikko was a holographic imege reflecting the physica human body that he
sometimes used, but Nikko was more than a man. He was dso the sculpted entity that inhabited and
controlled the body of the ship. His sensory system extended from the outer membrane of philosopher
cdlsto the bioactive wdls of this chamber, where glands synthesized the charismata of his moods.

Somehow, long ago, Null Boundary's neura sysem had been tainted by Chenzeme tissue, 0
that Nikko had some undergtanding of the charismata. He was no precisaly engineered machine like Lat;
dill, he could fallow the gist of cdll-talk, and he had even more kill a producing the charismata of humen
emotion,

Now a charismata burst againg Lot's sensory tears, a chemicd package conveying a sense of
pressure: time pressure and chest injuries and gathering specks of darkness.

"Back off, Nikko," Lot warned. "It's not that bad."

"You made a migtake."

"You don't know that. The courser won't taste the dust for months.”

A new charismata hit Lot's sensory tears. He fdt blood flowing thick and warm across his face;
«tinhiseyes and on hislips. He pulled back, one hand rubbing franticaly againg the sticky glands of his
sensory tears. "Stop it! Nikko, what's the matter with you? You know the radio halls weren't working.
We had to try something new.”

"It isn't new." His kisheer rippled, a tight wave raling outward from his neck, ending with a low
snap as it met the edge of the membrane.

"It is new," Lot indgted. He loosed a soothing charismata. "'l know you don't want to risk a
mating, but | found this function in the cells, for producing massive quantities of identica data packets.”

Dust. It had never occurred to him before that dust could be used for anything other than the
short-range com- mumcation of a mating, but here was a way of producing trillions of copies of a angle
message. Why would so many copies be needed? He had taked it over with Urban, and the only
plausble reason they could think of was to counteract the dispersion of a long-distance drop.

Urban was happy to explain it. He rolled forward, a horizonta arrow amed a Nikko. The
textured surface of his skin suit gleamed like wet sand. "The packets develop with soin vectors to reduce
their velocity and gabilize their spread. They should form a diffuse cloud, at least ten thousand klicks
across by the time the courser intersects it. The dengty will be low, but itll only take one hit to convey
the message.”

"If the particle survives the impact, of course” Lot amended. He had his doubts. "Only
Chenzeme communicate with dust. This is just one more way to convince it we're red. Did you
understand the message content?

Nikko dhrugged, a gesture that moved in a wave down his torso. "Good fedings. Friendly
contact. Not the kind of message you'd expect to find in a Chenzeme library.”

"That's where it came from," Urban said.

Lot nodded. "Soath. | got it from the cells. | think it's an armigtice Sgnd.”

"It's not new,” Nikko ingsted, his voice reflecting dl the emation his face lacked. "I've seen a dust
drop before. Love and nature, | remember it exactly.”



Lot knew little about Nikko's past, except that it was deep, extending some thirty-two hundred
years back to Sol Sysem in the era before the rise of the Halowed Vasties. Some cataclysm had
overtaken the ship early in its higtory, wiping much of the origind memory and leaving the rest scrambled.
Once, Nikko let dip that held learned the charismata from a "mating’ with a Chenzeme ship. Maybe that
record was wiped too, or maybe it never happened. When Lot asked Nikko how hed escaped, the
answer was aterse "l didn't.”

Urban seized a handhold, rotating his pogition again, so that now his head digned with Lot. His
dark eyes gligened, asif they were made of some frozen liquid thinly wrapped in meltwater. His black
har lay againg his head in tight curls. On his face was a faint, condescending smile "So tdl us Nikko.
What do you remember?’ It was a facetious question. There would be no answer, because Nikko never
talked about his past.

This time though, Nikko surprised them. "It was another world then. Everything fdt different.”
Light caught in a smear in each of the scales of his hide.

Lot leaned forward. He badly wanted to know more. "Tdl us about it?' he urged.

Nikko's kisheer went 4ill. Lot caught the edge of a sense of vastness, no more, before it
vanished into a paintilligic cynicdiam shimmering in discrete specks upon the arr. "It was a long time ago,
and we were angry. The cult virus had begun to move through the Cdestid Cities. We didn't understand
it then. All we knew was that our perfect world was dissolving into a fascist religious mania, and when we
couldnt change it, we left.”

"Aboard Null Boundary?' Lot asked.

"Aboard Null Boundary, yes. Four hundred twenty-nine of us. Others had gone out from Sol
System before us, of course, but we were going farther. We were angry, and most of our company was
very young—and foolish, like the two of you."

In truth, both Lot and Urban were over 220 standard years, but then time in cold deep didn't
count toward maturity. Lot's effective age was somewhere around twenty-five. Urban was close to
thirty—no more than adolescence in the culture of Deception Well.

"You wereimmune to the cult?" Urban asked.

"Yes. All of us—though of course we didn't understand it then." His voice soft and bitter. "And
we'd never heard of the Chenzeme. When we saw the vessdl in our telescopes, it seemed a miracle,
dreadful and avesome. We should have fled. We might have outrun it... even if we had to run forever.
But we didn't even try. The flash of heat on the hull"—Nikko waved his hand, as if to acknowledge Null
Boundary's perimeter—"| saw that. | never understood it though, not until now.”

"It dropped dust?' Lot asked, though aready he could see the incident in his mind. A flash of
heat, a temporary blurring of the image of the Chenzeme ship for the few seconds it would take the dust
to cool and disperse. Then nothing. No overt Sgn of hodtility.

Nikko's expresson didn't change—couldn't change— though his voice grew softer. "It was a
plague. A typicd Chenzeme plague. It took months to overrun us, but eventudly we intersected the
cloud. It wrecked the ship's memory and wiped the ghosts. It killed everyone but me. | don't know why |
survived. No reason for it

But Nikko's physology was not human-ordinary, even when he chose to manife in physica
form. "Were they like you?' Lot asked. "The other people on the ship?'

Nikko didn't answer this. "As| think on it now, | can see we must have been strange to it, just as
it was strange to us. It didn't strafe us with its guns, as any Chenzeme ship would do these days. It was a
test. You see? If weld been Chenzeme, the plague would not have harmed us”

Lot fdt a fever's burn ignite upon his face, dark blood oozing from his pores. "Nikko, stop it!" He
dapped at his sensory tears, but he could il fed the near presence of disaster.

"Did you booby-trap your dust?' Nikko demanded.

"You know | didnt. | sent a friendly handshake” He looked a Urban. They'd been in this
together, but only Lot understood the cells. It had been his choice. "What if the proper greeting is a



threat?'

Urban detested falure; it showed in the hard set of his face. "Wl then fury, | guess weve just
presented oursalves as deranged Chenzeme.”

"Maybe it doesn't matter.” Nikko's fingers twisted in excruciding braids. "Maybe weve
misinterpreted everything. The courser has Ieft us done, so we tdl ourselves we've fooled it.”

"We have" Lot didnt like the doubt in Nikko's voice; indinctively, he moved to shore up
Nikko's faith. "The camouflage is working. You know it is. The courser could have closed with us years
ago, but were dill dive”

Nikko's image stretched, his long, spidery toes raking the wall. "Why?" he demanded.

"Because we've confused itsindinct.”

"Or becauseit's afraid of us" Urban said. "Were Chenzeme. We could be dangerous.”

Nikko snorted, crossing hisarms over his chest, his long fingers a his ebows like coarse fringe.
"Or maybe it understands us better than we understand oursdves. Coursers aren't blind, or stupid. This
one was hot on our ass. It saw the cdl fidd spread across our hull. It saw us becoming Chenzeme. So it
eased off. It gave the process time to happen.”

"What process?' Urban asked, his voice stern, braced for bad news.

Lot guessed. "A colonization.”

Nikko nodded his agreement. "So it might not matter if we get the fird message wrong. The
courser might even expect it to be wrong, because were becoming Chenzeme. We're not Chenzeme
ye."

This was a neat line of speculation. It gave them maneuvering room. Lot nodded a willing
agreement. "So another dust drop might be accepted, evenif the firgt one tastes of deranged Chenzeme.”
He rubbed a his sensory tears, dready planning the structure of his next greeting.

"So that's the good news™ Urban said. "There's bad news too, isn't there, Nikko? Like, if the
courser knows what's going on, that only means it's seen this dl before” He looked around the core
chamber, performing a sarcastic ingpection, eyes wide, his neck craning. "Hey. | don't see any other
survivors™

Lot fdt his chest tighten. It was true. Human and Chenzeme were the only species active
between worlds. There was evidence of other spacefaring races in the distant past, but they were dl gone
now. At Deception Wel, nanotech-nologicad "governors' dill protected the sysem from destructive
elements, but the species that had designed them had long since disappeared.

"Colonization mugt be a damn successful procedure” Urban concluded. "Or maybe that
ass-hiting courser's standing by to tidy up any evidence of falure”

"Maybeitis" Nikko sad, "but now we have the dust, we're not helpless anymore.” The wals of
the chamber brightened further, dong with Nikko's mood. "Dusgt can be used to carry chemicd lies. It
can be used to carry poisons and plague. And Lot brought a library of Chenzeme vulnerabilities out of
the Wdl. Didn't you?'

That was true. Lot remembered Deception W, the dry taste of the nebulds living dust, and the
ddic libraries of data it contained—thirty million years of a contentious history, recording the cdash
between Wl nanotech and Chenzeme nanotech. The Well governors had forced their own evolution,
actively seeking new dructures that might provide an advantage over the Chenzeme, and modtly, they
had been successful. The Well thrived, while other systems had perished.

In their passage through the nebula, Lot had bardly brushed the surface of that data sea,
uncovering only atiny portion of the molecular defenses that must exist there. The patterns he had learned
were ssfdy ensconced in the neurd tendrils of his fixed memory He probably could learn to use them.

"You could use what you know to kill the courser,” Nikko said. The crystd lenses that protected
his eyes made his unchanging stare seem fixed somewhere over Lot's right shoulder.

Lot stared back a him, filled with a sudden, sourceless dread. "I don't know how to use the dust
thet way."



"Youll learn."

"Nikko's right,” Urban said. "Once we get what we need out of the courser, we could poison it."

Lot fdt the skin on the back of his neck tighten as Nikko drummed a dow, deiberate beat
agang the china-hard scales of his thigh: a synthesized image producing synthesized sounds of impact.
When the courser had first been sghted, he too had longed to find away of destroying it. Now...

He glanced at Urban, saw the anxious and not-so-subtle shake of his head—and ignored it.
"Nikko, I've been thinking... maybe we should try to make our peace with the courser.”

Nikko froze. For severd seconds he didn't answer. Then: "That's the cult virus taking. It's ingde
you and you can't escape it. You were made to be its hog, its vehicle, and it will dways drive you to
make a Communion with anyone and anything.”

"Not with the Chenzeme" Lot said. "The cult virus is their plague. They made ther ships
immune Y ou know that."

"While they tailored your kind to attack the humen neurd sysem.”

"Higtory," Urban scoffed. "Who cares?'

Lot, for one, because Nikko was right, hed been engineered to spread the virus—and he was
farly sure held been engineered by the Chenzeme. Some ancestor of his must have been one of the first
humans to venture into Chenzeme territory. He had found something there, or the Chenzeme had found
him, and they'd changed him. They'd infected him with their neurd tendrils, their sensory tears, and ther
cult virus, and then they'd sent him back again, dl the way to Sol System.

This was the story Lot had pieced together, from the higory he knew, and from the
remembrances that had come down to him, inherited through his fixed memory, shadowy snatches of
ancedtrd lives

The cult virus had hit firgt in Sol System, burning through the population in a firestorm of faith that
mede the planets mdt and run and re-form again into a Dyson swarm—a singular intdlect distributed
across a swarm of orbiting habitats so vast the Sun was hidden within it. From Sol, the contagion moved
outward to other star systems, carried in the flesh of men like Lot, charismatic cult leaders dmogt exactly
like that firgt cult leader, each of them formed from a fuson of Chenzeme and human neurd systems.
Rationdity burned away in their presence. Rdigious fervor diminated dissent. Cults blossomed into true
Communions that grew at exponentid rates, until another star was daimed by a Dyson swarm of the
Halowed Vadties.

Disagter or ascenson? Looking inward from the frontier, it had been impossible to say—until the
cordoned suns began to fal. Now, scant centuries after their formation, anyone could turn a telescope
toward the center and see the shells ccumbling into clouds of dust and gas that dowly unraveled on mild
gdlar winds. No one knew what became of the people who had succumbed to the cult, or if anything
living survived the breakdown of the cordons. There was no way to know without going back to look,
and such a journey would demand centuries of travel time. It seemed a far guess though, that in the
collapse of a cordon, there were no human survivors.

Thousands of frontier worlds remained unconquered by the cult at the time they left Deception
WEél, but the cyde could erupt again on any of them, igniting around a charismdic carrier like Lot. The
cult virus was ingde him, and no one had ever learned how to get it out. He could fed it: a dull desire for
Communion forever negtling in his belly.

Ddliberatdly, he straightened the curving line of his body. "Nikko, for dl the Chenzeme have done
to us, for dl the worlds lost between the cult virus and the warships, hitting back is not the answer. It
doesn't matter that we want to. You know we can't destroy every Chenzeme ship. We'd be lucky even
to wreck this one. But if we can get it to tak—"

Nikko's long, long fingers dashed the ar in front of him. "You can't negotiate with the warships.
They're not conscious, and they don't make dedls.”

"You don't know that. The Chenzeme vessdls are intdligent, even if they're not conscious.

They're adaptable too. They can change"



"The better to eat you," Nikko growled, and a cold sense of enclosure accompanied his words.

Urban was obliviousto it. Like Nikko, he was immune to the cult. A few people were. No one
knew why. He shook his head, hisface set in adight, ironic amile. "See, Lot? You can't talk to him about
it

Lot gave him an angry glance, feding the warm white shadow of the cult, sweling, swdling in his
bdly. Push: "Come on, Nikko. Think about it Something lies behind the machines. We came this way to
find it."

The Chenzeme ships had come out of darkness, from the direction cdled swan where vast lanes
of molecular clouds marked the rim of the Orion Arm. Something was sending them. Lot fdt sure of it.
Something out there had created his ancestors. Lot was a weapon, a hybrid device desgned to spread
the cult—but whether that made him an dly or an enemy of the marauding ships, he didn't know.

Nikko's kisheer moved in sharp, impatient ripples. "We came this way to find the source of the
Chenzeme. If | could destroy that, you know | would. Love and nature, they've killed enough of us."

So true, and 4ill Lot sumbled on the unsettling fact that the microscopic governors that regulated
the Deception Wdl sysem had never tried to destroy the Chenzeme. The Wel had only sought to
change them, to manipulate their behavior toward less destructive ends. It was an indinct of the Well
governors to try to push every living thing of every clade toward a harmonious life sysem, where
cooperation carried more vaue than conflict.

"It's too soon to talk about destroying anything,” Lot said. "We need to know more about the
Chenzeme, if we ever hope to find them."

"So we learn what we can,” Nikko growled. "That doesn't mean we can't be ready. Make your
wespons now. When we're wel armed, that's the time to negotiate.”

Was that a concesson? Lot didn't think so. Nikko's charismata carried a sense of restlessness.
Hed probably had enough of red time and wanted Lot to go away so he could resume his cyde of
electronic suicide. Lot saw no reason to make it easy for him, "Why don't you stay present?’ he asked.
"You could help us™

"You don't need help, kid."

"It's pretty sck the way you wipe yoursdf over and over agan.”

Nikko cocked his smooth, blue-scaled head. "Have we had this conversation before?"

Urban laughed at that, while Lot admitted: "Severd hundred times™

"Funny. | only remember one or two sessions. What was my latest answer?”

Lot ressted an urge to punch the wall. "That you want to stay close to your past. That nobody
lives forever. That human minds weren't made to contain such vast spans of time”

Nikko nodded. "That's good. I'll stand by that."

"But why? You don't have to reman human.”

"I want to. There just aren't that many of us left.”

Lot blinked—a fraction of a second, but it was enough— Nikko's image was gone. Before long,
the spider reported that he had resumed his loop of virtud death and resurrection.

Chapter 3

| have to get back to the cdls™ Lot said. "Check on things They mug be frantic. Urban looked
a him, faintly amused. Then he looked a the wdl. A trandt bubble oozed open at that spot with an
audible pop!, its smoath interior shimmering faint white and gray.

Lot leaned hard on atwinge of jedlousy. After they had left Deception W, Urban had grown an
arid organ in his head that let im communicate directly with the ship. He could even make a ghogt of
himsdf, an eectronic copy of his persona that could be sent into the ship's library to oversee projects,
while his core sdf worked elsewhere,

Lot had tried to grow an arium too, but the modification had falled—ust as every atempt to



change his physology adways faled. The same mysterious engineer who had created his sensory tears
and blended Chenzeme neurd tendrilsinto his genetic ling, had aso armed his body with an impenetrable
gydem of defendve Makers—sdf-programming, molecular-scae machines that would not permit
tampering with his inherited design. Everyone had defensve Makers, but Lot's were different, because no
one knew how to re-program or override them. They had blocked every atempt to pry the cult virus
from his sysem. It was hard to avoid the conduson that he was a device made for a very specific
purpose—and a disposable device, if he looked at it honestly. He had no way of backing up his
exigence, because his defensive Makers would not dlow his tissues to be mapped.

It was different for Urban. He kept a tissue mgp stored in Null Boundary's library—a precise
record of his physca structure, down to the neurona connections where memory and persondlity were
stored—so that if he was ever logt or killed, an exact physica copy could be regrown. Clemantine did
the same thing, and Nikko went even farther, regrowing his body only in the rare intervas when he
desired a phydca incarnation. Lot's physology denied him this option. Since his body could not be
mapped, he could never be duplicated, or regrown.

Siill, he had advantages of his own.

Tapping the wdl with his boot, he launched himsdf toward the bubble. He caught the rim. The
thin gloves of his skin suit trandated its smooth, cool fed. "Is there any way you can keep Nikko from
grabbing me when I'm out there?" he asked, as he tucked himsdf into the hole. He kept one hand on the
fim to prevent it from closing.

Urban shook his head. "Don' think of Nikko as a ghogt vidting in the ship's neurd system. That's
what | am. Nikko's different. Hell dways have the last word, because the core of the neurd system is his
mind, his brain, whatever you want to cdl it, and | can't get in there, any more than you can get indgde my

"S0 long as you're immune to the cult.”

Urban grinned. "That's not something I'm planning to change, fury. Now go. We need to know
whet the cdlls are thinking."

As Lot sank into the wound, his sensory tears merged again with the philosopher cdlls. Abruptly,
he was inundated with the chemica rush of multiple didogues. The cdls were andyzing the dust drop,
creating scenario after scenario to try to modd what might have happened, and what it might mean.

Never before had Lot encountered such a fine weave of speculation. It was as if the experience
of the dust drop had forced the cdll fidd toward a new complexity and meturity.

Even in ordinary times the configuraion of the fidd underwent congtant evolution. New
connections were established between the cdls. Some old ones died. Nutrient supply and demand
fluctuated, and aways the fidd expanded as more cdls were made. Adtivity was unceasing, and
integrated across tens of thousands of pathways, so that Lot worried: If he spent too much time away,
would he ill be able to find hisway into their conversations? Or would he grow apart from them, so that
they might recognize his dien nature?

This time he dipped easly back into the flow, to find a new image dominating the didogues. A
presence—vague, close, and strong. Lot understood. The act of dropping dust made the argument that
Ancther existed to recaive it. The cdls had not perceived this other, but they were ddving deep into their
inherited memories to build hypotheses about it.

It was a dauntingly sensud exercise. Lot tasted sweet flavors bursting across his tongue. Erotic
emotions mobbed his sensory tears, flowing images cascaded through his brain, pleasure struck random
blowsdl over his skin, and a hard-on fought the restraint of his skin suit.

He flashed on Clemantine: stone cold, buried in tissue more frigid than the cdl fidd, sheld been in
cold storage the two years held been awake. Lot had schooled himsdf not to think of her, but now his
control cracked, shidd walls caving in so that dl the desire and anger of two years rushed out a once
into the philosopher cdls, where it was puzzled over and amplified, and fed back into him. The cdls



desired the contact of Another as much as he did, and dl of them blithdy unaware of it till now.

"Urban."

"Yesh?'

"Tak."

"About?'

"Anything. Just break me out of this loop.”

So Urban talked, a near breathless, monologue on cdl language, on cooking, on biomechamca
enginegring and higtorical dramas. No doubt put together by an unconscious submind, a partia persona
suitable for dull tasks that Urban himsdf would never have the patience to endure. It did hep. Lot fdt a
dow return to equilibrium. The submind must have been monitoring his vita Sgns, because as Lot
cadmed, Urban's voice faded, until only the crding thoughts of the cdls remained in his awareness.

Memories of other ships and other ages were archived in the cdls, earned down through their
lineages. New lineages were brought into the fidd when warships mated in the void, exchanging cdl lines.
The memories were not recalled in images or sounds or smells or symbols or fedings done, but in
combinations of these—gestalt impressions capturing al that lay within an indefinite stretch of time.

Or anyway, it fdt something like that.

Lot found it impossible to truly reflect the Chenzeme sense in human terms.

Cdl memory might be as concrete as the tumultuous joy of a planet bailing under a gamma ray
laser generated by one of the great ring-shaped ships cdled swan burgters. Or it could be as abdtract as
a pulse of unfocused hatred. Concurring memories from different cdls could reinforce an impresson;
contrasting memories could destroy it. Much of what passed for recollection was digointed, or
short-lived: details drawn into scenarios, then quickly discarded. And dways there were multiple threads
of thought progressing a once, so that the fiedd would be planning, remembering, desiring, questioning,
rehearsing, in coherent, interlinking threads—yet without a persona to bind dl these scattered eements.
Lot had never sensed ahint of consciousness among the philosopher cdls. All ther deliberations, dl ther
training, ran as blind reactions awaiting outcome, never interrupted by a gint of intuition. Sometimes Lot
imagined himsdf as the fidd's centra persona, but the idea never survived long among the cells.

He let himsdf gnk into the flowing conversations, gradudly shedding the sense of himsdlf, brought
back to awareness only by Urban's occasiond question. "Fury, you still there? You till awake?" And
findly, "Will you make the poison dust?"

That's right. Nikko wanted weapons. Lot was supposed to explore ways to kill. He shook his
head, loosening the grip of the cells on his sensory tears, pulling partly free of them so he would not be
digtracted by their conversations while he explored his fixed memory, turning over the Structures and
flavors of dust, hearing in them the dow, coaxing hereses of the Well. The Wdl governors had deftly
blended life from different worlds into asingle, functiond biosphere, but when life could not be blended, it
mugt be defended againgt, and the governors had been adept a that too, over millions of years
developing a host of molecular-scde Strategies to thwart the Chenzeme. There were keys in the data Lot
hed gleaned, that he might use to dide beneath the courser's suspicions.

And then what? Every complex system had pressure points. Lean on those points, and the whole
system would snap. Carbon monoxide was a smple molecule, yet in the humen circulatory system it
could block the uptake of oxygen in red blood cdls, leading quickly to desth. More complex molecules
could block the trangmisson of nerve impulses, causng dmog ingant collgpse. Defensve Makers were
programmed to sweep the body clean of such hazards, but at the same time, these very defenses created
new vulnerabilities. The human body had become so dependent on its molecular caretakers that a plague
spawned in Deception Well had once killed hundreds of thousands of people smply by destroying their
defendve Makers.

Smilaly, there were smple molecules that could jam the communications channes of the
philosopher cells. Of course the cells had defenses, evolved in the fire of nano-technologica warfare, but
they were not invulnerable. In the Well, Lot had found Trojan-horse molecules that mimicked ordinary



Chenzeme emoative packets, but that earned within their hollow interiors potent arrays of blocking
molecules. Once bonded to a cdl, the complex structures would produce a fase input, setting up a virtud
environment for every affected cdl while isolating it from its neighbors. Coordination and decision making
would evaporate, sending the cdl fidd into a nonfunctional state: hyper-activity at the molecular leve,
catatonia on the macroscae. With al input channd's blocked, there would be no way for the philosopher
cdls to feed, and within minutes they would starve to desth. The blocking molecules would echo back
any digtress cries from the dying cdls. The cdlsin turn would react as if they were dominant, opening
ever more channds to their attackers as they "won'" each debate.

In theory.

The Wdl codes were old. Lot fdt sure they had once worked, but the Chenzeme warships hed
been evalving for a least thirty million years. They might have developed a defense to this line of attack.
He had no way to know. He might be able to test the poison on an isolated section of Null Boundary's
hull field, but that wouldn't tdl him much. Every lineage of cells was different. Null Boundary's cdls might
be vulnerable to this dust, but the courser's might not. There was no way to know, short of trying.

And if the courser survived it? Lot didn't think they would be dlowed a second chance.

He had no idea how long held been in the wound when it happened: A new input flooded the
philosopher cdls with... a soft gregting? Sooth. A dark (cam) gligening query as to identity and intent
and higory. An input from outside the field, an dien radio hail prodaming

<Another>

A foreign presence. For the fird time, the courser existed as a red object within the didogue.
And dmost smultaneous with this recognition came a need to respond.

<Answer>

A posshle repgly—samilar to the greding received—was offered for debate among the
philosopher cells, though this verson hed something of newness, a confesson of inexperience.

An aggressve minority objected:

<Sop. Srengthen that.>
<Sop. Srengthen that>
<Sop>

Too late. Overwhelmed by the indinct to answer, the dominant cdl lines launched a respondent
radio hall.

Urban had been drowsing on the gee deck when the courser's radio hail reached Null Boundary.
Usudly he left at least aghodt to St vigl over Lot whenever he was in the wound, but this time the frantic
pace of the cdls activity had exhausted his molecular monitors. No data; no point in gicking around.
Hed shut down hisinterface and pulled out.

So he was startled from a half-degp when asgnd screamed through his arium, aweird anagam
of meaningless tones and scratches. He spilled out of his hammock, landing on his knees on the pavilion's
tiled floor, winang in pain as Nikko's voice flooded his arium. * The courser is hailing us.

"That'simpossble” Urban said. "It can't have intercepted the dust yet."

*No. But it would have registered the infrared flash.

It was late afternoon on the gee deck; a solitary dove crooned among the two-hundred-year-old
trees that grew like pillars between the floor and the holographic sky. The pavilion, with its lattice roof,
occupied the summit of a grassy dope sweeping down to the koi pond.

Urban took it dl in a a glance as he gained hisfeet and ran. "Where's Lot?' he shouted, plunging
down a path that cut through flower beds.



*Sill in the cdl field.

He set a submind to do a quick caculation. The answer returned as he skidded around to the
back of the dope, where Clemantine kept a little house, built into the hill. Sx hours: the timing of the
courser's response matched the round-trip light-gap between the two ships.

Urban dartled a resdent service 'bot as he bounded through the entrance arch and into the
house. A trangt bubble waited for him, wide open in the imege wall. He threw himsdf into it, and the
bubble shrank to fit him. "Get me out there" His ssomach wrenched, as down shifted 180 degrees. At
leest there was no room to fal.

*Love and nature, Nikko said. *Lot has answered it. The cdl field has generated its own
radio signal.

"I didn't know it could do that."

*| didn't either, but it's biomechanical tissue. It wouldn't be hard.

Already the bubble was dowing. "So whet did Lot say?'

*A greeting. But it feels weak; wrong. Not really Chenzeme.

"If you're right, that won't matter."

*|f.

A wdl mdted. Strange scents puffed over his face as he merged with an older bubble that kissed
the dazzling, gdlittery white wal of the cdl fidd. The air here was freezing. And the light so bright his eyes
hed to adjust for afew seconds before he could make out Lot within the glare.

*Love and nature, Nikko swore in soft astonishment. *He's never been that deep before.

Lot's eyes were closed; his body immersed in the wound. He lay on his sde with the cdls
puddled around him like a viscous liquid. Severd fingers of them had flowed over the elevated sde of his
face, reaching for his sensory tears. His mouth and nose were covered.

Urban yelped in darm. He kicked off the bubble wall, damming into the freezing sheen of cdls.
The white lights dimmed at the impact. Cold rushed past his pdms and through his clothes. "Lot! Dammit.
Nikko? What's happened to him? The wound was never this deep before.”

*The cdlls have been active.

"No shit!"

*You were supposed to be watching him.

"Sooth." Urban dug at the gleaming tissue that had grown into Lot's nose and mouth. It stretched
and shattered, leaving lesser strands behind. Lot's chest was buried in it, and Urban could not fed him
breething. "Lot, come on. Wake up now. Get this shit out of your lungs before it drowns you. Lot!" He
scraped at the fingers of cdls. They were hard and cold to the touch, yet they stretched when he pulled
on them, shattering into tiny fragments, like frozen raindrops.

He heard adow intake of air. "Lot?'

Lot's nose and mouth were dill covered. How could he bresthe?

There it was again, a dow shoosh of indrawn breath, asif the cdlls filtered his respirations. "How
can he get ar?' Urban muttered. "Nikko? The cdl fidd isn't permeable to air.”

*| don't know. His physiological signs are not showing distress.

"He won't wake up!"

*No. He is awake. He won't respond.

Urban let afig thump hard againgt the cells that had oozed over Lot's shoulder. "Tak to me” An
edge of panic in hisvoice. He had not kept watch, not even a ghost.

Maybe Lot heard him, or maybe he was coming out of it anyway, because now his eydids
fluttered open. His gaze fixed on Urban's face, but without aglint of recognition. Then his body spasmed.
A horrible cough convulsed his chest, sending a spray of gligening cdlls across the pocket of the trangt
bubble. Urban hunched againgt the ricocheting snow. "Lot, are you dl right?'

"Urban?" Lot's voice skewed uncontrolled across the scale, sditling on a tone of righteous anger.



He got a hand free. Urban had changed his skin suit for a long-deeved shirt and shorts. Now Lot's fig
closed on his cdllar; the light fabric pulled tight agangt his neck. "Wha are you doing here?' Lot
demanded. "Get out of here! Y ou're contaminating the cdls”

"I don't give a damn. This suff—it's like ice! Rubbery ice, and it's growing into you. I'm getting
you out. Right now.”

"No." Lot let his collar go. He looked to the side, as if he could see through the white wdl of
cdls "The courser's out there. | fdt it."”

"No shit. We heard it too. Now out.”

"Right now,"” Nikko echoed, foreddling Lot's protest. Urban could just hear his tinny voice
emerging from the spider on Lot's ear, as the wdls of the trangt bubble collgpsed around them. "I'll cut
you out againif | haveto," Nikko warned.

Lot cursed him. Stll, the threat worked. The gleaming tissue collgpsed to the consastency of jdly.
Lot dipped clear of it, just as the trangt bubble closed beneath him, cutting off the blaze of light. He
turned on Urban, his sensory tears specked with bright spots of blood. "Why did you come? Y ou've got
your monitors on me. You didn't need to interfere.”

"The monitors gave out. Y ou were in there Sx hours, Lot."

"I've been in three times longer than that. Nikko! Take me back. Now. Things are changing, and
| have to be there"

Urban's chin rose "Shut up, fury. Nikko's on my side now."

Chapter 4

The trangt bubble opened, sailling Lot, gently this time, back into the core chamber—and into
Clemantings presence. He sensed her before he saw her. Her aura folded around him, a strange mix of
resentment, excitement, and delight. The dull white hunger for Communion thet lived ingde him flared a
little brighter as he grabbed a handgrip and turned. "Y ou're awake," he blurted. Brilliant as usud.

She dung right Sde up to the curving wall, her back to the chamber's bow end. Ther eyes met,
and a cool haf-amile bent her lips Her affection was a keen pleasure againg his sensory tears, though it
was marred with knots of wariness, and animosity. So she had not come out unscathed either.

"Busy day?" she asked.

"Sooth. You could say that."

"God, weve missed you," Urban added devoutly, bumping in beside Lot.

Uncorraled by gravity, Clemantines body presented as a complex series of smooth, golden
curves bare caves and biceps and the furrow over her spine. She wore shorts and a gray-green stretch
top that covered her breasts but Ieft her bdly bare. Clemantine was a big-boned woman, as tdl as Lot
but more heavily built, her skin smooth over well-cultivated muscles Her face was as drong as her
physque a broad, flat nose, full lips, little ears, with a frieze of tiny gold irises tattooed around the lobes.
Like Lot and Urban, she wore her har very short, with sharp triangles of velvety stubble stabbing down
infront of her ears.

Lot stared at her, helpless not to, and unable to find anything to say that didn't sound bana. So
he gaveit up. "I'm glad you're awake. We have missed you. | have."

She grinned. "Wdl, you haven't done too badly on your own. Look at yoursdf, Lot. No arium
and no ghosts—and dill you're the only one to come up with a viable weapon againg the courser.”

Nikko's voice answered her, a second before his lean, blue imege appeared a the chamber's
end. "He had no right to respond to that hal on his own.”

Lot glared at this. HEd exhausted himsdf with his effort to keep the cdl fidd from its rash
response. It was true hed faled, but he had not sent that message. "Did you understand our answer?' he
demanded.

"Some" Nikko said. "It ft like the response of something young and naive.”



"Sooth. That was not the answer | would have given. That was the philosopher cdls. | tried to
sop it, but the passve cdls overrode my faction." He turned again to Clemantine. He wanted her to
know. "I did dl I could.”

Her good humor vanished. Apprehenson chewed at her aura. "Youre saying the philosopher
cdls are autonomous.”

"Wdl, sure. Of course they are.

Nikko's kisheer had scrunched around his neck. Incredulity lay in his voice and in lines of burning
amber that lanced across Lot's senses. "'l thought you controlled the cdls™

"I never said | did." What exactly had he said? He glanced at Urban, but there was no help to be
found in his thoughtful face. "Nikko, you had to know: The cdls have no centrd authority. I've got a
voice. | can kick some routines into action, but the membrane doesn't stop functioning when I'm not
there. The philosopher cells have ther own protocols, their own indincts. They're developing. They're
learning dl thetime"" He tried to be cam. He let that onto the air, and it took the harshness off Nikko's
mood, but it did nothing for Clemantine. He couldn't touch her that way anymore. Sheld seen to that.

Neverthdess, her worry worked a him. "I thought you were usng the cdls as a trandation
device"

"No. They are autonomous."

"So they could learn we're not Chenzeme?”!

He gmiled. He didn't think the cells could even conceive of that. "No. You're overesimating
them. They can't draw conclusons like that. It's not like they're conscious.”

Nikko wasn't reassured. "You don't know what they're capable of, do you? Love and nature,
what have you gotten usinto?'

"We need our philosopher cdls” Lot said.

"But do they need us?'

No.

He did not say it doud, but it dipped onto the ar just the same. Nikko glared a him, his blue
eyes sseming weirdly unfocused behind their crysta lenses. "Will they be colonizing more than our hull?"

"No! Anyway, | don't think so."

"Great," Clemantine said. "Nikko, we need a manud ingpection of the navigetion and drive
gysems. We can't trugt the sensors until we know they're clean.”

"The cdls haven't spread beyond the hull," Lot ingsted. "I'd know it if they had. Come on, it's not
like they could reconnoiter the ship and then plan a sedth assault on the systems™

"At least you'd like to think s0," Urban interjected.

"Y ouve worked with them too.”

"Only through you."

Lot sghed. God, he was tired. And hungry too. Famished. Let this panic die now, so he could
eat. Please.

"Look," he said, as patiently as he could manage. "I don't know how the philosopher cdls on a
Chenzeme ship are connected to the drive system, but whatever those connections are, they don't exist
here. Our cdls can drop dust, and now we know they can send and receive radio communications. But
that's dl they can do. They might try to issue a command to the drive system, but it would be like my
brain tdling Urban's hand to move. Theré€'s no connection, so it just won't work."

"Huh," Nikko countered. "I could infiltrate Urban's atrium and control the movement of his hand."

That announcement stunned them dl into slence. Yet Lot had played smilar games when hed
lived in the sky city of Silk, at Deception Well, using the charismata as his infiltrating weapon.

Urban dtirred fird, softly defiant. Y ou could not.”

Nikko ignored him, his mood dark and codl. "l sad it before. We are immersed in a process. It's
why the courser has hung back, and it's not over yet." His nervous fingers rattled againg his thigh. "I'd



destroy the philosopher cdls, if | thought it would help—but without them we have nothing. Without
them, our friend will pull within weapons range and exterminate us."

"By the Unknown God," Clemantine swore. "How long can this go on? It's been twenty years."

No one answered. The Chenzeme had carried ther war through eons. Twenty years was nothing
to such infinitdy petient minds.

Lot wanted to go back to the cdlls, but his body was famished, and he was getting light-headed.
Urban offered to cook something for the three of them, up on the gee deck. "You might as wel accept,”
he explained chearfully, "because Nikko is not going to let you back out to the hull until you've had a
break. Right, Nikko?"

So Lot squeezed into a trangt bubble with Urban and Clemantine, for the swift trip to the gee
deck.

It was hard to be that close to Clemantine. Her aura played againg his sensory tears, intimate
and inaccessible. She had made it that way. Why? Her choice mydtified him, and it made him angry. Why
hed she changed anything? Things had been perfect. He knew it was so, because he had those times
locked into his fixed memory. He could see her again—there—on the gee deck, stting a the edge of the
koi pond while garlight poured down from the holographic sky, echoing the night outside the ship. That
night he and Urban had falen adeep on the grass, but now Lot was awake, watching Clemantine writing
in her notebook, her head bent to the screen's bronzy light. Her presence washed over him, a chaotic
parade of subtle frustration, subtle triumph.

Shelad her gylus down. "Y ou're doing that, aren't you?"

The question startled him. He hadn't been fully awake. Now the night took on firmer definitions.
"Daing what?' He sat up, brushing at marks the grass had left on his skin.

"Whenever | fed doubt dirring in me, or anger, or even a touch of boredom, it disappears.
You're eradng it, aren't you?"

"No."

"Ovewriting it, then."

He thought about it. Unlike Urban, she was vulnerable to the cult virus. It had colonized her
before they left Deception Well. Its parasitic tendrils lived in her brain, opening her to the influence of his
charismata. She would fed what he willed her to fed, and in turn, her fedings would feed back into him.
When they had lived in the dty of Sk, hed sculpted the emations of thousands this way. Now
Clemantine was the only one Ieft he could touch, in a one-on-one intimacy that surpassed the joy of
anything he had known before. "I might have been doing something,” he admitted, with a guiltless amile. "I
was hdf adeep though. | wasn't redly paying atention.”

Her concern put achill on the night air. "It's gotten that easy?"

"Sooth. It's an indinct now." He met her gaze, determinedly unafraid. Unashamed, while her
anxiety swirled around him. At firg he ignored it, but then he changed his mind. He seized it. He made it
his own. He transformed it: into a chariamata of fath. A gft for her and for himsdf, and she had been
happy to recaiveit.

She had been happy. Hed made sure of that. HEd made sure they were dl happy. Hed
devoted himsdf to the equation of ther three-part relationship, and in the end it had made no difference.
Only one transmission ever followed them out of Deception Well. It was the design of a new family of
defensve Makers. Lot could remember reading the text that accompanied it, and the dark clutch of fear
as heredized what it was for. "You don't need it," he told her. She used it anyway, to get the cult virus
and its corrupting parasite out of her head. (To get Lot out of her head.) After that, nothing was the same
between them.

Let it go, he told himsdf. It wasn't important now. The courser was bearing down on their ass.
That was dl he could afford to think about anymore.



Lot sumbled, a bit off balance when they emerged into Clemantine's house on the gee deck. The
rotating deck's circumference was too smdl to hide the centrifugd displacement. Down was never quite
what it should be. Still, he liked it there. Nikko had filled the deck with a forest of thick-trunked trees,
hung with limbs that branched in horizontal shelves. Shrubs grew on the ground and vines dimbed the
trunks, but nothing ever dominated or threatened to overwhelm the deck. It was as if each species had
been lectured by the Wél's governors on the necessity of harmonious coexistence, and they dl listened:
the plants and the birds and the amndl crawly things that surprised Lot from time to time with ther
exisences.

They left Clemantine's house, fallowing the path to the pavilion. Urban went firs. Clemantine
followed, while Lot trailed behind, feding half drunk on her presence, asif on fine champagne. It annoyed
him. These past two years he had gotten pretty good at controlling his emotions. Most of the time he
could manufacture the charismata that would blow away nascent fedings of londiness, so that he didn't
redly miss her. Happiness was a chemicd state, and Lot was good with chemigry. The cult had given
him that.

"Youve been in cold deep along time" he told her, his gaze fixed on the hypnatic play of her
legs and her muscular butt as she dimbed the path ahead of him. "Things are different now. We dont live
inthe core gpartments anymore. Mogtly, we live here.”

Where the path cut through aline of sword-leaved irises, she stopped and looked back, her dark
eyes curious. "It is better here."

"Sooth. I've been happy." He wanted her to know that.

She nodded sagely. "Wel, I'm here to change that."

Lot amiled. He couldn't hep himsdlf. "I think you dreaedy have."

* % *

Like everything they ate, or wore, or used as toals, the pavilion had been grown from raw matter
by the programmable nanomachines called Makers. It had atiled floor and was open on three sides. Six
posts supported a lattice roof hung with flowering vines. Two eevated beds took up mogt of the space a
the back of the pavilion. In the center, a cooking counter formed a U-shaped idand. A factory anchored
one end of the counter, looking like a tal wooden cabinet with a bilevel door. They cdled it a factory,
though it was redly just a hatch where goods could be ddivered from the nanoprocessors in Null
Boundary's interdtitid tissues.

At the front of the pavilion, overlooking the sweep of lawn that descended to the koi pond, there
was alow table, a bench, a hammock, and an armchair. Pointing at them, Urban ordered Lot to have a
seat and take it easy. Then he headed for the factory, where he obtained a bottle of wine for Clemantine
to pour. He remembered that Lot especidly enjoyed river bread with capers and macadamia ail.
Apparently, nice-Urban had replaced the red thing.

Lot lay in the hammock, his muzzy thoughts bouncing between this oddity and the unfathomable
puzzle of Clemantine, while Urban retrieved a plate of river bread from the factory. He diced the bread,
laying each piece in a randomly assembled marinade of herbs and macadamia ail, then he wiped his
hands. "Now we wait."

Lot groaned. "Y ou should have ordered it finished."

Urban looked hurt. "1 make this up every time. It's not reproducible.”

Clemantine sat across from Lot, on the padded bench, one bare foot propped on the table
between them. The line of her leg unfarly led the eye. "How long has he been cooking for you?' she
asked.

"Jud tonight,” Lot grumbled.

Urban grinned. "See? What a privilege" He saized a glass of wine, drained hdf, then set it back
on the table, while he squeezed in next to Clemantine on the bench. Lot watched, feding the cult flare in
his belly. He tried looking away, but dl he could think of was Clemantinés amazon grace. That body,



strong enough to lay him out—though they'd puit it to better uses.

He didn't understand her at dl.

His gaze cut back to them. Urban was tegting the waters with cautious touches, a kiss on
Clemantine's cheek. She could be prickly. She didn't want too much assumed. They respected that. Now
arosy flush illumined her bronzy skin. She laughed and let Urban put his am around her, though she
shooed his other hand away from her legs. "Hey, we redly did missyou,” he objected.

"Oh, I'll bet.”

Urban got his hand on her lgp anyway. Lot imagined the smooth warmth of her thigh, the
soft-over-hard fed as her muscles flexed beneath her skin. "Look at Lot," Urban said. "He's garting to
drool."

Oh, now this was the Urban-persona they knew and loved. Lot glared & him. "It's a predatory
response.”

"Sooth, you're garving him," Clemantine said. Little wrinkles formed around her eyes as she
amiled.

"I'm guessng it's not just me"

For a moment, Lot fdt stunned. Then his anger legped forth in usdess charismata "You're an
asshole, Urban."

Clemantine's smile expanded, but she did not burst into laughter—aquite. She found Urban's hand,
and her fingers laced with his. "Don't try to be helpful, son. You just don't do it well."

"Sooth, | know. I'm sorry."

That was it. Lot was burning to the roots of his close-cropped hair, but for Urban, gpologies
came easy. On to the next subject, and dl that. Asshole.

Urban cocked his free am over the back of the bench. "L ot's done some amazing work with the
hul cdlls, hasn't he?'

Lot groaned at this ominous return of nice-Urban.

"Redlly, fury. Thisis the firg usable language interface anyone has ever had with the Chenzeme.
I'm impressed with that, even if you're not."

"Urban," Clemantine said. "My love. Tdl us what you'e after?"

Urban frowned. "All right." He sat up a little straighter. "I'd like to see some boldness. That's dl.
Now that we can talk to the courser—"

"—if we can," Clemantine cautioned. "That's not at dl certain.”

"—if we can,” Urban echoed, "we can data mine for the design of its zero point drive” He
looked across the table at Lot. "Weve got ared shot a it, if we can tak to the courser. Think what it
would mean for us, if we could exploit the power of the zero point fidd. We would have the speed and
maneuverability of a Chenzeme ship. We could carry the same class of weapons.” He offered more as he
turned to Clemantine: "Think what it would have meant for the frontier worlds, if we could have matched
the firepower of the swan burgters.”

That one hit. Clemantine tiffened under his arm. Urban wisdy let her go, taking that moment to
leen forward to grab hiswineglass.

Clemantine had been dive centuries—red centuries—not just time spent in cold deep. She had
seen her home world of Heyertori boiled away by the gamma ray lasers of twin swan bursters. That
experience had shaped her in ways Lot dill strove to understand. "It's a long way from saying hdlo to
engineering our own swan bursters” she said.

"Sooth," Urban agreed. "While it's very easy to die”" He picked up the wine bottle; put it down
agan with a crack againg the tabletop. "So what if it's ambitious Maybe our problem is were not
ambitious enough. The Chenzeme beat us, because we believe they will."

A glence followed. Day was fading into night in the ship's artificd cycle of light. A moth fluttered
over the table. From the lattice overhead, a gecko clucked. Lot got up out of the hammock and headed



for the counter, determined to finish the cooking Urban had forgotten.

"All right, Urban," Clemantine said at last. "What exactly do you want to do?'

Urban grinned. He strode after Lot, recapturing from him the marinating river bread. He clapped
ahand on Lot's shoulder. "Tdl us, fury. What does Nikko fear mogt?'

That was easy to answer. Lot said, "What he cdls a mating, when the Chenzeme ships mest at
close quarters to exchange experiences encoded in chemicad form. To exchange dug.”

"And how do we stand to learn the most from the courser?”

Lot could fed himsdf being pulled in by Urban's quickening excitement. "Through a meting of
course—if we could surviveit.”

"Sooth." Urban dedlt the river-bread dices across a griddle that had appeared on the mdledble
countertop. "We are naive Chenzeme, newly colonized and strange. Won't the courser want a mating, to
Secure our identity, to ingruct us?'

"Seemslikdy."

"By the Unknown God," Clemantine said in hoarse piety. "Y ou're both crazy. A mating has to be
ahuge risk, even for alegitimate Chenzeme ship. At such close quarters it would be vulnerable to attack.
There has to be some means of proving identity before contact—detailed recognition codes, maybe, or
rote behavior. And I'll bet any dipup in a potentia mate isnt answered with a polite 'It's. not working out,
dear.'"

"Sooth, it would be dangerous,” Urban said, as he poured guava batter around the plateaus of
river bread. "Anything we do is dangerous. We could try to poison this courser a a distance, but how
many times can that work? There are bound to be more Chenzeme ahead of us. That's why we've come
thisway, to find them. Will we be able to poison the next warship too? And the next after that?"

Clemantine sghed. "That's the trouble, Urban. We just don't know. But if the courser is talking,
we might negotiate. We might learn enough to avoid it. We might learn to talk to other ships”

He shook his head. "Hanging back could be risky too. Tak too long, and well give ourselves
away. If the courser suspects us, it could use its guns to vaporize any dust we send. The most convinang
thing we can do isto seek a mating—and that's o the only way well get access to its zero point drive.”

As he taked, he got some plates and filled them. Lot accepted one gratefully and sat down with
it. The guava batter had cooked into a low cake, sweet and light and so insubgtantia Lot could swear it
dissolved in his mouth without ever reeching his somach. So he started in on the river bread, muttering
blessings over the dils. Caories! He wanted calories.

Urban handed a second plate to Clemantine, never dowing ed with the zero point technology
before we go farther swan. We need the power it could give us, S0 that our speed and maneuverability
can be the equa of the Chenzeme. So that we can power guns to match the courser, or there's no point
ingoing on."

Clemantine accepted the plate but returned a hard look. "Do you think the zero point technology
will be there for the taking, Urban? Do you think you could just send for a diagram to be ddivered into
the library while the philosopher cdls are chaiting? | won't throw away our lives on a chance like that. |
won't seek a meing. Be patient. The one advantage we have is that we can think, and plan ahead. A little
patience could buy our lives"

"Or it could betray us" Urban said.

They both looked a Lot, as if he could referee the truth, but Lot only scowled. "You keep
forgetting,” he said, around a mouthful of food. He hurried to swalow it. "Defective modd." He tapped
his head. "The Chenzeme forgot the ingtruction manud that was supposed to go in my fixed memoary, so
most of the time I'm guessing, just like you."

Chapter 5

Clemantine was right, of course. They didn't know enough to make a decison. So Urban sent a



ghogt into the ship's library to work on the problem.

Though Nikko probably had more experience with the Chenzeme than anyone, there was little
ussful evidence of that in the library. Almost no records survived from Null Boundary's early days. There
was no evidence a dl to back Nikko's dam that hed learned the charigmata from a mating with a
Chenzeme ship. Null Boundary's hisory had been trashed, and dl they had to rdy on was Nikko's
persona memory—or the amdl part of it he was willing to access.

Why wouldn't he talk?

Wasiit shame? Or quilt?

It was even possible Nikko didn't know anything ussful. He had ddiberately unthreaded his
memories, chopped and edited them, and popped them off into storage. Sometimes he damed those
stored memories had been damaged too, but that was a lie Nikko had recdled the past clearly enough
today when he confessed the cataclysm that wrecked Null Boundary's firg crew. So maybe the apparent
absence of datain the ship's library was dso alie?

How could data be hidden from the library's own search engines?

Urban submitted this question firgt, and was rewarded with a quick presentation on private data
fidds security codes, fdse limits and empty symbols. Could data be made to disappear? Y es. Definitdy,
eadly.

So next he asked the library how missng data might be made to appear again.

Clemantine sat on a bench outsde her house on the gee deck. It was deep in ship's night, but
sheld used a medica Maker to overrule any need for deep. From indde the house, the cabinet factory
pinged the completion of its latest task. A roogting bird fluttered nervoudy in a nearby tree. Lot was
adeep and Urban was engaged in some cryptic project. No better time than now.

She returned to the house,

In the living room, the image wal was active, displaying a vida that had not existed for some five
hundred years. She looked out over a diff clothed in a dense forest of tropical trees. An ocean lay
below, slver crescents of reflected afternoon light winking in and out of exisence as a amdl swell ruffled
the surface. An owl cruised the diff, frightening the flocks of blue-and-white seabirds that sometimes
soared for hours on the updrafts. Across the water the dark hump of another idand stood in slhouette
againg the sheen of afternoon light.

The world of Heyertori had been destroyed by the swan bursters of the Chenzeme, the oceans
and atmosphere boiled away in a bombardment of gamma ray lasers. Clemantine had escaped only
because sheld been in trandt to a perimeter station where a vird Maker had been isolated. By the time
the virus was discovered, it had dready spread from the watch-posts to the orbitd synchrotrons,
corrupting their defensive protocols, so thet they failed to fire when the swan bursters entered the system.
Clemantine had looked on hdplesdy as the gigantic, ring-shaped ships bore down on the planet. Their
attack lasted only minutes. That was dl the time it took to reduce Heyertori to naked rock. With a
hendful of other survivors from the outer sations, Clemantine had eventudly made a new home at
Deception Well.

Lot and Urban dreamed of concocting a peace with the Chenzeme, but Clemantine was too well
acquainted with the redlity of the dead past to bdieve any of it. She had not come on this voyage looking
for peace, but for a knowledge that would let her beat the Chenzeme. The ghosts of her past demanded
it.

Waiting on the factory shdf was a Geiger counter, assembled from an antique design. She hefted
it, surprised at its weight.

Tonight she would explore a part of the ship where she had never been. She wasn't sure this
place existed. She only inferred its existence, from what she knew of the master of this ship. "Now we
find out how much you and | think dike, Nikko," she muttered doud. He had been a Heyertori just
before the swan burgters hit. Indeed, Null Boundary had led them there, though no one—not even



Nikko—knew it a the time. She secured the Geiger counter to her belt.

A trangt bubble emerged from the structure of the image wal, opening as a dark ova door in the
vida of Heyertori. She stepped through, ordering the bubble to take her to the ship's bow. The Dul
Intelligence that operated it did its best to obey, but soon it announced with some concern, "This is the
limit of the trangit's operative zone. This device is unable to continue service beyond this point.”

Clemantine accessed the library, summoning a diagram of the ship into her arium. "Where are
we?'

A green point ignited on the diagram. The trangt bubble abutted a containment wadl, designed to
secure the ship's living area from the power-generation fadilities Clemantine located an access hatch. She
highlighted it on the schemdtic. "Take me there.”

"Advanang,” the DI said.

After a brief acceleration, one dde of the bubble peded back, reveding an ovd hatch.
Clemantine laid her pam againg the access pand. "Open,” she commanded.

Another DI within the doorframe took a moment to congder this request, then, with a soft,
multiple snick, the door svung back.

Clemantine drifted through, into a narrow, spirding crawvlway. An darm had probably just rung in
Nikko's sen-sonum. She imagined him watching her. She waited for him to make some move to interfere
with her progress. Close the crawlway, perhaps. Turn off the lights Evacuate the ar. None of that
happened. apping handhold after handhold until she came to a second door, and then a third. The ar in
the crawlway grew hotter. A fourth door loomed ahead. She pamed it, and it svung open onto the
reactor chamber.

A blast of hot, dry air puffed past her face. She hdf closed her eyes againg it. She'd never fdt ar
this hot. * Temperature? she queried a submind ensconced in the ship's system.

*Forty-four degrees Celsius.

Sweat popped out of her pores and vanished ingantly. She fdt as if flecks of radiation were
biting againg her skin. Already, the Geiger counter had begun to dlick.

She advanced cautioudy.

The chamber on the other sde was long, but very narrow. It had a high roof, so that she fdt
wedged a the bottom of a crevasse with sheer walls riang on ether sde. One wal was the outermost
shidd of the reactor itsdf. Its dark surface glimmered with a sheen that seemed unnaturd in the hest, and
it bulged dightly, conveying a sense of immense mass, as if it were made of some myserioudy stable
eement with a molecular weight far greater than uranium.

She reached for the Geiger counter tethered at her waist. The cadence of its dicking increased
when she amed it toward the back of the chamber. It was not counting radiation from the reactor; that
was a clean fuson burn.

She had reached for a handhold, ready to search for the radiation’'s source, when Nikko's voice
stopped her. "Keep going and youll fry," he warned, his words reverberating as they emerged from
widdy separated speakers on the wal. "If you want to poke around up there, you should do it with a
robotic remote.”

Clemantine licked dry lips, and smiled. So far, she had correctly guessed a Nikko's secrets.
Despite the games he played with his memory, she knew that he too was haunted by the past.

She loosened her grip on the Geiger counter, leaving it to drift a her wast. "So Nikko, would
you have a remote available?"

He countered with a question of his own: "Why have you come here?"

Light strips on the rounded wal were an odd, bluish color, and dim. The wavdength seemed
chosen to make the human nervous system uneasy. Farther on, where the crevicdike chamber narrowed
to pass around the intake pipes, there was no lighting at dl. "It's plutonium, it it?" Clemantine asked.
"With a radiation count thet high..."

"Theres stable uranium too. Not alot, but it can be converted into weapons-grade meterid in the



reactor."

We do think alike. She closed her eyes briefly, thankful and troubled at once. "Where did you
get it, Nikko?"

"It was part of the ship's origind manifes.”

"Did you order it?'

"I've seen nukes used before. It seemed a reasonable precaution.”

"Nukes in the Hdlowed Vadies?' She tried to imagine it war in the ancestrd home. She had
thought of Sol System as advil paradise, greet orhbiting cities, and three garden worlds.

Nikko shattered that fantasy. "We didn't need the Chenzeme to teach uswar.”

"By the Unknown God."

"The only daty that has ever lived up to expectation.” Then he added: "The plutonium has
uffered some decay."

"But it's dill usable?"

He didn't answer, not at fird.

Clemantine pressed him, impatient in the ungodly heet. "Lot and Urban want to provoke a
mating."

"Lat won't provokeit."

"He won't poison the courser, either. He wants to seduce it, Nikko. You know he does. He's
ruled by the cult, and Communion will aways look better to him than war.”

"Thisisfor Heyertori, isnt it?'

She shrugged. "Y ou were there.”

"You don't need to remind me. | have not forgotten that.”

She nodded. Scars left by the Chenzeme were not eesly shed. "If we are forced to a mating, it
might be possible to transfer anuke. If we don't survive, a least the courser wont live ether.”

"The Chenzeme ships redlly are dive, aren't they? They're not machines”

Sooth. No line of machines could have survived the stray accidents and changing conditions of
thirty million years. They were dive. "Heyertori is dead.”

"You won't tel Lot and Urban?' Nikko asked.

She shook her head. "They have never witnessed an assault by the Chenzeme, Nikko. You and |
have™

"All right then. But go back. Please. This place is not clean.”

"ot

Urban's voice reached into the dreamless void of Lot's deep, dragging him upward into the world
of substance. As soon as he redized held been adeep, Lot sat up sharply, his boots hitting the pavilion
floor to kill the hammock's wild swing. "What timeisit?'

"Takeit easy. You've got over an hour before any reply from the courser can reach us”

Darkness lay entwined with slence on the gee deck. Lot could hear a digant cricket
mechanicdly cdling for a mate, but nothing else. Clemantine had gone. He rubbed at his sensory tears as
hiswaking panic drained away.

"I've had a ghost a work in the library,” Urban said. His anger glinted in brief, brilliant red
flashes. "I've found some things that have been hidden. That bastard Nikko remembers a lot more than
he's ever told us”

Lot had fdt the impact of Nikko's past today, in the chariamata that brought the memory of
blood and decay. He wasn't sure he wanted to be admitted to more details. He stood up. He walked
over to the cabinet factory. "Nikko redly doesn't remember it, you know. He puts his memories away. If
it's hidden from vou, it's probably hidden from him too." He told the factory to put together a packet



med. Then he turned to get some water while the assemblers worked.

Urban was ganding right behind him. "Come with me for a few minutes” he said, and the
urgency in his voice made Lot's heart beat a little faster. "I want to show you something." Smoldering
anger again assaullted Lot's sensory tears. It stirred in im a harmonic of betrayal. Urban was right. How
much would they have to rdlearn by hard experience because Nikko refused to confess, or to
remember?

"I went looking for the earliest records | could find," Urban was saying.

"On the Chenzeme?'

"On anything. | found alot of fragments locked away. Couldn't make sense of them.”

Lot nodded. "It's what he told us. The plague-bearing dust made a hash of the ship's neurd
fidds"

"Sooth. I'll accept that as truth. The crew died. But not dl their ghosts were lost. Nikko lied
about that, because | found a survivor. A full persondity, stored in an inactive fidd. A witness, Lot.
Someone besides Nikko, who might be willing to tdl us alittle more about this ship's past.”

The cabinet factory chimed its readiness. Lot glanced down, fingering the packet med before
dropping it in a pocket of hisskin suit. A ghost. A new persona on the ship. A stranger, lying in storage.
The thought raitled him badly. When he had run away from Deception Well he had run away from the
cult. The only connection he wanted anymore was Clemantine.

He grabbed a bulb of water. "Does Nikko know you've found it?"

Urban shook his head. "He's looping again, so | don't think he's noticed. Not yet. It's a matter of
time, though, and that's why we have to move fas." Something in his aura fluttered with the evasve loops
of butterfly wings. His voice dropped to a whisper—as if that could prevent Nikko from overhearing
themif he chose. "That's why | want you to come with me. Now."

Lot took a step back, rductant to get between Urban and Nikko. "You know | have to get back
to the hull."

"Jug for aminute" Urban whispered. "I want you to see her.”

"Her?" Now Lot was whispering too. "Urban, you aready woke the ghost?"

"Of course I'm waking her! Fury, she's as red as you and |. Come see for yoursdf. Please. |
need you to back me. We can't let Nikko put her down again.”

Urban didn't want to take a trangt bubble. He didn't say it, but Lot knew he was afraid Nikko
would interfere. So they glided through the crawlways.

"Your ghogt iswith her?" Lot asked.

"Sooth. | haven't been down there yet. Not in this verson. Y ou know."

A gd membrane marked the end of the last tunnd. Urban dipped through firg, then Lot leaned
into the yidding barrier. The gd did cool and smooth past his face. On the other Sde he emerged beside
amassve trangt pipe that spanned the intertice between the core chamber and the core's armored shell.
Once, this barrel-shaped space had been the province of cold storage. The square ends of hibernation
cdls had tiled these wdls. But Nikko had changed it into living quarters, dissolving the cold storage units
and replacing them with four separate apartments, each an intricate warren.,

Nikko had never occupied his own apartment, but Lot had lived here, with Clemantine and
Urban, for along time. The memory brought a gtir of resentment, flashes of bitterness like lightning in
negative colors, propagating across his brain. He dapped the wall hard, sending himsdf dartmg through
the narrow, curving space. Urban was just disappearing into the ggping entrance hole of his warren. Lot
followed imin.

The tunnd wadls were lined with pipeweed. A soft white glow filled the pliant tubes. Urban
wrapped hisfig around a handful of them. "Hurry," he urged. "Her pattern is dabilized. She's sarting to
tak." And he launched himsdf down the tunndl.



Lot took off after him, caught up in his excitement. Gleaming pipeweed swayed beneath him,
pushed down by the ar current of his passage.

He followed Urban to the warren's farthest recess, but he didn't follow him into it. Grabbing a
hendful of weed, he brought himsdf to a graceess stop jugst outsde the chamber's round doorway,
shocked a what he saw.

In the chamber was a creature like Nikko, with an anatomy adapted to vacuum, only she was
feminine and dight in stature, her figure like that of an adolescent girl, with amdl breasts just visble
beneath a tranducent layer of armored skin. Her scales were blue, though a lighter shade than Nikko's.
The membrane a her neck, the kisheer, had a dlvery sheen. Lot could get no 9gn of her with his sensory
tears, S0 he knew she was dill just a ghogt, a holographic projection running on a machine grid.

Did he make some sound?

Thegirl turned her head. She looked draight a him. Her blue eyes flashed behind their protective
crysd lenses. Her lips parted, and an expression of surprise dipped over her face.

Lot grunted in shock. Nikko's face was incapable of expression, as dill and immobile as that of a
datue.

Now Urban was looking a him too, worry linesjust visble. "Say hdlo," he urged.

"Hdlo," Lot said. Nikko had wanted to forget thisgirl. Why?

"Her name is Deneb,” Urban added. He looked at her doubtfully. "She was part of the origind
crew."

Deneb's expresson changed again, and the shift was no less gatling this time. Her surprise
turned to indignation. "He's lying to you."

She sad thisto Lot. She spoke the language Lot had used before he came to Silk, dl soft edges
and blurred syllables. "I don't know why he's lying, but he is. I've never been part of any crew. | don't
know why I'm here, but | know you. | know you! How could you be here too?"

Lot fdt the skin on the back of his neck tighten. "You don't know me. I've never seen you
before.”

She flinched, asif from a blow. Her kisheer trembled, and the long, long fingers of her right hand
pressed together in a spear. Lot was indantly sorry. "l didnt mean it like that," he said. "Look, we
thought you were part of Nikko's crew—"

"Nikko?" she echoed, fear in her voice. "Am | dill with him?"

"Where did you come from?" Lot asked.

"Sol Sysem.”

"When?'

"I don't remember." She shook her head. "I don't remember alot of things™

"Her name was part of the crew lig," Urban indgted. "She came from Sol System with Nikko."

"l wasn't part of any crew! | do know that. How could | be? There was no crew with him. There
was no one dive, when he came back from the void. Even he was a ghost. Now I'm a ghogt too, aren't
I?7" She turned to glare at Urban. "Why are you keegping me confined here? | want to be red.”

"Sorry," Urban said. "We thought you were someone e Hisfig knotted.” Shit! "

Lot findly glided into the room. "Anyway, Nikko didn't lie. There were no survivors on thet firg
voyage.”

Urban nodded grudgingly. He was studying Deneb with a measuring gaze, as if determined to
find some other vduein her. "How do you know Lot?' he asked her.

She looked confused, so Urban jerked his head in Lot's direction. "Him. How do you know him?
Where have you seen him before?”

"He looks like the Lens"” She said it quick and breathlesdy, asif she were jumping off a diff.

The Lens. The title wrenched a reverberant memory out of Lot's past. He heard agan the voice
of Gent Romer, schooling imin the cult: You are the gateway, Lot. The focusing lens through which



well all pass. You gather the essence of your people. Through you, we become one.

It had been the same on so many worlds. We are all the same. Charismatic carriers of the cult
virus, infiltrating societies, then destroying them in an ecstatic Communion of hyperconsciousness. The
charismatics had been made by the Chenzeme. The evidence of that was in Lot's head, in the neurd
tendrils thet let him tak to the philosopher cdlls Yet the cdls remained immune to the cult. Like two
descendants of the same ancestor, the cult and the warships had a shared physology, yet their purposes
were a odds. Lot could not hdp but think of them as two sidesin an ancient avil war.

He swalowed againg a dry throat, wondering how much higtory thisgirl had witnessed. "Did you
see him? The Lens?'

She shook her head, while her kisheer rippled in uncertain waves. "I never did. | never knew
what he looked like, until I saw you. Now it's asif an implanted memory has been triggered. Isit you?'

Lot closed his eyes. Yes or no? He didnt know the true answer. There had been so many
versons of him. He could sense them, like shadows haunting his fixed memory, attached to lives in the
Halowed Vadties that he had never lived. They were cult seed, dl of them. An insdious weapon made to
corrupt. The cult virus had linked individud lives around the seed crystd of a charismatic, drawing the
inhabitants of each star system into a Sngle, sublime entity of many parts. Rapture. Lot knew the ecstatic
pleasure of Communion. The desire for it sat in his belly like a warm white shadow, whispering aways to
him to come in, come in, and someday he might answer it. Still, he recognized the cult virus for what it
was a dow weapon, desgned to destroy the enemy over a time span of a few hundred to a few
thousand years—the life span of the Halowed Vadties.

He looked again a the girl's blue-scaled face. The devotion there, the devout need—he
recognized that too. He had seen it often enough as a kid, on the faces of the troopers in his father's
amy. Gathered in prayer circles or aming grenade launchers, they would have done anything for Jupiter.

Like fether, like son? Sooth. Jupiter had died trying to impose his will on the sky dty of Silk.
Y ears later, commanding the same devotion as his father, Lot had amost succeeded.

The Lens? Jupiter hadn't bothered with a title. His name had been said reverently enough.

"I'm only a ghog,” the gil said. "I can't fed you." Her voice trembled, and Lot fdt a flush of
soothing charismata rise from his sensory tears, though they couldn't touch her.

Here was a scion of the cult. Is this what hed wanted for Clemantine? Some amdl voice
protested, It wasn't like this with us. Yes or no?

Nether seemed a convincing answer. The truth stood gpart: He wanted Clemantine. But this
girl—she belonged to someone else.

He looked a Urban. "Now you know why Nikko left her cold.”

She again reacted to Nikko's name. "Is this dill his ship?' she demanded. Lot told her it was.
"And how far has he run?'

"From Sol Sysem?' Urban asked. He turned to Lot. "What do you think? Maybe deven
hundred years?'

"Maybe not quite that long,” Lot said. "If you made it direct, no stops.”

The blue of her eyes turned to gray, asher eydids closed behind the crysa lenses. Her head
tilted back a little, though Lot couldnt imegine how her tears might flow. "Love and nature she
whispered. "Il never be part of it again.”

"Jugt as wdl," Lot sad, haunted ill by the aura of the dead, when Jupiter's amy had been
trapped in the indudrid corridors of Silk. "It's dl long over by now. Deneb, | know you can't believe it
yet, but you're the lucky one."

He turned to Urban. "Y ou woke her. Now it's up to you to make her redl. Then cure her. Get the
cult parasite out of her head. Don't let her go on a minute more like this

"Sooth." Urban looked resigned as he turned to the girl. "Deneb, there are things you need to
know."



Chapter 6

Back in the crawlway, Lot fdt the trace of a presence brush his sensory tears. "Nikko?'

He grabbed a handgrip and twisted hard to get a look a the tunnd behind him. Empty. But
something—ypores in the wdls perhaps, whose exigence he had not suspected— were making
charismata, and he could taste Nikko's sense of betrayal.

Lot did not want to think about the ghogt-girl in Urban's warren. He had to get back to the hull. If
the courser was going to respond, it would do so soon.

He pushed off the rung, to glide again through the crawlway, but as soon as he moved, the tunnd
ahead of him collapsed, dosing like a straw pinched shut by giant fingers. Lot cried out. He ducked his
shoulder and twisted, grabbing at a grip to stop his glide. Now he faced the way he had come, and that
end of the tunnd was closed off too. Urban had thought they'd be less vulnerable in the crawl-ways than
inatrangt bubble. Guess not.

"You should bein the wound,” Nikko said. His stern voice came out of the spider on Lot's ear.
"You have less than an hour left.”

"I was... gaing to ask you to take methere." Though held planned to go up to the gee deck fird.
There were no crawlways to the hull. "Nikko? Don't hurt her.”

Nikko hissed. "You think | would?

"Dont put her back in storage. Leave her done. Please.”

"That'sdl I've ever done." An unfathomable fog boiled againgt Lot's sensory tears.

"Why is she here?' Lot asked. "What is she to you?'

"She's nothing. Not that verson of her, anyway."

The segment of tunnd shrank into a trangt bubble, just large enough to contain Lot. Its wal
pressed againg him as it began to move.

"You knew another verson?' Lot asked.

"The one that was my wife. My Deneb. She was with us aboard Null Boundary."

Nikko did not have to say it agan: that he had been the only survivor of that voyage. Even the
ghosts had been corrupted. "I'm sorry,”" Lot told him.

"This Deneb you found, she came to me later. In the Halowed Vadties”

"You went back there... after?'

Nikko responded with a lacy puzzlement. "Apparently. After the plague | returned home—at
leadt that's what my archives say. It had been dmost 9x hundred years snce wed Ieft. The cordon was
whole by then and | could not see the Sun. They knew who | was before | arrived. They knew | was the
sole survivor. Maybe they employed dust too. It amazed me even then that they would bother. Do you
know how many people might have lived in that collection of cities?'

Lot had inherited vague memories of the Halowed Vadties. "Maybe none a dl."

The bubble dowed. One sde of it opened on the gleaming hull fiedd, while Nikko chuckled
darkly. "Wdl, whatever they were, there mugt have been... quadrillions? An inconceivable number,
anyway. Why would tliey bother with me?'

Lot touched the cold face of the cdls, thinking about the sparse impact of dust on the gleaming
surface. "Because even a gngle copy of a virus is dangerous if it can learn to copy itsdf. How did you
find her?'

"I didn't. She found me. My Deneb had Ieft a ghost behind. It was an old one, and shed
forgotten about it. Her as fourteen. They'd been updeting it every year, but that year | met her. They
didnt like me"

Lot grinned.

Nikko chuckled too. "Yesh. They hung on to her old image. It seems they revived it sometime
after we left.”



Lot let his hand dide benesth the wound's soft tissue. "You said that none of you aboard Null
Boundary were vulnerable to the cult.”

"None of us were. Maybe they changed her. Or maybe they just wore her down."

"How did she find you?'

"They sent her out from the cordon to greet me. She didn't know why she'd been chosen for it.
She had no memory of me. She was a believer, and it was her task to bring meinto the sphere. That was
their weakness, you see. They didn't want to destroy any threats. They wanted to enfold them within their
Communion. The cult virus is made that way, so it will spread itsdf endlesdy.”

"Sooth." Though Lot could remember less benign times, recorded in the memories that had come
down to him from his ancestors, when dissidents were dispatched with swift mob judtice. "They were
strong enough to take chances then.”

"Probably.” Nikko was slent a moment. "Love and nature, | didn't know what to do. It looked
like her. The voice it was Deneb's voice. But what she said, what she bdlieved: it wasn't Deneb. | was
furious. | couldn't bear her presence, but | couldnt leave her."

"They let you go?'

"They weren't afrad of anything then. They were at the height of ther power."

"So Urban will cure her now, like Clemantine was cured.”

"I should have done it mysdf—if I'd let mysdf remember.”

The trangt bubble contracted, pushing Lot into the cold grip of the cdl fidd. He ressted a
moment, feding unready for it. "Nikko, wait—"

"Go on," Nikko said. "Get yoursdf in place.”

Already Lot could hardly hear him. Waves of debate crested over his senses, crowding out
thoughts of the ghogt-girl, and the great cordons of the Halowed Vasties. The courser was part of the
cdls conversation. Lot could see the Chenzeme ship, gliding through the void toward the cloud of dust
lad down by Null Boundary.

As he watched it, he fdt his awareness diding free from its Smple geometry to merge into the
complex structures of Chenzeme didect. Gradudly, he redized that the image being developed involved
the courser as aminor harmonic only, a dark echo to which the primary theme could be compared. This
was a sdf-gppraisal, and it was not slvery cleean. He could fed a dark sense accusng wrongness,
absence.

Stop it, he told himsdlf. Stop trying to describe it. A Chenzeme debate could not be couched in
humen lan- tuages. It could only be fdt for itsdf, and perhaps smpli-ed and trandated later. So he
stopped thinking about it. He just sank into it, and when he emerged a few minutes later, he was
frightened. The hull cells picked up the concept and played with it, producing a thousand variations and
echoes of hisfear.

"Nikko?' He hoped at least a submind would respond.

"Here" His voice arrived through the spider that dung to Lot's earlobe.

"Areyou looping?"

"Seven seconds.”

"Stop it please.”

"Give me a reason.”

"Our hull cells—they've been comparing themsdlves to the philosopher cells on the courser.” The
Spider was slent. Lot realized more than seven seconds had passed. "Nikko?"

"Here"

"Stop looping! | need to talk to you about the philosopher cdls. The courser mugt have asked
them to adjust our velocity. They don't know how. So they know they're different. They don't know

"Love and nature." Nikko muttered this oath in alow, distracted voice. "Did you offer the cdls



an explandion?’

Lot frowned. "What explanation? Thet they've been kidnapped by an enemy vessd and used as
camouflage?"

"I had redlly been thinking of Something alittle less... provocetive. Lie to them, Lot. You need to
learn to lie to them, in the Chenzeme way."

* k% *

The code that described Deneb's body had been shunted to a fleet of resurrection Makers, and
dready they had begun to re-create her physca form within Null Boundary's interdiitia tissue. Urban
watched the process through a remote camera eye, a nervous flutter in his belly. This was Nikko's ship. If
he didn't want Deneb to live, it would be easy for him to switch off the Makers or to block their supply of
nutrients.

That hadn't happened. Nanosca e building blocks continued to pour into the work dte through a
scaffolding of microscale threads. Individud cells were assembled on the threads, then pushed outward
as more cdls formed behind them. Already some of the microthreads supported enough tissue to make
them vigble without magnification.

He turned to Deneb.

He had resurrected her ghost on a grid isolated from the ship's neurd system. He'd done it to
protect her from Nikko—and aso to protect the ship from her. He wasn't foolish. She might have been
dangerous or deranged.

Sill, the isolation grid was a bad place to be. Its limited capacity forced on her a smulaion of
redity that was far less than what sheld fed if she were dive. So Urban had taken her ghogt into his
arium. That had brought its own limits Sheld become invisble to the outsde world, exising now only
within his point of view. But the sensations she experienced came to her through his own nervous system
and shefdt hersdf to be red.

The arium manufactured the illuson of redity for both of them. Deneb could not move any
physcd object, though it would seem as if she did, both to her and to him. He could touch her. She
would fed that. And she could touch him. If she chose to. She couldn't leave this chamber, though, unless
he went with her, because her existence was limited to the range of his senses.

Sill, she was free and she could choose to upload back into the isolaion grid or return to
quiescent storage.

She had chosen neither.

Urban could not keep his gaze off her for long. He caught himsdlf at it again: Sudying her asif she
were an unconscious panting or holographic projection. The pattern of her scales, the graceful lines of
her long, long fingers, the curve of her amdl breasts and her narrow hips. She was quite petite, and he
decided she was not fully grown yet.

"How old are you?' he asked.

He could see her blue eyes shift beneath the glittery surface of crysa lenses. "l remember
being... fifteen? | know time's passed since then. A lot of time. What do you know about Nikko?"

Urban shrugged. "He's crazy.”

The edge of Deneb's kisheer moved in alight transverse ripple, a dlver ribbon of mation. "If he's
crazy, why are you with him?'

"Hey, it's his ship, and we needed to leave Silk. Why are you here?'

"l was sent.” She frowned. "This ghost was in storage a long time. | think some of my memories
have decayed.”

"Probably.” Urban had never been one to sugarcoat issues. "Wha do you remember?”

"Not much. | remember my family, my mother and father, though it's been a long time since |
needed them. A very long time. But that timeis... empty? It's asif... yes, | do remember. It's asiif bits of
thoughts are flashing past me. Asif | were a conduit. It was sublime—like living ingde a cloud and every



molecule of vapor is ddicious and there are no worries and no sense of time passing. Time is like a cloud
there. Amorphous. It's red but you can't measure it or hold on to it." Her gaze shifted to the projection
within his arium, of the microthreads collecting the cdls of her body dong ther invisble lengths. "But
that's not what you want to know, isit?'

She was perceptive. Urban liked that. "Do you know anything about the Chenzeme?'

"No."

"Do you know anything about exploiting the zero point fidd?'

That made her flinch. A fant red flush rose through the blue scales of her face. She looked
frightened. Urban leaned a litle harder. "I've studied history. There's reason to think zero point
technology was not an excdlugve invention of the Chenzeme. Some fed it was developed in the Halowed
Vadies too... What's wrong?' agang her neck in uneven folds. "Out on the Spine—people were
working on the zpf." She spoke softly, as if it were a dirty family secret. "I went there once on a virtud
tour. But my dad said it was a myth, a fancy, to think we could exploit the fidd."

"It's not. Zero point technology is red, Deneb, even if we don't understand it. It's powering the
Chenzeme courser that's running us down."

Urban watched her, admiring the way the scales of her expresson did againg one another as
indecigon flitted over her face. "My mother worked at the Spine, before she was gathered by the Lens™

"She worked on the zpf?'

Deneb nodded. "'l wanted to go with her—I'd studied quantum physicsin schoal. | was like my
mother in that, wasn't 1?7 But my mother was sent home from the Spine. They didn't want her out there
anymore after... after she came to know him. Yes. And after that my parents wouldn't let me go. They
took me out of school, and told me | should be looking insgde mysdf to learn why | had not dlowed the
Lens to gather me" Her lips squeezed together in a tight line. "That's how it was. | remember it now.
They said he hadn't come to me and so | was as flawed as the researchers on the Spine who had sent my
mother home. But | wasn't flawed!"

"Sooth," Urban said. She had been immune to the cult virus too. Or & least she had been
resstant. Y ou were like me then. Stronger. They couldn't touch me ether.”

"l wish I'd known you then. Where did you live?'

"A long way and along time after you."

"Sooth. Is that what you say? Sooth. So some of them escaped—from the Spine, or from other
places.

"I think Nikko was one."

"Ohyes" shesad. "l know he was. He told me. | remember | was going to send a ghost to the
Spine, without tdling my parents. Maybe | did. Maybe that's how | met Nikko—he said | met him
before—but | don't remember that ghost ever coming back to me. | do remember | changed. | began to
fed the Lens” She tapped her breast. "Here, like something warm and safe and wise, a presence indde
me. It made me happy—" She shook her head. "After that, dl | remember istime passing, until they took
me out of the Communion and sent me to Nikko. | fed so lost now. Heis so far away.”

"Soon you won't need him," Urban promised her. "Were going to change that part of you." Let
her understand the drift of things aboard Null Boundary. "Whether you choose it or not."

She turned again to the image of her forming body. More microthreads were visble now.
Almogt, Urban could discern the outline of a human frame. "You're sure the zero point fidd is not a
myth?' she asked.

"It's not amyth," Urban assured her. "And its energy can be tapped.”

She nodded, as if this were eminently satisfactory. "Well learn how then. When I'm real. When
I'm flawed agan." She grinned. "Oh yes. | remember how it was."

During the last few minutes before the expected transmisson, Lot practiced lying. He made up an



image—no, less than that—the suggestion of an imege a layer of philosopher cdls wrapped around a
dominant core. The core was him. He let the cdl fidd register his connection to the navigation function.

Dominant. He tried to emphasize that concept as the image propagated around him, evolving in
bizarre directions.

WEéll, there he was, being disassembled by the more aggressive cdlls because this image of him
was not coherent with ther indinct. A radicd faction fought this theoreticd destruction. Change has
value.

Now his control was being paraditized, tendrils of influence growing into him, reaching through
him to the theorized navigation function—but he'd lied about that. Or had he? Nikko controlled the ship,
but Nikko might do what Lot advised him. That thought rolled out into the cells. Lot tried to catch it, but
nothing could be retrieved. His anxiety was flowing now as wdl. Damn. He could see his symbalic
image—not dominaing so much anymore—connecting to another, even more theoretical link. That was
Nikko.

He closed his eyes and stopped trandating. Trandating got him into trouble every time. He could
not be both Chenzeme and humean & once.

So he yidded resistance. He gave himsdf up. Y et when the expected tranamisson at last arrived,
he reacted to it with a burst of very human fear. It was a demand for suicide or submisson, he wasnt
sure which. Maybe both. Maybe ether. They were wrong and needed to be Serilized Or they were
ussfully wrong and only needed to be controlled.

He could fed dugt quickening between the links. A dust sorm. Its taste was poisonous, a
contortion of data stolen from the Wdl. Where had it come from? Lot diffened within the enwrgpping
cdls, knowing it had come from him.

No.

He tried to object, but the aggressve cdls united to bully the others. They would defend
themselves from the courser. Usefully wrong. An image of glorified madness.

Not us, Lot tried to say. That's not us.

His argument sumbled and disappeared. Reappeared again in another wave of imagery, stronger
now. The taste of poison faded, but defiance grew. Stronger now. Stronger. The sentiment legped
outward on radio waves, leaving Lot panting in the cold grip of the cdlls, his heart racing. HEd given it dl
up. Every molecular structure held brought out of the Well had been copied into the cdl fidd.

"Nikko, get me out of here."

He eased himsdf free of the cdls as the trangt bubble enfolded him. Nikko's voice spoke in his
ear. "What happened? | couldn't understand it at dl.”

Lot fdt groggy. He dug his fingers into the wal as the bubble accelerated. "The cdls wanted to
drop poison dust for the courser... just like you.”

"You didn't let them?'

"No." The bubble wdl eroded beneath him, rdeasing him into the core. "But now our hull cdls
hold the code for the poison. They could drop it anytime. Or they could synthesize a defense againgt it."

"Love and nature." Nikko's image hung at the chamber's far end "This isnt working,” he said.
"Rdying on the philosopher cdlsislike rdying on a madman—a violent lunatic.”

Lot could not argue.

"We need to synthesize the Chenzeme speech oursalves, without the cdlls as go-between.”

"Do you know how? | don't. All I can do istry to lean on the cdls, influence them."

Nikko's fingers tapped his thigh. "You should have let the cdls lay ther trap, because this can't
go on. We're giving up too much of ourselves.”

"Are you dill thinking we have a choice?!

Nikko's kisheer twitched. "Well do what we have to. | know."



Chapter 7

Point zero: initiate. No, no, no. Dammit, anyway. He'd lost too much aready.

Terminate.

He looked again, to see Deneb laughing a something Urban had whispered in her ear, her head
tilted back, her smooth, blue hide infused with a rosy warmth. Incarnate and free of the cult virus.

(My Deneb.)

Sheld been incarnate less than an hour. Urban had taken her to the gee deck, where she walked
with him on ungteady legs, his am encirding her waist, her thin, graceful fingers hooked around his
shoulder. Joy shone in her posture and in the ecdtatic laughter that bubbled from her throat, the kind of
joy that only someone who has been sck along time, or log, or in despair, could fed when rdief and
renewd findly arrive. It didn't seem to matter to her that ther time was measured againg the courser's
approach. She was free of the cult virus, and for her, that was reason enough to be happy. This was
Deneb—and Nikko had let himsdf forget her.

That phase was past. Her appearance had shattered dl the careful blocks held put around his
memory. Here she was, exactly the same as the Deneb held fird met, when she had sent her ghogt to the
Soinein defiance of her parents' edicts. Except they'd never met. Not in the history she remembered.

Null Boundary turned on its long axis through a thirty-hour rotation. Working together, two of the
telescopes swept through section after section of the surrounding starscape. Results were recorded and
compared to earlier passes. The Dull Intdligence that performed the work dutifully corrected for the
ship's forward momentum before admitting to an anomady: The luminogty of a nearby red dwarf star had
declined.

The telescopes were did back dong their tracks to investigate. The lenses fixed once more upon
the gite, only to discover that the star's luminogty had returned to normd. The DI consulted its task lig,
comparing the event againg a lig of excusable gdlar phenomena. It settled on the description of an
edlipse as the mogt likdy explanation for the event. If the classM star possessed a large, nonlummous
companion object that passed between Null Boundary and the tar, then the star's luminogty would
appear to decline.

The DI tested this hypothesis, drawing up a detalled chart of the star's motion over the past
seventy years. Perturbations in its orbit about the gaactic center would support the presence of an
occulting mass.

No perturbations were found.

The DI returned to its task ligt, consdering now the possibility thet the star was ungtable. But the
higorica record did not support this surmise.

In time it reached the concluson that a dust cloud or solid object not related to the star had
caused an occultation. The dengty of paniculate matter in this sector of space had been gradudly
increedng over the past twenty-eight light-years, ill, the average was only four atoms per cubic
centimeter. A denser dump of interstellar dust so close to the ship seemed unlikdly. Indeed, there was no
evidence for it at al.

The DI concluded that the most likdy explanation for the event was an occultation by a solid
object unrelated to the star. It scanned the sector again, this time in the high infrared, expanding the
recipient wavelengths as it searched for evidence of a brown dwarf—an object not quite massve enough
to ignite in the fuson reactions of a sar.

Before long, it found a candidate. It recorded the profile and line-of-9ght pogtion, then
summoned one of Nikko's patrolling subminds.

The charm of subminds, Nikko thought, lay in their perverse tendency to produce a sense of
absentmindedness rather than of enlightenment whenever they poured their memories into the core



persona. Never was there a joyous, revelatory burst a the moment of mdding, for after dl, the new
memories were dready his own. His core persona perceived them as something known, but forgotten.

So when he saw the infrared image, the firg thing he fdt was embarrassment, asif he should have
known it before. It was there in his memory: the profile of a Chenzeme courser seen a a hard angle, so
close the lines of its hull were visble A stedlthed courser: the hull cdls did not exhibit their ordinary
[uminescence.

Chenzeme ships were forever acquiring new strategies. They were known to hunt together, and
obvioudy Null Boundary had fdlen victim to a new hunting strategy. Thefirg courser had performed as a
highly vighle threat, and it had thoroughly distracted them... while this second courser drew unnoticed
within griking distance.

Nikko studied the image, shaken by a powerful—and false—sense of remembrance. Only after
severd seconds did he begin to fed fear.

He summoned everyone to the core chamber, even Deneb. "Null Boundary has found a second
Chenzeme courser. This one is dtedthed. Its hul cdls are dark, and far below normd operating
temperature. They are probably inactive, but that can't lagt. It's wel within weapons range and the only
mgor question is Why hasnt it taken us out yet?"

"Because were Chenzeme,” Lot said. He drifted upside down to the others, dressed in his ever
present skin suit. His sensory tears glisgened without connoting any sense of weeping. The were a
sarcadtic remark, afase dam of vulnerability. The sweet of an effort to become dien.

"If we're Chenzeme why haan't it halled us?' Clemantine demanded. Her strong toes were
hooked under a grip, anchoring her to the wall while the others drifted.

"Because were deranged Chenzeme," Urban said. "Maybe dangerous. | hope s0."

This made Deneb frown.

Clemantine asked: "How much time do we have?'

Nikko shrugged. "Maybe no time at dl, if it's aready fired missles on us. We could try a radar
sweep, otherwise we won't know until they hit. But assuming it hasn't passed judgment yet..." He
consulted the calculations of a submind. "It's usng the zero point fidd to adjust velodity and course in a
sequence that should result in a side-to-side match with our own paosition in no more than forty-nine
hours."

Dead slence followed, for at least three seconds.

"Or less," Urban said, "if it's dready fired on us”

"And if not, then it looks like youll get your mating,” Clemantine told him.

Lot's agitation rattled the Chenzeme receptors in the chamber wadls. "Get me a trangt bubble,
Nikko. | need to get to the hul cdls™

"Wait" Clemantine wall-waked, usng her agile toes to dide close to him. Lot garted to pul
away, but Clemantine cupped her hand on his shoulder. They faced each other upside down. "Lat, we
need to tak about this”" she said. "What are you going to tdl the hull cdls?"

He shook his head, hisrisng tenson dogging the chamber's pores. "It's not like that, Clemantine.
Thered question is, What are they going to tdl me? Nikko," he cdled, ducking out of her grip. "A trangt
bubble!"

Nikko snorted at the demand—"Yes gr. Right away, Sr." He knew a submind had aready
responded.

A concavity opened in the chamber wall. Clemantine glanced at it. "Lot, we need to talk about
this"

"Okay, okay," he said. "But later." He launched himsdf toward the bubble. Grabbing the rim, he
curled into the hole. It closed over him.

Clemantine looked at Nikko. "You didn't have to do thet."



Nikko answered this with cold amusement. "I'm not his master. Besides, it wasn't me. It was a
submind.”

"Do you trust him out there?"

"l don't see we have a choice.”

"We dl do wha we can," Urban said. "It's up to Lot to monitor the hull cdls. I'm 4ill getting a
record of that, but none of us can help him. | won't be Ieft out of this, though. If the courser pulls even
with us, I'm mounting an expedition to it. I'm going to jump the gap, see what | can find."

This statement seemed nonsensicd. Nikko could not think at fird what to say, but Clemantine
was not so circumspect. Her laugh was indant and unforgiving. "Come on, Urban! Thisisthe red world."

"Sooth."

Her scorn cracked, in the face of his stubborn reserve. "Do you think the courser is not armed?
With guns, or plagues? Or worse things, that we haven't encountered yet?'

"It'strue" Nikko said, with a quick glance at Deneb. Her expresson was puzzled but atentive.
"Urban, you know there's no one out there with your best interestsin mind. The courser is sure to detect
your presence. It will have to infer a hodile package. A nuclear warhead, perhaps?' He looked at
Clemantine, at her bright and angry eyes. "The Chenzeme are not invulneradle. It1l be on guard.”

Urban turned on a cocky gmile "If it closes with us, well have aready convinced it we are
Chenzeme. At that proximity, a nuke would damage us as much as it would damage the courser, so it
would make no sense to use one... unless we were feding suicidd?' His brows rose in a questioning
look.

"Thisisnt ajoke," Clemantine said. "Urban, you won't get to hit a reset button when things start
to fdl apart.”

"Hey. Things are fdling apart. This new courser's dmost on top of us™

"And you want to provoke it."

"I want to take advantage of the moment. We may be considered deranged, but we are dill
Chenzeme. The courser wants the experiences recorded in our philosopher cdls. It isn't going to attack
us unless we leave it no choice.”

"You don't know that," Clemantine ingsted.

"Itsatheory | intend to test.” He turned to Nikko again. "How about it? Do you want to come
too?'

Nikko's kisheer rippled in tempered amusement. Now that held recovered from his initid
aurprise, he found himsdf impressed by Urban's bravado. Was it dl for Deneb's sake? He tapped his
finger againg histhigh, producing a measured dicking. "And you cal me crazy.”

Urban shrugged. He looked a Deneb. Nikko followed his gaze, to discover a quickening
exctement in her parted lips, and in the gleam benegth the thin crystdl lenses that covered her eyes. Her
own gaze shifted from Urban to Nikko. Defiance did into her graceful expression.”I'm going,” she
sald—her firg wordsin Nikko's presence.

"No one's going,” Clemantine countered.

Nikko nodded his agreement. "Deneb, you don't know anything about the Chenzeme.”

"I know the higtory of this ship."

Did she? Nikko fdt stunned by this assertion, and ashamed. How much did she know? He had
never told her anything about the other Deneb. But he had told Lot.

"You haven't lived this ship's higtory,” Clemantine said.

Deneb looked asif she would object to that, but then she shrugged. "I know the Chenzeme are
dangerous, but if the chance presents itsdlf, | won't be staying behind. An dien ship! This may be the firs
red chance anyone has ever had to get indde its programming and make contact—real contact, without
aggresson—"

Nikko fdt asif he'd been swalowed whole.



"—real contact, without aggression,” Deneb was saying as she addressed the ship's
conference. Excitement ran in a low, tense note behind her voice, an excitement that had only grown in
the hours since the dien vessel had been sghted. " An opportunity like this has never existed before in
al of human history. How can we turn away from it...?"

Clemantinés commanding voice snapped through Nikko's sensorium, yanking him out of the
decaying memory loop. "Contact is Lot's talent—"

"And theft isming" Urban said. "I want the design of that zero point drive.”

Nikko fled. His disconcerted consciousness abandoned his holographic image, leaving it in a
repetitive rest state in which his fingers twitched and his kisheer rippled as if he were consdering each
point in the sharp debate. Meanwhile, he took his core persona into the ship, dlowing it to stretch out
aong the lines of the hull. Alpha Cygni blazed dead ahead, a point of white-hot brilliance less than two
years away. In the radio spectrum, he saw the sgnature of molecules in the dust clouds beyond the giant
dar, the shivering beat of scattered pulsars, the brilliant lens of the gdaxy's heart. He opened his senses
to the hot kiss of interstelar hydrogen driking the bow, to the nurturing warmth that flowed through his
jacket of Chenzeme cdlls, to the presence of the itching cyst just under his hide, where Lot lay bedded in
acurrent of dien thought.

Deneb had wanted to make contact. Thet firg time they'd ever seen a Chenzeme ship, it had
been Deneb who'd persuaded the rest of the crew to go forward. Nikko had tried to dissuade her.
They'd even fought about it, hadn't they?

"You don't know enough to make a choice! You don't know anything about it!"

"But my love, that's why we have to try."

Deneb had wanted to make contact. Then, and now.

Intersecting waves of conversation flowed across the hull cells, an dien babble that Nikko could
only vagudy understand.

He engaged a submind. He ingtructed it to rewrite hisemotiond parameters, weskening the fidds
that supported meancholy, doubt, and pessmiam, while enhancing those that produced confidence and
audacity. His distress dissipated. After an absence of 4.7 seconds, he fdt possessed enough to return to
the core chamber. He did back into the perspective of his holographic projection, to find Clemantine ill
trying to bring Urban to hed.

"Even if the courser dlows you to approach, do you think it will leave itsdf open to your
dissection?" she demanded. "Urban, the only way youll ever get that design isif you let Lot dig it out. If
you interrupt that process, you might never have it. Y ou might be dead.”

"Lot won't be ableto find it," Nikko said.

Clemantine turned on him, her glare a dark and potent wespon. "Y ou don't know that."

"If that information was stored in the philosopher cdls, he would have aready seen some hint of it
within our own.”

"Sooth,” Urban said. "The drive mechaniam, the weapons sysem. They could have an
independent origin. The philosopher cells make decisions, but the body of the courser lies beneeth that.”

"Lat won't be able to go that deep,” Nikko said.

Was Urban's amile alittle nervous now? "Then you will go with us?'

"I it comes to that," Nikko agreed.

Deneb had wanted to make contact and held given in; hed given his support. And they had
faled. But he was older now, wiser, better armed. It wasn't too late to makeit up.

Chapter 8

Deneb fdt asif sheld been picked up and rattled in the hand of some capricious god, then tossed



off the end of the world with his injunction ringing in her ears. Make a new world now, or die. Setting
the Chenzeme to measure her success.

When she considered where she was, what was at stake, then fear ran through her, a dark and
unsettled river in her veins. The past was dead, and the future no more than a tenuous dream. Yet she
aso fdt a strange dation at this chance she'd been given: to know the Chenzeme, to understand what had
never fdlen to human understanding before. If this was a curse, it came srangdy close to the innermost
desres of her heart.

And she was free—of the cult, and of Nikko too. He had either forgiven her or forgotten
her—she didn't care which. All that mattered was that she had the run of the ship and the same autonomy
as anyone ese. For now. Everything that anyone did was now infused with a sense of haste. The dark
courser lay only hours away. They had only hours to learn everything they could about it.

Eyes closed, Deneb made a ghost of hersdf within her arium. The ghost was her, and when it
was ready, she dipped away, a stream of information that ddivered her virtua image to Null Boundary's
library— where she stood aone on a sraight white path, immersed in avisa colored in pearly gradations
of blue and white. In the library, white meant proximd. Blue was the blur of distance, and data was
embedded at every point dong the way. A librarian crawled up from an indisinguishable crack in the
white path. Its litle angd wings fluttered while its tiny white-furred feet tapped, indexing the path's
collection of hidden files Deneb's kisheer fluttered as she considered how to start this latest hunt.

Null Boundary's library was a hodgepodge collection pulled from the archival Sations of a dozen
gdlar sysems— and in each of those systems, the archiva records had been plumped with information
dumps from passing great ships. So it was a confused and often repetitive collection. The librarians tried
hard to index it, but the only way to know for sure what was buried there was to dive in and explore.

"Reprise prior survey,” she said after a moment. "Then continue it Ghosts worked fast. There
was dill time for raw exploration.

The librarian spat back the search parameters from its chubby lips "Search Chenzeme,
nonhuman intelligence, dien, summaries. Order by date, oldest firs. Review prior files then continue
Quest.”

"Approved.” The qudity of informaion on the Chenzeme was agoundingly poor.
Unsubgtantiated, anecdotal, often contradictory—it angered her, until she reminded hersdf that most of
those who had witnessed the Chenzeme had not survived to record thelr experiences. And how many of
them had spent their last hours deving through confused libraries, searching for some dusive fact that
might hint at a path to surviva?

The requested filters fdl into place, producing a change in shading. The path a her feet
brightened and grew longer, extending for hundreds of yards. Files appeared on it, each a paper-thin,
vetica fidd, like a transparent window large enough for her to step through. They were stacked
face-to-face-to-face, with no space between them, so that hundreds were layered within the span of her
hand.

She considered doubling her ghosts. But while multiple copies of hersdf would speed the basic
search, sheld dill have to integrate their findings. So she decided to work with one incarnation, at least for
now.

The librarian reduced itsdf to a haf-sensed presence fluttering overhead, while Deneb |eaned
forward, feding a dight resistance as she pressed her face into the data fieds

Each file was compressed, with a horizontd component of a fraction of a millimeter. As Deneb
moved through them, their key factors flooded her awareness: a streamflow of images and descriptive
titles, faces that had been famous a some unknown place and time, grings of radio transmissions,
colorful schematics, wisps of conversation, shouts of excitement, and of rage.

The fagter she moved, the faster the data poured past her. Since shed been over these files
before, she let them flow unhindered, building through therr cumulative impact an impresson of the
Chenzeme encroachment.



It had many faces.

In sellar systlems on the edge of the Hallowed Vasties the Chenzeme had been only a rumor for
decades, sometimes for centuries. Communication between worlds was dow and intermittent, and when
reports arrived from the frontier documenting an dien presence, they had been dismissed as hoaxes, for
anything could be faked.

On the frontier worlds the Chenzeme presence was treated as hard redity. At firg there had
been only distant Sghtings. The coursers appeared in the void between worlds, varigble in sze, but dl of
them coated with a white hull glow. Attempts at contact were made, but the coursers refused to respond,
S0 caution became the rule. On a dozen worlds the Smultaneous decison was made to shut down
interselar radio transmissons. The orbita antennae became ligening posts only. What they heard was
chilling.

Deneb touched the glassy face of a record she had not explored before. It had been gathered out
of the void long ago by a passing great ship. "Expand,” she ordered. Then she stepped forward into a
foreshortened starscape, centered on the image of a Chenzeme courser as seen through the telescopes of
an orbitd dty above some world whose name she could not pronounce.

Events soun forward in compressed time. Hours elapsed in seconds as a trio of coursers swept
into the system at nearly one-tenth the speed of light. Deneb listened to voices filled with excitement and
with fear, and then she ligened to the horrified reporting of disaster befdling outlying stations, and the
stepped-up preparations for the defense of the inner system, and the deadpan dgn-off as death
descended and this record was cast into the void, awarning to other worlds.

Caefully, she noted the approach vectors of the warships, the overheard radio codes that
passed between them, and the response of the human inhabitants. She tried not to let the voices get indde
her.

She came upon the same Sdlar system later in her search, in afiletha originated from a different
time and a different library. She had to backtrack to be sure, but yes, it was the same star, the same two
habitable worlds each with its own ringlet of orbitd cities. Except in this file, defensive synchrotrons had
myserioudy appeared, occupying londy orbits in the outer system. As the pack of coursers swept
toward the cities, the synchrotrons fired a battery of lasers. The lead courser was lanced and the others
turned away, while shouts of joy filled Deneb's ears.

She reviewed the fird record. Here there were no orbital synchrotrons, and the destruction had
been absolute. Doubt became a sour lump in her throat.

She saw the same gdlar sysem a third time. In this record, nedtly edited ssgments were
interspersed with the concerned face of a communications officer. The pack of coursers swept in just as
it had two times before. The orbitd synchrotrons were in place, only this time they didnt fire. This time
the lead courser responded to the peculiar code the officer sent into the void, turning away without
hodtility.

Deneb chewed on the papillae that lined her mouth. When she tried to summon details of the
code, the librarian reported incomplete data. She watched the scene again, and then athird time, trying to
find some testimony of falsehood, knowing it was fase.

"You can't dwaystdl," Urban said.

She flinched, unaware that his ghost had joined her. Still, she was glad it was Urban. She fdt
easy with him. "Who would fake records like that?' she asked him. "Why?"

Urban looked surprised at the question. "Because it's better to believe we might survive?'

"We can't base our decisons on lies”

He shrugged. "They're not redly lies Planetary defenses have gotten better. Heyertori might
have survived if the synchrotrons hadn't been sabotaged.”

Deneb looked back over the library path. "But we can't trust these records.”

"Sooth. You didn't know that?'

"No, | didnt." Then she added: "And | didn't know you were tha cynicd.”



He shrugged again. "It's not the redlity of our past that matters, Deneb. Just our bdief init."

"I don't believe that. Redlity does matter. Do you edit what you know?"

"Not yet. | haven't been around that long." He touched the frame of the record, not megting her
gaze. "Sometimes | edit what | fed."

"Nikko does thet too."

He did not like the comparison. She could see that in the hard set of his eyes. "Nikko's crazy.
You cant trug him. He pretends to know a lot about the Chenzeme, but he doesn't know how he
knows, because he's trashed any record of the actud experience that earned him that knowledge. If it's
real knowledge. Lucky he didn't trash you."

Deneby's kisheer fluttered in dow, thoughtful waves as she tried to make sense of this outburst.
"Therés nothing wrong with the records he's kept.”

Urban grinned. "Sure. It's the records he hasn't kept that 1'd like to see. | thought his whole past
would fal open when | found you, but there's nothing here. Not in any hidden field. He's trashed it al.”

"No he hasnt." Deneb glanced at the librarian. At fird it was a tranducent suggestion, no more.
Then it gathered substance, and descended according to her gaze. "Retrieve my persond index,” she
ingructed.

Wings fluttered. Furry feet scuffed, and the path narrowed into a new, more attenuated collection
of files.

"Look for Nikko's journd."

Urban said, "He doesn't have ajournd.”

Thelibrarian folded its wings and dived into the data fidds. Deneb followed. Histories screamed
past her, swift imeges, flegting scents, blurred voices that she bardy registered as she pursued the
librarian, itswings a blur of hummingbird motion.

It stopped. A snglefile gleamed rosy as the librarian faded from Sght once again.

Deneb touched the glassy face of the marked file, thinking expand. A vast and detailed record
unfolded dong a new path. "Thisis his journd,” Deneb said, glancng back a Urban's astonished face.
"You must have seen this before.”

Urban stepped past her, dmogt disappearing into the record as he made a cursory scan of its
prodigious contents. He looked back a Deneb. "This wasn't here before.”

A chill touched the back of her neck. "It must have been. You just missed it

"No."

The chill deepened. She fdt as if Nikko stood behind her, observing her every move. She
ressted an urge to turn around.

From the look in Urban's eyes, he might have fdt the same. "Nikko! You!" he shouted. "Why?
Why give thisto us now?'

"Because things are criticd,” Deneb said, peering down the path.

"Things have aways been criticd "

"Butif Nikko didn't want to remember these things—"

"Thisisnot agame!”

"Then bring it up with him later! There's no time to argue about it now."

She started forward, only to fed Urban's hand on her arm. She turned, and she could 4ill fed his
hand, though now she could see he wasn't touching her: his left hand hung at his sde, while he chewed
thoughtfully on a knuckle of hisright.

"You're darting to blur,” she said.

"Hdl." A knuckle in the mouth did not interfere a dl with his enunciation. "I'm remembering
something. Back at the Well, when we fird came aboard—Nikko told us hed once mated with a
Chenzeme ship."

Deneb's gaze shifted. In her mind she saw the dark slhouette of the approaching courser. "Then



he's done this before?”

"Or helied."

Misgivings rose in her. "He understands Lot though, doesn't he?"

"Sooth," Urban admitted. "He said he learned that from the maing. Damn you, Nikko!" He
shook hisfig in the air. "Why have you kept this secret? Are you out to kill usal?'

"Urban, please.”

"Two centuries, Deneb. He's kept this out of the library for two centuries.”

"He probably didn't know he had it."

"That'sjust Supid.”

Her temper snapped. "That doesn't redly matter now, does it?'

He stared a her a moment, then dowly, he started to amile. She didn't like the mocking flavor of
it, but she forced hersdf to focus ingead on the task a hand. "Mating involves an exchange of dudt,
right?’

Urban shrugged. "L ot thinks s0."

"Then let's look for that." Even before sheld sad it, the librarian was back fluttering in her face.
She sent it off through the gdlery of files stacked dong the path. Soon it stopped. It marked afile Then it
rose off again, fading into tranducence asit went.

Deneb stepped forward. Unmarked files whispered past her, but when she reached the marked
file that expanded. Ingtantly she was immersed in an overwhedming cacophony of sensation, as if she
were being shunted laedly through an emotiond maglstrom bored out of unrdated stacks. She
screamed, then jumped backward out of the record, crashing into Urban. "Wha was that'?" she cried.

"Dont know." Urban didnt sound too steady ether. He swiped at the librarian, which fluttered
between them now like a mindless moth. "Back the record up,” he told it. "Is there an initiating event? Go
back before that. Show the setup.”

They found themselvesin the void. The ramscoop was deployed. Behind them, a sun blazed like
atiny ydlow gem. Data rushed into Deneb's ghost-mind, and she remembered the name of the sysem
sheld judt left.

"It's Heyertori,” Urban whispered. His ancestrd world, as Earth was hers. Both gone now.
Deneb took his hand.

Null Boundary had passed the lagt inhabited post three months ago. The decks were cold and
empty. All ship's power was divided between the engines and the core. The library hummed, organizing
data uploaded from Heyertori's extensve archives. The data had distracted them. Nikko did not notice a
firs when a submind brought news of a powerful radio beacon out of Heyertori.

Urban shuddered and his am went around Deneb's waist. "l've seen this before. It's in the
records the survivors brought to SIk."

They listened to panicked voices reporting the degth of the system. The outer posts had falled to
detect the approach of twin swan bursters, and then the orbital synchrotrons faled to respond. Nuclear
amaments were launched in the swan bursters paths, but the rings used ther wegponry to lance the
mines Debris fidds met the same fate,

"Stop,” Urban whispered. The frantic voices collapsed into a meaningless hum that carried on
and on and on as the moment stretched out in time. He looked a Deneb. "At that point they knew they
were doomed. As the swan bursters drew near to Heyertori itsdf, they sent out a massve information
dump—everything they knew, and everything they believed, cast into the void in the hope tha some
other world would chance to pick it up. Asif the culture made a ghost of itsdf.”

"Nikko mugt have caught some of that.”

"Sooth."

"Look," Deneb said. "The rings have followed our trgectory through the sysem.”

"Yes. They followed Nikko throughit."



"You know thet?"

"He sad s0. They'd marked him. They used him to spread the virus that corrupted the
watch-posts and the synchrotrons. He didn't know it at the time”

"Love and nature.”

"SKip the daughter,” Urban said roughly. "What happened next?'

The librarian brought them deeper into the record, to a time severa weeks laer. The swan
burgters had |eft the system, on trgjectories roughly pardld to Null Boundary's. The telescopes could
pick them out despite the glare of Heyertori's ydlow sun. They were accderaing, while their courses
dowly converged.

"Do they see us?' Deneb asked.

Urban shifted uneedily. "I don't know. Nikko said they were fallowing an emisson from Null
Boundary... though... he doesn't know it yet? | mean... he didn't know it then."

Nikko had given up running. Already he had furled the scoop and shut down the reactor. They
hed become atiny idand of darkness, invisble againgt the infinities around them. Deneb fdt the cold of
the ship in her bones, the ringing slencein her ears. More weeks passed. The twin rings drew closer, to
Null Boundary and to each other. Now the telescopes could resolve both ther images within a angle
frame.

They were less than a hundred thousand miles astern, and Null Boundary's angle of view could
not be better. The rings appeared face-on. Deneb watched them converge, looking fird like the outline of
blind eyes, then like a squeezed infinity 9gn as one did behind the other. Within an hour (it passed in
seconds) they were fully digned, their separate shapes now dmost indistinguishable.

Deneb expected to see them dide apart next, a steady separation of two bodies asin any eclipse.
Instead, the swan bursters remained digned for twenty hours, and she shuddered to think of the energy
costs such a maneuver would require.

But findly, the rings did part. Ther courses diverged. She watched in slence as each began a
dow loop back toward the Halowed Vadties.

"They've had a successful kill at Heyertori,"” Urban said. "Theyll take that knowledge with them,
and spread it around.”

Deneb fdt unaccountably angry. "Where's the dugt?' she demanded. "We're in this file because
it's supposed to have dugt.”

"I have to interpret this," Nikko sad.

Deneb jumped hard. She found hersdf backed up againg Urban's chest, every musde in her
projected body taut as hisams closed protectively around her. Nikko was il talking.

"—clear the swan bursters followed me. Love and nature, is anyone alive at
Heyertori...?"

"It'savoice-over," Urban said. "Hée's not here”

"I never detected them in my wake. | must go back. If there are survivors—"'

Urban's words were clipped. "Skip forward,” he said. "To just before the dust.”

Nikko did not have the power reserves of the swan burdters, and he was scared. So he didn't
turn about immediately. Instead he coasted in cold slence, waiting for the Chenzeme marauders to pull
far away.

It happened with the same abruptness they'd experienced before a sensory storm hit them,
overiding dl standard input. Visons and smedlls and excruciating noises combined in a cerebral tempes,
howling impulses that threatened to dissolve their ghost structures.

Deneb turned to hide her face againgt Urban's shoulder. "Freeze it!" he shouted.

A strange, unvarying harmonic ground a her ears. A gtink of sexud passion sat in her nodtrils. Al
around her a pattern of slver had exploded into a complex linkage of machine parts that fit together in
intricate harmony, hooks and loops and long connecting tendrils.



"Frame advance," Deneb whispered.

The slvery canopy disappeared. She witnessed a therma plume the Sze of Earth's moon risng
from a reddened planet. "Love and nature” The sexud scent remained, but the tone changed to
something higher pitched.

"It'sagdley of sensation,” Urban said, holding her close againg him. "But whose?"

"Let's just run through it, okay?"

She fdt him nod. His arms tightened around her. She tried to ignore the signs of his arousal and
hers, in the pheromone-draped moment in which they'd paused. "Forward, then," she said.

The bailing world vanished into a flood of images, scents, sounds, and sensations. fingers
brushing her, sharp objects damming past her integument, worms writhing in her gut, kisses soft againgt
her kisheer—

It vanished, and the world with it. They were left to float in gray nonspace. She could smdl tears
on Urban's cheeks.

Then Nikko's ghost was crouched before them. Like a cutout pasted on the gray background: his
fingers twitched beneath his chin as he stared at something not visble to them.

"Ishe red?' Deneb whispered.

" don't know. | don't think so0."

"Nikko?' she asked tentatively.

"He's erased this segment of the journd.”

"Nikko!" she shouted.

Nikko did not turn, or acknowledge them in any way. Was he a recording then, and not a ghost?

"It is... obscene," he muttered. "It was obscene.” He looked at them then, and though Deneb
cringed againg Urban's chest, she fdt like a child doing it, because Nikko was not looking & her. He
was looking at a camera; she was sure of it. He was spesking to a camera as he recorded an entry in a
journa now hundreds of years old.

No expresson could be seen in his face, which was as dill and beautiful as the face of a Buddha,
but in the soft, low burr of his voice she could hear an dmost unbearable confusion.

"It went on like that for two years. Understand: My Makers were defending me all that
time, fighting an evolutionary war against the invading dust... they did not win, but they made a
compromise, and | was finally able to think again.”

The mysery had unravded for hm dowly. Only gradudly did he undersand that held been
exposed to stray dust released by the two swan bursters when they'd passed so close to one another. He
used the term "mting" to describe their intersection. The dust had been traveing a a relative velocity
higher than Null Boundary's. It had caught him, and it had worked its way through the hul like
microscopic worms. It had found its way into his neurd system and he'd had receptors there that could
interpret it. This was the concluson that Ieft im stunned and shaking as he recited it. HE'd dready had
something of the Chenzemein him, or he would not have "heard” the dust (seen it, fdlt it, smdlled it).

Once he was aware of his sengtivity, he was able to guess a how it had been acquired. "It must
have been an effect of the plague Null Boundary contracted, that first time we ever saw the
Chenzeme."

"That's when his crew died,” Deneb said.

"It wasn't my crew then."

Her breath caught in a sharp gasp. Nikko stood beside them now, watching his own image
speak. He turned his head and looked a her, and this time she knew it was no recording, but a fully
conscious ghost.

"When the ship's origind persona died, | took its place” He laughed softly. "I knew very little
about such things, and the library had been trashed. | never understood that the matrix that contained me
was different from those of other ships. It had been modified by the dust. | had an extra sense | was not



aware of until | intersected dust once more."

"You damed once that you mated with a Chenzeme ship,” Urban said. Deneb could fed the
tengon in his chest, his bardly contained anger.

Perhaps Nikko fdt it too. His kisheer went very dill. "Thet firg time, when the plague dust
destroyed us. That was amating. | didn't see it until later—that | was my own corrupt offspring.”

"That was an accident,” Urban said. "It's nothing like what we're about to face.”

"It was no accident,” Nikko said. "It was rape.”

"I died then, didn't 17" Deneb asked. "Thet other verson of me that you knew."

Nikko's kisheer rippled in uneven waves. He didn't answer.

"Does your journd record that time?

"No. All the records from before thet time were trashed.”

"Except your memories”

He laughed softly. "Were stronger now. If it's rape again, a the least, the violence will be
mutud."”

Chapter 9

The luminous courser had fdlen back into dlence. It made no response to Null Boundary's
aggressve warning—though whether this resulted from satisfaction or suspicion, Lot could not say. He
goent most of the next day and a hdf at the hull. The frigid tissue of the wound had deepened. The
philosopher cdls flowed over his closed eydids and filled his ears. They painted his face, enveloping even
his nose and mouth. This collection of cdls had come out of Deception Well.

He thought about that, as didogues flowed past him:

—hoary contemplations on the structure and handling of poisons (thought experiments in which
scenarios leading to disastrous outcomes were diminated).

—a oontinuing anadlyss of his own presence and vadue, and Nikko's presence too, the
navigator.

—higtories handed down from ancestrd ships, memories of blackened planets and ecdtatic
unions and amdding of the other.

—and temperaments. This colony of philosopher cdls was not homogeneous. They derived from
different ancestors. Lot fdt thar contragting persondities. He fdt himsdf in them as a taint of glorified
madness.

Like any collection of natura organisms, the Chenzeme cells were varied and adaptable. But they
were not naturd.

They'd been designed by a conscious intdligence to guide the coursers and the swan bursters
through a war dready thirty million years in duration. Their aggresson was hardwired into ther
biochemicd dructure. Yet something had happened to Null Boundary's cdls. Through the endless
didogues, Lot could fed a brake working on the Chenzeme loop of unprovoked aggression. A thousand
times the argument was made to ready the poison dust; a thousand times the argument was defeated.
Only now did he guess that the cdls were contaminated with the peacekeeping piotocols of the Wall,
infected with vira thoughts designed to spread the Wdl theme of cooperation-replacmg-confhct. He now
doubted the cdls would attack unless attacked fird. If an opportunity arrived to use the dust, they might
refuse—and for the best. There were better ways to meet the Chenzeme.

Cooperation was often more profitable than aggresson. Chenzeme ships that did not practice
aggressve warfare should be more likdy to survive to reproduce. That such ships hadn't come to
dominate indicated a mechanism to cull any cel colony deviaing from the Chenzeme norm. Apparently
only the real thing could evade sanction... or those that could mimic the red thing?

That mugt be Null Boundary's Sirategy.

If Null Boundary could survive this contact, it could infect the dark courser with its own deviant



cdls and peace might spread.
If they appeared to be the red thing.
You need to learn to lie in the Chenzeme way.
But the Chenzeme did not he. That was a human talent.

It was deep in ship's night when Lot went to the gee deck—the last night before the dark courser
would catch them. No one was around, so he plugged into a set of headphones that emerged from the
factory after afew minutes wait. He crashed on the bed, feding tired and detached. Closing his eyes, he
whispered the system on. Rhythmic angst flooded him: a very human sound. The music tugged at him. It
took the place of dreams he never had, weaving pictures and sensations through his haf-waking mind.
Dimly, he was aware of scattered impressions playing across his sensory tears. Urban, in a ferd mood.
And someone el se?

A solid nudge againg his foot dartled him awake. He sat up, to discover Urban redly was
present, Stting cross-legged at the foot of the bed, a cocky grin on hisface. He wore a pde gold skin suit
beaded with drops of condensng moisture. Anticipation pumped off him. Lot yanked the headphones
off, his heart pounding hard. "What's wrong?"

Deneb leaned back in a chair, watching him with an expresson he could not read. Her presence
curled around him, equaly inscrutable: a combination of curiogty and midtrugt, anticipation and anger.
Her blue-scaled skin was as wet as Urban's suit, and Lot guessed they'd been outsde, exposed to the
chill of hard vacuum.

"Wrong?' Urban asked, pulling a look of staged puzzlement as he brushed some of the water
droplets off hisarms. "Y ou mean besides that we're dl about to die?!

Lot smiled. His heart dowed. He hadn't seen ather of them in the two days snce the dark
courser was sghted. The company fdt good. "Okay then, what's new? Why were you outsde?"

Urban dipped up then. He let the grin get away from him. A chill grew out of its disappearance.
"Did Nikko tdl you? If we get the chance we're crossing over to the courser.”

No, Nikko had not told him that. At firgt, Lot could make no sense of it. "Cross over? But why?'
Even as he sad it, he knew why. Urban's pirae-curiosity had made him jump to Null Boundary too,
leaving Slk behind forever. "Urban, you don't want to do this”

Urban just shrugged. "We want to look at the courser's interior, and learn how it relates to the
philosopher cdls. So well need away to get under the hull membrane—"

"Thereisno interior! Why should there be an interior? No one lives there.”

"Then well make our own shaft. What will happen if we damage the philosopher cdls?

"I don't know. Urban, you don't need to do this. Let me handleit."

Wrong thing to say. Lot could fed Urban's resstance dam againg him like a hand in the face.
Urban had never been willing to play second to anybody.

"Il decide what | need to do, Lot. We don't know anything about this courser. I'll do anything |
have to do, to learn.”

Lot didn't doubt it. "Y ou're going after the drive system?’

The edge of Deneb's kisheer fluttered like wind-kissed water. "Wed like to get some idea of
whereit is and what it looks like"

"And what it's made of," Urban added.

"W, it's probably exotic matter, a least in part,” Deneb said, "with a negaive mass-energy
dengty. It dmogt has to be, if theré's a connection to the zero point fidd. Exotic matter is the key to
changing space-time gradients.”

Urban scowled. "Could we replicate exotic metter?"

"The Chenzeme ships mugt have managed it," Lot pointed out.

Deneb frowned, and water glinted on her glassy lips. "But if they use exotic matter to make more



exotic metter..."

"Then without a garting sample we've got nothing,” Urban finished. "Even if we stole schematics
on the whole ship.”

"SO we get a dating sample”" Deneb tapped her fingers, deep in thought. "It might be like
breeding matter out of the empty void, but Lot's right—if the Chenzeme ships can do it, we can too."

"And affect the resonance of the zero point fidd,” Lot muttered. The zpf was theorized to be an
dl-pervasve fidd, the samein dl directions, except where exotic matter unbalanced it.

Urban's gaze unfocused. Deneb watched him thoughtfully, and Lot imagined he could fed the
invighle atnd traffic that flowed between them as they extracted ghosts for another deep run through the
ship'slibrary.

Helay back on the bed, feding apart from it. Spider-webs dung in untidy fans to the lattice roof.
Why had Nikko introduced spiders? To catch the tiny moths that fluttered near the lighting Strips. There
were more efficient ways to control the moths. Nikko liked to keep an array of life that was dl. Lizards
could be found crawling on the posts. The pond supported fish, and water-skating insects, and inquistive
dragonflies. Severd species of birds lived in the forest. In Silk, people had surrounded themsdlves with
life too. Why? There was no need for it. An integrated sysem of Makers could provide dl their needs,
yet dill people chose diversty when given any kind of chance, dmog asif it were an indinct.

Only that indinct had changed in the Hallowed Vasties.

"So why were you on the hull?' Lot asked. Urban dill sat cross-legged at the foot of the bed,
though to his surprise, Lot discovered Deneb had gone.

"Deneb wanted to see the courser with her own eyes.”

Lot raised himsdf up on one elbow. "You can actudly see it?"

"Yeeh" Urban did off the bed. "Deneb doesn't say much, but she understands what happened to
her. She knows the cult stole away her old life. She wants to know why."

"That's what | want too," Lot assured him. Was the cult the enemy of the warships too? Perhaps,
perhaps. And dl of them caught in the crossfire of an antique avil war.

"Come see the courser,” Urban said. "It puts thingsin perspective.”

So they went onto the hull, exiting the trandt bubble near the ship's &t end, in an area Nikko had
deliberatdly kept free of the cdls Lot walked the pliant surface, while his skin suit controlled the catch
and release of his boots, leaving temporary footprints behind him. At the edge of the cdl colony, he
stopped.

Thelast time Lot had been outside, the colony had measured a few meters in diameter. That was
twenty-two years ago. Now, the fidd of gleaming cells sheathed Null Boundary's cylindricd hull, a blaze
of white againg the black void.

The cellswould latch onto any object lad againg them, from the dust of the void to the boots of
a skin suit. When the colony was new, Lot had watched it disassemble and absorb ded plates and
sheets of ice that Nikko lad againgt it.

"Tum around,” Urban said, his voice sounding intimate through the suit's audio system.

Lot turned. In this direction the hull showed fant gray, reflecting light cast by the cells. Beyond
the hull, stars gleamed like luminous sand strewn across the void. Gradualy, Lot became aware of a spot
of darkness, a patch of emptiness ssamped upon the sarfidd. He stared at it, until his mind resolved it
into the long, cylindricd slhouette of a courser.

"By the Unknown God," he whispered.

Inits blackness it seemed to be extinguishing the light of stars.

"It's something, isn't it?' Urban said. "A Chenzeme ship, this close, and we're dill dive”

Lot could see the slhouette growing, expanding to blot out more stars. "I didn't think it would be
thisred."

"Sooth," Urban murmured in agreement. "That's the word. It's real "



Lot didnt dare return to the wound. Not yet. He didnt want the cdls to pick up his
apprehenson. So he went back to the gee deck with Urban. They sat on the grass outside the pavilion
and drank beer in the darkness of ship's night. The brew was smooth and dightly swest, served in white
ceramic bottles painted with long-legged birds. "Deneb seems to be coping well,” Lot suggested after a
while

Hed picked the right subject. "She's on fire" Urban said. "She can't wait to take the courser
apart. She's been cracking the theory on zero point tech dmost without a break.”

"You redly like her, don't you?"

"Sooth." His affection sparkled across Lot's sensory tears. "She's crazy and wild, Lot, but she's
smart—"

"And pretty."

"And pretty,” Urban agreed. "When this is over, you should get to know her. Youve hardly
talked to her."

“I'will," Lot promised, watching the painted birds on his ceramic bottle as they dipped their beaks
in painted ponds to feed.

Urban's mood shifted. Anxiety filled the shadowed spaces around him. He looked downdope a
the koi pond, where a frog chirruped in a chiming voice. "Do you know why | didn't leave a copy of
mysdf in SIk? It's because | didn't want to wake up and find mysdf trapped there. You understand?
Evenif | were here on Null Boundary, some verson of me would have been stuck back there too. |
didn't want to be that verson.”

Lot took another pull of icy-cold beer. "Y ou sure you want to be this verson?'

Urban laughed, short and loud and only partly fdse. "Itll work,” he said. "And anyway, if it
doesn't, we won't be around to worry about it."

He knocked off the last of his beer and got to his feet. Lot followed. Urban said: "I'm going to
see what Deneb's doing, and then I'll be getting ready for tomorrow. | don't know if I'll see you
agan—wadl, at least for awhile" He stuck out his hand.

Lot took it in an awkward grip. "You be careful.”

"You too, fury." They embraced, then Urban Ieft dong the garden path.

Lot stayed for awhile. He sat on the edge of the pavilion. Koi splashed in the pond at the bottom
of the grassy dope. The frog chirruped. A gecko clucked, while the dark courser drew steadily nearer.

Isthis all?

"Hark," he said at last, waking the spider on his ear. "Where's Clemantine?’

He hesitated on the threshold of her house. A dow-moving air current brought him the sense of
her presence as he stood there assuring himsdf that she would be busy, or that she would be angry with
him. Or worse, that she would be aoof. He stepped into the living room.

Theimage wdl was active. Vels of rain fdl over the green sea diffs of Heyertori. Waves crashed
agang the foot of the land, ther roar faintly audible. "Clemantine?’

He found her on the sofa, lying down as if adeep, her eyes moving beneath closed lids Locked
in the arid flow, trying to find her own angle on tomorrow's encounter. He fdt a flush of admiration.
Sheld been dive along time; sheld survived againgt long odds.

"Clemantine”

Her eyes opened. Her body tensed, while her surprise and fright washed over him. "Lot? What's
gone wrong?' Her eyes ill moved restlesdy back and forth so he knew she was dill linked.

"Nothing," he said. "Don't look for a problem in the data fields. Nothing's there.”

Her face relaxed alittle. She was coming back into hersdlf. He sat on the sofa back while she sat
up on the sest.



He could fed her curiosity and a cut of annoyance. He couldn't meet her gaze.

Words of atonement welled in his throat, but they were aforeign language he didn't know. All he
could manage was a pathetic declaration: "I'm serioudy scared.”

Her laugh made little wrinkles on her cheeks. "Son, I'm glad to hear that. 1'd be worried if you
werent."

She looked tired and alittle dejected as she lay back againgt the sofa arm. Her long legs bent at
the knees. Lot's gaze followed their merging lines. "I'm sorry,” he said. Apparently he was quite full of
pathetic declarations today. He tried again. "'l wanted... dl of you. Maybe it wasn't far."

"That'sright,” she said. "It wasn't." Her mood held a background beat of anger, with other things
present that he could not decipher. "So what part of me do you want now?"

It was histurn to laugh. "All of you."

"Go on, Lot. | won't change and you know it. Don't sart it dl again.”

"No," he said. "It'sdl of you | want." He got up and walked around to the other side of the sofa.
All or nothing now. "Whatever that means. However you want to define it. | can't dictate your pleasures
anymore, | know that. | could probably ill influence them.”

She stared at him. Then laughter sputtered from her lips. Y ou say that with a straight face?”

He amiled.

"Dont look a me like that," she warned, only hdf in jest. She was gtting up now, her feet firm
agang the floor. Her anger had not gone, but it was snvimming againgt a potent sexud tide.

"I could court you again,” Lot offered. "But redly theré's no time. We could be dead any

"We aren't going to die”

"Of course we are. Maybe not tomorrow."

Her brows rose; he caught the scent of her amusement. "This fatdism would be something you
got from Jupiter?’

"How can you joke about it?"

"How can | not joke about it?" The humor in her aurawas athin vell, a best.

He frowned. "Oh. | think | understand.”

"Do you? That would be afirg."

* k% *

"Do you remember how?" she asked him. They'd moved from the couch to the privacy of her
bedroom.

He shook his head. "No. I've never done this before.”

"It's that different?"

"Sooth." Before, with the feedback influence of the chariamata, they'd been able to reach a state
of synchronicity dmost immediatdy. She would fed what he willed her to fed; her fedings would shape
hisdesire. Now the charismata bumped againg her, only to flow away without effect. If Lot's hands had
been cut off, he could not have fet more awkward.

"Dont try so hard,” Clemantine whispered.

"I'm sorry."

"Dont be sorry."

"Let metry agan."

He let her mood flow over him. He immersed himsdlf inits symphonic flavor, yidding dl sense of
himsdf... and to his surprise he discovered it did work. He could touch her mind—but in the ancient
way, with a caress, a kiss, a word spoken in the right moment, in just the right tone of voice. He dill
knew how to gauge that. Time skipped past them, a golden blur the color of her skin.

He blinked. He'd been adrift. Now he found himsdf faced with her cautious gaze. He saw himsdf



reflected in her dark eyes. Thiswas not the cult. They existed outside the cult. And dill he loved her. He
couldn't bear to think she might die.

Her eyes narrowed. "Forget about that."

"What?"

"Whatever you're thinking that's cast that shadow on your face. It's okay like this. You know it

His charismata mobbed the air, love and doubt equdly invisble

Her sharp gaze would not permit meancholy. "What am | thinking?'

"Youre as scared as | am.”

"Am |?" She frowned briefly. Then she shrugged and shifted her weight, nudging him over onto
his back while she rolled into a crouch that straddled his hips. "You're looking too deep. | was redly
thinking it was my turn to be on top.”

He amiled. He took one of her breastsin his hand, caressing the wide, dark nipple. Guilt nagged
a him. "l should get back to the hull cdls™

She shrugged, rocking dowly so that her pubic har brushed againg his legs. "You can do that if
you redly want to." Her strong hand stroked his withered cock, coaxing it back to life. "If you fed you
have not done dl you can out there?"

"I don't know."

"Sooth, who ever does?' The humor left her face, though her hand remained busy. She leaned
over to touch her tongue to the moist surfaces of his sensory tears. He closed his eyes, treasuring the
tagte of her. "If thisis our last time" she whispered, "then we should cherish it."

It wasn't inhim to argue. He pulled her down againg him, covering himsdf with a shroud of hest
and scent momentarily infinite. Charismata of love and of desire flowed from him. And fear. They
brushed past her without effect. It didnt matter. Her own love flowed back to him, her own fear.
Independent and utterly essentid.

She chuckled in his ear, a soft sound, drunken and ddightful, that brought goose bumps to his
skin. Her breath puffed in awarm tide past his cheek as she asked, "Y ou're ready now, aren't you?'

It would seem s0. "Something must be done with it," he acknowledged.

Her hand helped guide him. "God," he breathed.

"Of history's most popular rdigion.”

And he would worship here forever if he could. He swore it to himsdf, and berated himsdf
sSlently for dl the wasted time. "'I've been anidiot.”

"Sooth, | know. But there's hope for you yet. Weve got time to work on you. We 4ill have
time"

Chapter 10

Urban fdt awkward in his oversiuffed skin suit. Sample pockets and equipment caches bulged
across his chest, dong his arms, and on his thighs. He wondered if he was taking too much stuff. Deneb
was adapted to vacuum and required no skin suit. When she joined him in his core apartment wearing
only asmdl chest-pack, he began to entertain serious doulbts.

Her eyes widened when she saw him; her lips twitched in an irrepressble amile. But her voice
remained somber. "Y ou've got the bugs?'

"Sooth." His cheeks fdt hot as he pointed to his cartridge belt. He had armed himsdf with a
collection of robotic bugs, developed to probe and andyze the courser's tissues. The microscae devices
were stored a thousand to a cartridge. Ther homing times ranged from five minutes to three hours, when
they would return to the nearest go-pack, if that were possible.

"Then come on," Deneb urged, with agmile that sent sparkles of light glinting off her blue scales.
"The go-packs are ready.” She turned and dove back through the pipeweed-lined tunnd, leaving Urban



to follow.

Clemantine waited for them in the interditid space outsde the apartments, the newly minted
go-packs drifting around her in a dow, zero-gravity dance. Her face had the set, grim expresson he'd
seen so often growing up in Silk, when the immigrants from Heyertori talked about the Chenzeme. She
sad, "lI've decided to send an empty go-pack over fird. If it's fired on, youll know not to try it
yourselves"

Urban frowned, suspiciousit was a scheme to keep them from going, but Deneb nodded. "Yes.
That's a good idea”

Each pack glisened black, with hexagond "scales' across its arched back so that it resembled a
tortoiseshell. From the front the go-packs looked like shdlow cradles, each with a cowl that would flare
out around the head to frameit like some ancient headdress.

Urban regarded the go-packs with considerable suspicion, mistrustful of antique designs dredged
up on deep runsin the library. He'd dredged this one himsdf. Clemantine had checked the plan, but the
packs dill had not been tested.

Deneb glided down over his shoulder, her kisheer rippling in excited Slver waves. "Ready?"

"Sooth." Urban snapped into action. "To get the go-pack to couple properly, you're supposed to
back into the cradle. Like this" He tapped the wal, kicking himsdf back into the nearest pack, hoping
desperately the design would work. He held his breath as his back touched the cradle's black surface. In
he sank. Rliant black goo flowed up and around his shoulders and over his chest and hips, seding across
hmin broad straps. More goo wrapped hislegs. Perfect.

"You look hdf mdted," Deneb said.

"It doesn't hurt.”

She scowled. "I didn't think it would.”

Thousands of micronozzles perforated every surface of the go-pack. They could be activated in
sdlect gdleries by the onboard Dull Intdligence, so the pack could maneuver in any direction.

"It works like any other heads-up device tha tracks your visud fidd," Clemantine said. "Where
you ook, there you go."

Urban tried it, gliding around in a cautious circle.

By thistime Deneb had wriggled into her own go-pack. Framed within the flaring cowl, her face
appeared in bas-relief againg the tarry background. She looked like a partly formed pupa emerging too
soon from its cocoon. Her eyes gligened and she coughed as the kisheer writhed a her throat.

"Areyou dl right?' Clemantine asked.

"No!" She made an awful face. Alarmed now, Urban moved his pack toward her. "It's sucking at
my kisheer. Urban, it hurts.”

"Get out of it then. Deneb—"

"No."

"Maybe we can change the desgn—"

"You know it's too late for that," Clemantine said.

Deneb nodded. "Let's just get outside. Then my kisheer will be over my face and out of this
black shit."

"But Nikko's not here yet."

"l don't carel”

"Right," Urban said quickly. "Of course not. We can meet hm outsde” He cdled for a trangt
bubble. "Deneb, I'm sorry. | didn't think about your kisheer."

The trangt bubble opened, and she jetted toward it.

He gtarted to follow her, then he remembered Clemantine. She'd elected to stay aboard the ship.
He turned back, to find her expression gone cool and distant, as if she were plugged into another redity.
Siill, she leaned in close and kissed him on the cheek. "I'll be watching you, son, so be good.”



"Sooth.”
Her gaze never did focus on him. "Hurry now. Deneb's waiting.”

Lot could not see the dark courser. He lay entombed within the wound, linked into the shared
awareness of the philosopher cdls. The unending debate moved through him. He studied every nuance.
Siill, he could find no hint of the dark courser's presence.

Could the cells remain unaware?

What senses did they have, anyway? Of course they could taste dust, and they could produce it.
They could conversein radio emissons. But what function did they have that would allow them to see in
the visible range of the eectromagnetic spectrum?

None.

They were efectively blind. HEd never redized that before.

Jugt before they emerged on the hull, Deneb's kisheer rolled up over her mouth and nose and
ears. Tendrils of it would be entering her mouth and throat, melding with the papillae there. Oxygen
created within the kisheer was now being exchanged for carbon dioxide within her blood. She did not
breathe. Urban found it eerie, watching her.

The trangt bubble lifted them through the hull and popped, exposing them to vacuum. They stood
a the edge of the gleaming cdll fidd. Deneb's distress had vanished, and she did not dtir at all.

Urban was supremely conscious of the harsh, irregular rhythm of his own bresthing. He fdt
unwiddy in the fully fuded go-pack. Hislegs looked massve. And yet they flexed easlly, dlowing him to
crouch. Hisfeet rested in stirrups that dung to the hull on their own hot zones. The go-pack would shrink
to a less cumbersome sze as the fud was used, but for now he fdt like some exaggerated VR android
trooper.

Deneb stood tdl beside him, garing at the star-eating black shadow that was the courser. It was
litle more than amile awvay now.

"There. Her voice gtirred in his auditory nerve, though ill she did not move. Behind the kisheer,
her mouth did not twitch. She spoke to him, arium to atrium. *You see there? It's begun to awaken.

Urban turned from her, to look at the courser's slhouette. There indeed. Points of white light now
glowed amid the darkness. They expanded in alacy pattern, flowing over the courser's hul like branching
rivers, painting its cylindrica bulk—but the scale seemed wrong. For the firg time, Urban understood in
hisgut just how big the courser was. Null Boundary measured scarcely a quarter its length. This was not
0 much a ship they faced, as a worldlet. Urban caught himsdf gasping. Something had lodged in his
throat, and he was bresthing hard to pull ar around it.

The lights continued to expand, downward now under the courser's vast bely, as weking cdls
woke their neighbors. Unexpected texture was revealed at the bow. Benegth the white glow of the cdlls,
longitudind rumples ringed the courser's forward section, like the rounded folds of a pleated curtain. Was
it part of the drive system?

Urban rose abruptly from his crouch. *Where the hell is Nikko? His voice was hoarse and
sand-scratched. *We should go. We should cross now.

Nikko answered immediatdy. *What's the matter, Urban? You're not getting anxious, are
you?

Deneb shot a pointed look past his shoulder. Urban turned to see Nikko risng out of the
hull—ooking as if he were being squeezed out, molded from the pliant tissue even as they watched,
meade corporea once agan here on the verge of existence. It gave Urban a creepy feding, and for that he
scowled.

*You're late, he said, meking sure his voice was firm this time. *Where's your go-pack? We
should cross now. We don't know how much time we have.



Nikko chuckled, seeing through it easily. * You're scared shitless, aren't you?

Urban's hand closed into afis. * Are you still coming?

*Wouldn't missit.

Nikko's go-pack squeezed into Sght beside him. He must have watched Deneb when she put her
pack on. He wasn't going to repeat her mistake. Now that he was outside, his kisheer was secure over
hisface, beyond the reach of the go-pack’s flowing tissue.

*|'m scared, Deneb said. She stepped toward Nikko, the gtirrups of her go-pack leaving fairt,
angular tracks upon the hull, where the molecular bonds that secured her to the ship had been quickly
made, and quickly broken. Her long toes curled past the gtirrups, to tap at the hull's fantly textured
surface. *1'm deeply scared. And yet |'ve never seen anything more wonderful than this.

*Not even the cordon? Nikko asked.

*Not even the cordon. That was human—and perhaps too big to comprehend. This is
alien. A thing utterly different from us, and yet reachable. We can touch it. If we're lucky we can
understand it, make it part of ourselves...

*You never learned caution, Nikko accused.

His face was a mask, while Deneb's was quick with expression, even behind the val of her
kisheer. Now anger wrote creases around her eyes. *Maybe | didn't live long enough to learn.

Nikko shrugged, at the same time stepping backward into the go-pack. Its dark tissue flowed
around him; he became ominous in its unnaturd bulk. * Even when you were decades older than you
are now, you didn't know what caution was.

She shrank from him, fear ametd tenson in her voice. *What did | do?

*Never mind, Urban told her. *It wasn't you. He stared across the guif a the courser. *Let's
cross. Let's just do it. Then he caught Sght of a black shadow moving away from Null Boundary's
geaming hull. *Hey, what's that?

*Clemantine's drone pack, Nikko said.

Its tortoise back glinted with reflected light. Urban watched it advance, wating for it to be
obliterated by a burst of laser light, or the sudden flash of an exploding missle, but the empty pack
continued blithdy on across the gulf between the two ships, a spot of darkness dlhouetted agang the
courser's white hide.

Urban looked a Deneb. *Our turn now.

Behind the val of her kisheer, she nodded.

Urban fdt his heart beet in close explosions. Slently, he ingtructed his arium to release a dose of
NoFears.

In the encapsulated tissue of the arium's pharmaceutical tendril, a tiny sac popped open.
Camness flooded him. He stepped close to Deneb and touched her hand, his glove reproducing the fed
of her smooth scales, invulnerable to vacuum. He told her, *Don't ever worry about what happened
before. Nikko lost you in that other life. You don't owe him anything. Then he spoke to the DI that
contralled his go-pack. "Launch,” he commanded.

"Trgectory?" the machine voice asked.

"Target: Seeit”

"Target a one point Sx saven kilometers and dosing,” the DI confirmed. "Launch in two. One,
two."

Cushions of mush popped up around him as the go-pack kicked. He grunted at the abrupt
acceleration. Hisvigon blurred. Then he was coasting—no, fdling. Fdling toward the white plane of the
courser. He waited for some dark lens to blink open on its surface, followed by the blinding glare of a
laser. *Wait, he said to Deneb and Nikko. *Wait until 1'm at least halfway across.

He kept his gaze fixed on the courser, but in his arium he hed an image of Deneb and Nikko,
relayed through the go-pack’s sensory gear.



*|t doesn't matter now, Deneb said defiantly. She launched. Nikko set off behind her.

Clemantine spoke now into hisarium. *Don't lose your head, Urban. 1'd like to see you back
again.

*Wel be back.

*Sooth. I'm silent from now. Be good.

*You too.

Clemantine worried that radio might disturb the courser. She would talk to him again only in an
emergency.

Urban grinned. No emergency here. Just going to check out this dien killing machine,

He wondered again how close it would get to Null Boundary. The gap was dosng a about a
foot per second... which left them an hour and a hdf before collison. Urban could not believe there
would actualy be a collison. What would happen to avert it? That was what he longed to see.

Cameras on Null Boundary's hull followed the progress of the boarding party asthey crossed the
quif between the two ships. At her post in the core chamber, Clemantine surveyed a red-time image.
Additiond feeds arrived from the go-packs, induding the drone, which had continued to the far side of
the courser's hull. Clemantine et it stay there, about a hdf-klick beyond the Chenzeme ship.

She had two more drone go-packs stored in a trangt bubble just benesth Null Boundary's hull.
Each carried aweighty cargo. Now she summoned them to the surface.

"Place them as near to the bow as you dare," Nikko said.

She could not see him, but his ghost was here, watching his own physca copy glide toward the
Chenzeme courser.

Clemantine ingtructed the drones to launch. "I should be able to put one near the bow. But the
kids are planning to nose around up there. | don't think | can hide two. The other will have to go to the
gern.”

Nikko sad, "They're not kids"

"The hdl they're not. Urban's hardly thirty—"

"That's old enough.”

"—and Deneb's hdf hisage.”

"She grew up with her ghosts. She's lived far longer than her linear years.

The drones departed on an indirect course so that they would not appear silhouetted againgt Nulll
Boundary should anyone in the boarding party glance back.

Clemantine toyed with the image of wired babies.

In Slk, and in Heyertori before that, children were not given ariums. They lived a sngular
exigence, and they grew up dowly. It seemed right. It seemed respectful of their developing personas,
and the only way to ground them in the redl world. To permit atoddler to play with ghodts... it struck her
as obscene.

"When did you get your arium?' Clemantine asked. She did not shift her gaze from the image
wal.

"I was born with it."
"By the Unknown God!"

Nikko chuckled. "No doubt on Heyertori we would have been seen as radicas in need of
therapy. What do you think, Clemantine? Were we wrong? Or were we jus less afrad?’

"It wasn't Heyertori that fdl to the cult virus, Nikko. Did you people know what you were
making?'

As so0n as she said it, she wished she had not, but it was too late to take it back.

Nikko's voice hardened. "We didn't make the cult virus"



"l know. That was uncdled for."

"Whatever mistakes we made, we knew what counted. 'Fascist’ was the worst name one kid
could cdl another.”

"I don't even know what that means™ A submind brought her the fact: someone who would rule
another by force. It was an evolved word, generdized from its origind politica meaning.

"The cult virus changed everything,” Nikko continued. "It took away choice from everyone it
infected. But not dl of us succumbed. The species was too diverse by then. You see, without even
planning it, we'd made our own resstance.”

Did he redly bdlieve that? "Nikko, the cult virus can change too."

"Sure, but it won't beat us again. Not unlessit's deliberately reengmeered.”

Urban had reached the hdfway point. Clemantine watched him through the video feed ddivered

by the firs drone. Then her gaze shifted to the courser and her heart leaped. "Nikko! What the hdl is
that?'

Urban fdl toward the courser's gleaming hull, now fully illuminated, a blaze of glassy white. His
eyes fdt dazzled. He blinked. When he looked again, dark spots bloomed among the cdls, puddies of
blackness flowing in ever widening circles.

*Deneb!

*| seeit.

She sounded far camer than he fdt. He waited for the blagt of alaser, but it didn't come. Instead
of expanding into lenses, the black circles took on a new dimenson. They emerged from the courser's
white surface in a badland of cone-shaped spikes.

*Love and nature, Nikko breathed. * This can't be real.

The spikes grew tdler, while their basal diameters continued to expand.

How tal?

Without easy references, sze was difficult to gauge. More than his own height? Surely. Two or
three times more, at least.

Make that four times. The courser's hull seemed to recede as Urban drew nearer. The spikes
became gigantic.

Ten times, Urban thought. They stood apart from one another by a distance equa to no more
then twice their height.

A dlinting fog puffed into abrupt existence in the low points between the spikes where the hull
cdlis dill glowed. The fog flowed outward with impressve speed, as if propelled on an impossible wind.
It swept toward them. Urban cried out, ducking his head and hdf turning, trying to get some shelter
behind the shoulder of the go-pack. "Dodge that!" he shouted at the DI. Too late.

The fog enshrouded him. It danced in tiny sparkles againg the visor of his hood. *Deneb! he
shouted. * Get out of the path of this fog!

Then it was past. He touched his visor, hdf expecting the transparent shidd to collapse under the
pressure of his gloved fingers. He imagined a microscopic war raging over the surface of his skin auit, as
Chenzeme Makers overwhemed his native nanotech defenses. Any moment now and his skin suit would
begin to dissolve as the Chenzeme Makers took it apart, molecule by molecule. His go-pack would
disassemble into dust.

The NoFears worked very hard.

His equipment held together.

He checked his back view. Deneb was just emerging from the fog.

There was no warning. Lot followed the usud run of obscure musings as they rose and fdl within
the awareness of the cdl fidd. Then, like a scattered explosion, chaotic bests of excitement arose a once



from ten thousand cdl clusters. Waves of synchrony collapsed, and cacophony reigned, as an image of
the gpproaching courser shunted between the cells.

<Other> Luminous now. Lot could not see it, but its gleam came to him in a chemicd pattern
that described the sunning white glow, and the foreign taste, and a sense of threat, and criticiam, because
Null Boundary's cells were blind and therefore deficient. Would they be culled?

Lot suffered a dirring of very humen fear. Wrong time for that, he chided himsdf. Don't
trandae. Be Chenzeme. Vicious, cocky, defiant murderers.

He let his perceptions submerge, leaving fear to float like degrading ail on the surface of an empty
and impenetrable sea.

"Holding together,” Urban muttered, Hill not quite bdieving it. The go-pack fired a decelerating
burgt, so that he drifted dowly now toward one of the black spikes.

The spike's surface was smooth and very dark. Urban could see white light from the hull cdls
reflected in upward-reaching parabolic arches. Fainter lines of white flared downward from the spike's
tip: that was Null Boundary's image, narrowed and smeared and replicated uncountable times. Urban
could see now that the tip was rounded. Perhaps the size of his closed fis? Still too far away to tel.

He spoke to the go-pack’s DI. The unit fired, pushing his descent closer to the tip. He wanted to
get agood look at thisthing.

Nikkao's voice spoke sharply within his arium. *Urban, you're drifting.

*It's all right.

"Closz," he urged the DI. It cautioned him. He overrode and the go-pack fired again, sending
him toward the spike in adow careen.

He had brought dong a baton tipped with an andyticd factory. Now he unstrapped it from his
right forearm. He didn't switch it on—he had no dedire to ignite a nanoscde war this early in thar
expedition—ingtead he would use it as a blunt insrument, to probe the texture of the spike.

Another droplet of NoFears fed into his bloodstream as he drew within arm's reach of the spike's
rounded tip. He held the baton in a cautious grip. Then he laid it gingerly on the top of the spike.

In the indant of contact, the tip collapsed. It flaitened like a piece of black cloth, then rippled
around the baton and across his glove. All in the space of haf a second.

Urban shouted an incoherent oath of surprise. He dropped the baton and yanked his hand back.
The quff stuck to his glove. It stretched, forming a thin, shiny, rubbery bridge, and then it stopped
dretching. The baton had disappeared from sght. "Get it off!" he shouted at the it DI. "Target: See it.
Don't bond to it, you dumb scut.”

The suit took an agonizing time to assess the situation. "Reconvene free fal?!

"Shit, yed" His hand was being pulled overhead as his body continued to descend.

"Impediment clear,” the suit assured him.

He fdt the goo ped free from his gloved padm. He felt it, like a firm handshake giving way. He
craned his neck, watching it. The suff had wrapped around the back of his hand too. The suit hadn't
bonded to it there, but Hill it held on to him. "Get it all off," he screamed &t the suit.

He could fed his downward momentum weighing in the muscles of his arm. He could fed hest in
hissuit asits circulatory syssem pumped defensive Makers to the Ste.

So much for keegping their Makers out of the action.

His hand did free. He fdt himsdf dip. Or descend. (His body had never stopped descending.)
Helet go arushing breath of rdief, but he couldn't tdl if his suit had wrested him free, or if the goop had
let him go.

He looked up to see Deneb just overhead, close enough that he could recognize the fear in her
eyes. He grinned at her. She couldn't see it behind his hood, but she could see his eyes through the thin
arc of hisvisor. She mug have extrapolated the rest. She looked briefly angry, then relieved, and then her



eyes amiled back at him.
NoFears, he decided, was a wonderful thing.

Lot's awareness sprawled outward in a circular wave. He had no discrete location. He existed
everywhere a once within an ocean of frantic debate, functioning as a multiple link in multiple wave paths
thet rose in fierce crests—

FHght now. /It threatens. /Kill it!
—only to be canceled in the troughs of opposing paths:
(Other compdtible)) / <excitation>/ M ake peace.

The taste of the Wel ran through it al, flavoring every propensity with a disquieting sense of
newness—and a flexible strength. The cells could poison the courser if they chose; they could daughter
itscdl fidd. Some desired this.

(Suppress that.)

Agreement: Suppress that. | dentify collective/me.
(We are Chenzeme))

Negate that: We are newness. We are incompl ete.
(Suppress that: We are Chenzeme)

Above dl dse, the cdls must accept themsdves as true Chenzeme. Only when armed with that
certainty would they be able to defy an admonition from the courser. Lot had not forgotten that first
demand for suicide or submisson. So he strove to press the identity codes. Sam them. Throw them.
Eject them at velocity.

(We are Chenzeme))
<ldentify: We are Chenzeme>
Collective/me are Chenzeme.

The taste of the Wdll belied that. It was everywhere, in every wave path, an irresdtible influence
demanding consensus in the fidd. Aggressive cdls readied the poison dust, only to discard it; readied it
and discarded it, as this new inginct dampened innate Chenzeme aggression—and nurtured Chenzeme
doubt:

| dentify: We are newness. We are incomplete.
(We are stronger.)

Strong enough nat to kill. Let the fidd embrace that. Strong enough to wrest a settlement from
the courser, and to infect it with the wisdom of the Well. Cooperation was better than conflict.

(We are stronger.)

| dentify.

(Our grength is Chenzeme)
False Chenzeme.

(Negate that.)



The wave paths split, then split again.

N N

Collective/lme are not complete. <excitation> Go: Self/other exchange.
<rewvulsion> Collective/me are deficient. (Offer: Integration.)
(Negaterevulson. Collectivelme are Chenzeme.)) Negate offer. Kill it
<reinforce revulsion> False Chenzeme. (Negate that. Assemble packet: All of collective/me.)
<agreement> Collective/meincomplete. The <excitation> Go: Packet preparation.
other iscomplete. No go. Kill it
(The other isweek. Collectivelmearestrong.)  (Negate that: Collective/me are stronger Chenzeme.)
<agreement> The other isweak. Collectivelme are <agreement> Go: Open receptors.

incomplete. (Open receptors. Sdlf/other exchange.)
<rewvulsson> The other isweak. Collective/me <excitation> Go: Exchange.
are incomplete. Caution.

(Synthess: Our strength, its completeness.) Collective/lme are Chenzeme.
<agreement> A synthesis. Our strengthiis  <agreement> Go: Collective/me are stronger
Chenzeme. Chenzeme.
<revulsion> False Chenzeme.
(Negate revulson. Collective/me are stronger
Chenzeme)
<agreement>Weare stronger Chenzeme.

<AGREEMENT>

Chapter 11

Don't touch down," Urban muttered, as the go-pack brought him closer to the courser's white
hul. The black spikes towered overhead. If the courser's hull cells behaved like Null Boundary's, they
would try to bond to anything that contacted them. Despite his brief skirmish with the spike, Urban was
not a dl confident his defensve Makers would win such a confrontetion. Better to avoid the cdls, at
least for now.

His devation dropped to sx meters. The go-pack's DI fired steady, decderating streams from
svead gdleaies of micronozzles. Urban's descent dowed. The micronozzles continued to fire,
synchronizing his trgjectory with that of the courser so that he floated a stable two and a hdf meters
above its gligening field of hull cells, even as it continued to advance toward Null Boundary.

Urban studied the shipscape so close below him. The courser's cdl fidd looked exactly like Null
Boundary'shull cdls... except for the spikes. In his arium he scanned an image of Null Boundary—and
fdt sartled at its proximity. Had the gap between the two ships closed so much aready?

Nikko descended dongside him. His gaze—aways so directionless—rubbed past Urban as if he
were not there.

"'Sght-seeing? Nikko asked. "Or will you release the bugs? Then he took off, soaring toward
the bow.

Urban bristled. He saw Deneb pass overhead, following Nikko forward. Quickly, he punched
the firg cartridge out of his belt. There was no point in dropping it on the white cdls; it would only be
dissolved. He lobbed it toward the black surface of the nearest spike ingtead. It hit hard, but it didn't
bounce, cracking open asit sank into the tissue of the spike.

He looked again for Nikko and found him some three spikes away, moving rgpidly and about to
disappear behind one of the monadliths. Holding his gaze steady on Nikko's postion, Urban snapped a
his go-pack: "Target. See it. Mark and pursue.”



The go-pack fired, pushing him on a trgjectory that wove between the spikes. Creaks and hisses
were audible ingde his hood a every course correction. The DI was doing its best to conserve fud, s0
the corrections were minimd. He found himsdf didng past the spikes with inches to spare. Once, he
thought he saw the shimmer of another fog dl around him, but when he blinked, it was gone.

He saw the red thing seconds later. A vapor emerged again from the deck beneath his feet. He
responded quickly, popping another cartridge from his waist. He cracked the cartridge just as the fog
caught him, then lobbed it in aline dong the vapor's path, hoping to match course and speed.

He didn't wait to see if the maneuver succeeded. Ahead of him, Nikko and Deneb had dowed.
They drifted near the end of one of the longitudind ridges that had been vigble from Null Boundary. Like
the rest of the hull, the rounded back of the low ridge was covered with a membrane of philosopher cdls.
It looked like the housing for some sort of vent system. Urban hurried to catch up.

As he drew near, he saw Nikko remove a bug cartridge from a pocket on his chest-pack. Nikko
let the cartridge drift a moment, then he used the fla of his hand to dap it toward a
dark—membrane?—a black circle nestled within the end of the low ridge. The cartridge soun into the
dark space and vanished.

*How far in does it go? Urban asked.

Deneb sad, *We can't tell.

*Let me look. Urban ingtructed his go-pack to invert his position. The glowing deck beneath his
feet became aroof overhead. He shunted close to the vent, bumping againgt Nikko.

*Take it easy, Nikko warned, retreating on a burst from a gdlery of sde jets that Urban could
fed as afeathery brush across hisarm.

Now Urban had a clear view. He peered ingde. There was only blackness. He couldn't tdl if it
was a black surface or empty, lightless space. If it was a black surface, the cartridge would have stuck to
it.

He took a flashlight out of a hip pocket and flicked it on. The beam fdl upon a fla surface that
shimmered with motion, asif a debrisfilled stream had been diverted to run between two plates of glass.
The cracked-open cartridge lodged agand it.

Urban flinched at a touch on his shoulder. The skin suit communicated the sensation perfectly: the
hard, cold tap of Nikko's prehensle toes. Urban ducked his head to glare. Nikko drifted in front of him,
above the vent housing, oriented opposite to Urban. With his toes, he touched the torch strapped to
Urban's forearm. *Do you want the honors? Or shall I...?

*I'll do it, Urban growled He yanked the torch out of its straps.

Clemantineg's voice cut into his sensorium. *Urban! Don't use the torch. Think for a minute
about what might happen.

Urban hesitated, perplexed by this demand. *1 don't have any idea what might happen.

* Anything could happen, Clemantine told him. *'You could cut open a venom sack.

*Not likely, Nikko countered. *If there are assault Makers here, theyll be stored as
harmless components.

*What if the components mix?

Nikko sad, *We left our patterns on the ship.

* And we have to try, Deneb added.

Urban glanced down past his boots to see Null Boundary, set in the void like a logt crysd of
white ice. *Clemantine, you know this is our best chance. He summoned another drop of NoFears.
Then he ignited the torch. A thin haze of dust spewed from it to show the path of the blue beam. He
raised it and dashed across the membrane.

Dug sprayed forth, and then drops of liquid. Some of the Suff hit his visor. He didn't blink. The
NoFears was working fine.

*Get out of there, Urban, Clemantine urged. * Back off until it clears.



*Too late for that, | think. Urban shook his head, sending dust and ice crystas flying. When the
debris cleared, he could see a cut across the center of the membrane. The raw edges curled and seeped
incomplex patterns of hoarfrost.

Clemantine said: *Urban, if you're going to do it, do it right. Cut it away at the perimeter.

Urban scowled. *Clem? | thought you were going to keep radio silence? He grinned to
himsdf. She hated it when he cdled her Clem.

Of course he had planned to do as she suggested. He amed the torch again, playing it across the
top and bottom of the membrane to cut it dean away. Steam sprayed from the severed edges,
ayddlizing into flakes of dirty snow.

Nikko pushed in close again... now tha immediae danger seemed past? *What's left? he
asked.

Urban leaned into the vent to look, impressed a his own cdm, even if it was atificdly achieved.
"Damn. It's il blocked."

A plug of gray tissue filled the space that had lam behind the membrane. Urban touched the
materid. He ran his gloved fingers dong a seam down its middle. The glove reproduced the texture for
hisfingertips. Slick and smooth and... dightly yidding? Like a water-filled cushion. He pressed hisfingers
agang the seam, and to his astonishment, it parted just far enough that his hand could dide into the gap.

*Love and nature, Nikko whispered.

*It's okay. Look. He did his hand back out again. *This is a collapsed tube. There is no
empty space, but there is a passage.

Nikko gingerly touched the surface while Urban popped a bug cartridge out of his belt. Holding
ontoit, he did his hand into the seam once again. He could fed sermsoft papillae lining the interior walls.
They wriggled under his touch. He cracked the cartridge.

*Let me get a look, Deneb said, but neither of them moved aside. * Urban?

How far did the collapsed tube run?

There were two ways to find out. He could wait for the robotic bugs to return (if they returned).
Or he could go himsdlf. The tube was big enough.

He pulled his hand out once more, then examined the Site carefully. Nikko looked at him, his blue
eyes distorted behind their protective lenses. *What are you thinking?

*Thisisour way in.

*And you call me crazy.

*You coming?

If aword could sound bitten and mauled, this one did: * Yes.

*|'m coming too, Deneb said.

Urban gave Nikko a warning look. *You can't, he told Deneb. He pulled a cod of wire from a
thigh pocket. *Look here. Holding the wire, he gestured at the burned rim. * The membrane's already
growing back. You'll have to stay here with the torch, keep it clear

Deneb didn't answer right away. Then, in awary voice, * Nikko can stay.

*I'm not staying, Nikko said. The black straps of his go-pack pedled away from his scaed hide
as he uncoupled from the device.

Deneb glared a him. *But that's not fair! Why do you get to go?

Nikko didn't answer. Urban thought it best to Stay quiet too, and to move fast. He plugged one
end of the wire into a jack in his go-pack, the other into a jack in his suit. Deneb continued to argue. *
Urban, | know more about zero point systems than either one of you.

*That's what the wir€e's for, Urban said. * You'll see everything we see. He tossed her the
torch, sending it deliberately over her shoulder. She had to grab for it. *Urban, you prick. You planned
it this way, didn't you?

"Hark," Urban sad to his go-pack. "Uncouple.



The DI argued, but Urban overrode. "Uncouple” This time the straps withdrew. Once again, he
was conscious of the harsh pounding of his heart. * Clemantine?

*Here.

*Retrieve the go-packs if you can. They'll come to your voice.

*Damn you, Urban. You'll retrieve them yourselves. She sounded as angry as Deneb.

He exchanged another glance with Nikko. Then he did both hands into the seam, dug his fingers
deep into the nest of papillae, put his head down, and tugged. The walls gave way and he did in, feding
like a piece of shit moving the wrong way up an ass.

Once indde, the tube walls squeezed hard dl around him, but he could breathe. He could move
through it. He reached forward, secured a grip, and pulled. He felt his legs dide into the passage.

*Urban? That was Deneb's voice.

*I'm okay, he told her. He couldn't see anything, though, even when he blinked down to infrared
vigon. The tunnd wals pressed againg his visor and he could not focus. He reached forward, secured
another grip, and pulled again.

*QOkay, Nikko said. *I'm coming in behind you.

They worked their way forward. Perhaps a hundred yards of wire had regled out when Urban
fet the tug of a gravitationd gradient—wispy at firgt, but dimbing rapidly in Sirength as he advanced.

*Fed that? Nikko asked. *It's the zero point drive.

*Sooth. It made him remember the passage of Null Boundary through the eye of the swan
burster, when Nikko had made hiswild dash out of Deception Well. This was less extreme, like a gentle
tweaking, a twitch of soft fingers againg his ears, his cheeks, his scalp. He could fed it shifting even when
he did not move. Hexing and errdic: it didn't have the fed of a process truly under control.

A heat kick told him another microsphere of NoFears had opened.

Urban chuckled. Were his maintenance systems trying to tell him he was terrified? Duh.

He pressed on, cramming his head and shoulders into the rductantly expanding tube, ill feding
asif he were crawling up the ass of the Unknown God, againgt a current of random peristalsis squeezing
and flexing the structure of space-time. His hair stood on end. It was atidd effect. His scalp pulled away
from his skull. Blood pooled in the bone/flesh intergtice. He heard a hoarse scream from Nikko a the
sametime that pain flared across his own sensorium. It lasted brief seconds, before his medical Makers
overrode, shutting down the nerve paths. * Nikko?

*Okay now, came the panting reply.

*| don't think we have much time,

*Then hurry.

The pain had been a waning from their medicad Makers. Pain would return if they continued to
expose their bodies to damage. Pain was the ancient mativator, and like mogt ancient scripts, it was
highly effective.

But Urban was spared the need for immediate decison. The tidd pressure eased. The fidd
flattened. He pushed on, powered by NoFears. He wondered what Nikko was usng.

After another minute he noticed light seeping through the walls. It brightened and dimmed,
flowing in lagging echo to the tidd flux, following by a second and a fraction. As he advanced, the light
brightened generdly, until it blazed so bright he could fed it as a pressure. He could fed its passion in the
wadls Twitch, twitch. Shudder.

Ovaries, he thought. And he sent the thought to Nikko: *We need to find an equivalent to
ovaries.

Some structure that contained not only the blueprint of this pulang ass, but dso the mechinery to
congruct it.

Now athing happened that Urban found dmost sufficently unsettling to negate the NoFears. The



wadls that had pressed againg him for so long fdl aoruptly out of existence, replaced by a fagt-flowing
river of light. Behind him, he heard Nikko gasp.

*|t's just a perceptual shift, Urban said. *An illusion.

*Fuck that, Nikko panted.

But Urban believed it, & least on an intdlectud levd. Still, the walls had vanished and he fdt as if
he were svimming now, not crawling, up a pulsng, flowing white/white-shadowed river that pushed a
him and pulled a him and made his hair stand up—even the har on his ams—pulled at his skin too, at
his gut.

White shadows shot through the streaming white light like darting fish. White shadows. He could
think of them in no other way. They were knots of force, points of denser structure whipping past him,
around him, impecting him in dizzying blows of gut-wrenching mequihbrmm. Redlity spiked, and for a
moment he was somewhere se. Somewhen, when he had not taken NoFears. He screamed in utter,
abject panic.

Then plunged back into the redm of NoFears, and the cry cut off.

*Urban?

Tha was Deneb's voice. Did the cable 4ill trall behind him? The pressure of this environment
would not let him turn his head to see. And yet there were no wdls.

He reached a hand into the current ahead of him. His hand stretched and swelled, growing longer
then his forearm, longer than his body. He pulled it back dowly, watching it shrink.

*Urban! Deneb cdled again, more urgent now. * Something's happening out here. The tidal
gradient isincreasing. | think the courser's begun to accelerate.

*Get back to Null Boundary, Nikko ordered her.

Urban fdt a wrench of muffled panic. * Yes, Deneb. Go back.

*Send your ghosts to me first, she pleaded. * Both of you.

A pressure wave swept over him. The light squeezed his body, bearing down so hard he could
not breathe or even blink. His heart fdt crushed, its pulse reduced to an errétic flutter.

Hisarium functioned. He used it to weave his ghost. That at least could escape dong the wire.
He would have images of this place tofill the head of a copy that would grow in the amorphous tissue of
Null Boundary's interstices. If Null Boundary lived.

Damn.

He wanted more than images of this place. He wanted to get out. And he wanted a trophy.

*Urban, send your ghost, Deneb pleaded. * Hurry.

*Here, he thought impatiently. *Here. It's coming.

The dectronic pattern uploaded, the code that could be trandated into a thinking copy of his
persona, with dl his memories intact. It took most of the energy in his blood-starved brain to send it.

*|'m going to get out of here.

*| know, Urban. Try. Hurry.

He could not blink. But his hand lay at least 9x inchesin front of his face. It was another world
there. The pressure was less. The musclesin that hand were blood-starved too, but they were not frozen.

Hisvigon was fading. His chest fdt as if it would collapse in on itsdf, fdl into the dark space of
his struggling heart and disappesar forever.

Out of the wadting light he saw another white shadow riding toward him on the current. He
watched it, and when it drew near he raised two fingers and he swiped a it—

—the light grew dim and at the same time fierce, asif it had shifted to a higher wavdength that he
could not see, dmogt invisble now, but unrdenting—

—the white shadow caught on his fingers and shattered, scattered. Did bits of it catch on the hot
zone of his glove? His glove seemed far away, though it was drawing closer rgpidly. Very rapidly.

Darkness plunged around him, and the pressure cracked with the abruptness of bresking glass.



He fdt himsdf spinning. His heart thundered in his ears while minute streaks of light swirled around him,
round and round.

Something bumped againgt him. Something absorbed him, and he found himsdf cradled again in
the armature of his go-pack. It sabilized histumble, resolving the stregking lightsinto stars.

Had he been gected from the tube, then? Shot outside?

Panic interrupted his confuson. He couldn't see Null Boundary or the Chenzeme courser. He
couldn't see anything but stars. * Deneb! he screamed. * Nikko!

*She's okay. Nikko's slky bass voice was edged with dark amusement. * You're secure in your
pack?

*Yeah. What—?

*Look back at the courser, Urban. Turn around and look at it. Clemantine? You're
watching this, | trust.

Chapter 12

Clemantine fdt sck as she watched Urban and then Nikko disappear into the vent tube. She
wanted to snatch them back. She wanted to grab a sissy-haich and make the VR run stop-right-now.

(No dssy-hatch thistime, dear).

What are we doing here?

She wanted to close her eyes. Instead, she forced hersdf to waich the courser's hideous,
black-spiked image. Her skin crawled at the nearness of the thing. Her fingers twitched. The drone
go-packs were over ther target zones. With a brief command she could drop them againg the cdlls and
let them adhere. She could order an explosion a any time. Or she could let the cdls do the work. Within
thirty hours of contact, the cells would dissolve the bombs protective coatings The firg nuke to be
breached would send a dgnd to ignite the second. Their explosons would be smultaneous and
devadtating.

Patience. Urban was not dead yet. She awaited his return, bardly breathing.

"Lot's heart rate has dimbed over a hundred twenty." Nikko's anxious report interrupted her
thoughts. "His temperature's up, and his brain activity is off the scde.”

"Has he logt control?'

"I can't tdll, and he may be too far under to know when it'stimeto cdl it off."

Lot could not be regrown.

Clemantinds gaze diced across the gdlery of images dislayed on the core chamber's wal:
Deneb, drifting just above the courser's hull; the courser's crazy interior; its far-side, as seen from the firg
drone go-pack. There were none of the horrible spikes on the farsde. The only two spots of darkness
there were the waiting slhouettes of the armed go-packs. Clemantings fingers clenched under a tidd
wagh of fury.

Wha had they agreed to by being here? Nikko cdled it a mating.

A good term, that. Aloud, she growled, "This intersection is obscene.”

Nikko huffed. "It's far less obscene than dying.”

That was hitter truth. What choice did they have? They had not invited the dark courser to atend
them...

She blinked hard, not liking the doubt that suddenly nested in her mind. Was it possible they had
invited the courser? In truth, she did not know what Lot had said or done while ensconced within the hull
cdls. She shook her head, but she could not banish the taint of doulbt.

"Did Lot cdl it here?' she asked, surprisng hersdf with the question.

Perhaps she'd surprised Nikko too. He took a moment to answer. Reviewing his records? "No,"
hesad at lagt. "It must have begun its pursuit decades ago.”

The cdl colony had been extant for twenty-two years.



Nikko sad: "You can't blame Lot for this If he hadnt given us the philosopher cells, wed
dready be dead. This courser would have come out of the dark and killed us before we knew it was
there”

So Lot had bought them a chance a life But a what cost?

The dead far outnumbered the living, hillions of lives gone to the blind ravages of these things.
Now they mud lie down with it? Spread ther legs to it? Let it cast its semen dl across the hull of Null
Boundary? Infect this ship with ever more of the Chenzeme nature?

What else can we do?

She watched the dow approach of the black-spiked obscenity. A sense of corruption ran like
mordant fluids between her cells, a floodwater that duiced through the Streets of a dark city populated by
hordes of anonymous dead.

Wha ese can we do but |et the past go?

A hillion faceless wraiths from Heyertori aone. The floodwaters washed over them. The city
dissolved. She stared a her fingers, seeking the old rage, but it would not come. Her inner landscape had
become afla and empty sea where dl choices were the same choice and so there was no choice at dl.

The cult virus took away choice.

Fascist.

She wished the dead would cry out, or rise or make objection. Instead she fdt a new resolve
move indde her, an approving wind that rippled the tarry surface of her polluted sea, dirring a pattern out
of her emptiness, a new arrangement of molecules. She did not want to change. She had made hersdf
around the pattern of the past. And if you can't let that go are you any more alive than the
dissolving wraiths?

Sheraised her eyesto glare again a the courser: this dartling fidd of black-spiked white. Was it
changing? She stared a it. No longer was it a mere mechanica horror. Its shape was shifting. It had
begun to take on organic lines

"Nikko!" she cried in scanddlized surprise. A subtle contortion had formed dong its length, as if it
had begun a dow bend into a hdix, bow and stern twigting over toward Null Boundary's hull. "Nikko,
what's wrong with the imege?"

"Nothing!" he said fiercdly.

"But it's warped.” 1t must be the image. Ships could not twidt like turning snakes.

"It's not theimage" Nikko said. "It'sthe courser.”

Then Deneb's panicked voice cried out in Clemantings sensorium. * Something's happening out
here. The tidal gradient isincreasing...

Nikko sad: "Look & the farade.

Clemantinds gaze shifted to the image from the drone go-pack. On the courser's farside,
steerage jets that had not existed a moment before were blazing now in sudden, asynchronous fury, a
laterd line of fire driving the vessd Sdeways toward Null Boundary.

*Send your ghosts to me, Deneb was pleading. * Both of you.

"Nikko," Clemantine muttered. "Y ou've got to get yoursdf out of there. Get Urban—"

A blue/gold projectile shot out of the vent. It dammed past Deneb, griking the shoulder of her
go-pack, sending her soinning across the plain of the courser's hull as it broke up into digtinct blue and
gold figures. Clemantine shot a command to the go-packs to pursue. "Deneb, get out of there" she
shouted at the same time. "Back to Null Boundary, now!"

Urban started screaming. Nikko jabbered in her arium. Clemantine understood nothing. All she
could do was watch in fascination as the courser's forward quarter continued to bend and rotate, until it
achieved an angle of dmog thirty degrees, twiding over toward Null Boundary, its gdlery of spikes
reedy to impde the ship. Abaft, the courser mirrored these contortions, so that it spirded around Null
Boundary in an armed and obscene hdlix. "By the Unknown God," Clemantine whispered. "It's going to



crush us.”
Surdly there were more efficient ways to kill?

Urban looked past the toes of his boots to the exhaust vents a Null Boundary's stern, hoping
Nikko would not panic and ignite the enginesin some wild attempt at escape. Escape didn't seem likely.

Urban's own position was momentarily secure. He'd been gected dong the courser's long axis.
After the go-pack caught him, it damped his momentum, but it dumped alot of propellant to do it. Its Sze
hed shrunk accordingly. Urban no longer fdt like an invincble warrior android. As he drifted aongsde
the courser's immense hull, he Smply fdt damn small.

Siill, he had enough propellant to get back. The DI assured him of that, though the trip would
take severd hours after a brief acceleration drained the lagt reserves of the pack. Not a problem, redly.
Urban was more concerned with whether there would be any place to go back to. He decided to
conserve resources until the question was answered. For now, he would hang back and wetch the show.

Nikko and Deneb must have reached amilar conclusons. The DI pinpointed their locations for
him as two dosdy spaced red points on hisvisud fied. He could hear Deneb whispering incoherently as
the courser twisted itsdf in a spird around Null Boundary. The black spikes reached for the ship with
their pliant tips, advancing with excruciating downess.

Urban watched with neutrd interest. The quantity of NoFears in his sysem had left him numb to
red worry, but his curiogty was intact.

The spikes touched firg a the bow. Urban expected to see the hul dissolve beneath them.
Perhaps it was dissolving, but on a timescde he could not perceive. For now the spikes appeared to
latch on, attaching one after the other, starting from the bow and continuing through the stern.

Null Boundary looked like afly pinned within the sticky spikes of a predatory sundew.

A babble of panicked voices erupted in Urban's arium. He did not try to disinguish them.
Besde him, thewdl of the courser flexed, as awave front rippled past. There were no spikes here.

Urban redized he was sweating within his skin suit. Why? He didn't fed any fear. He wondered if
the suit's thermd regulator was falling.

Ahead of him, the courser ceased to move. Had it settled down to feed? The babble on the radio
was indecipherable; Urban suspected held pushed the NoFears too hard.

He wriggled uncomfortably, feding like his skin suit was about to dide avay on alubricating layer
of sweat. The motion caused light to dint in the corner of his eye. He glanced down the length of his
body, and again he caught a dglint of light. It came from the pam of hisright glove. He turned that hand
back and forth. Tiny dots of blazing white flashed on the edge of perception. He held his pdm close to
hisvisor and squinted.

Between the dots of light he could just make out points of motion within the velvety surface of the
hot zone.

"It's going to collide with us” Clemantine stared wide-eyed at the courser's contorting image. "It's
gaing to hit us"

"I'd say s0," Nikko agreed.

"Move us, then. No. Wait."

A blue glow ignited in a gtrip dong the near sde of the courser's hull, threading between the
horrible spikes. More steerage jets, she decided, but these were Stuated to reverse the courser's
momentum, to dow it down. "What the hdl is going on, Nikko?'

"I don't know."

The firg spike touched. Clemantine watched its progress via the feed from Deneb's go-pack.
She expected to hear the crunch of the collgpaing hull; the scream of darms. Instead, she heard only a
faint groan from Null Boundary's skdletd Structure.



"The hull is heating up,” Nikko announced as more spikes touched down, their pliant tips
golashing in circles across the white cdls. "The colony's metabolic rate isdimbing.”

Clemantine could hear a reverberant hum as Null Boundary's frame flexed and strained. Nikko
cdled it amating. Sooth. Clemantine fdt asif she'd been tied down in a rape rack.

A new thought lanced this sullen contemplation. "Lot's out there. Nikko, pull him out! Get him
out, before the courser crushes hm."

<AGREEMENT>

Agreement equaed acquiescence. Cadmness fdl upon the fidd. The amplitude of debate
declined, but not its frequency. Agreement echoed in intense ripples of short wavedength, bearing the
same hammering message over and over agan:

Open receptors. Receive self/other exchange.
The fidd blazed with metabolic heat.
(Synthesis: our strength, its completeness.)

There was no longer any choice. The peacekeeping protocols of the Wel permeated every
didogue the influence of the Wdl was replicated in every packet of dust readied by the cdls.
Cooperation was better than conflict: this was the new inginct acquired in the Wdl. It had been layered
over old behavior, a brake on the loop of automatic Chenzeme aggression. A gift for the other.

(We are superior Chenzeme.)
<Agreement>

"Ld?'
More dust fdl across the fidd. It was tasted, andyzed, shared.

Ready.

"Lot. Ligen to me. Answer me now, or I'm taking you out.”

Anxidy dipped forth from a sngle node.

"Lagt chance, Lot. Answer me now, or I'm going to cut you out.”

The words acted like hooks, yanking his awvareness back to some ungtable surface. Lot blinked,
astounded at his own discrete existence. "Nikko?' Cdls seeped away from hislips. His exposed skin fdt
raw, and brittle. "Can't talk now, Nikko. Go away."

He tried to snk back into phase, but the spider on his ear continued to babble its untenable
demands. "Ligen, Lot—"

"Nikko, shut up!" Fury exploded from himin a wave front that swept across the cdls, eroding the
careful structure of agreement. Lot recoiled in horror. "You're wrecking it. God damn you, Nikko, go
avay!"

"Lat, it's over. The courser's coming in to crush us. We've got a chance in the core, but if you
day out there, youll be the fird to die”

Die? The cdls were cdming again, reparing their consensus. Lot fdt soothed by this restoration
of harmony. "It's not like that, Nikko. Sdf/other exchange. We are Chenzeme."



"The hdl you arel”

"Cut him out now." That was Clemantine.

"No!" Lot's fingers clutched a the tissue of the wound, as if he could hold on to the cdls that
contained him. "Don't wreck it. Please. We can win this™

"You are not Chenzeme," Nikko indgsted.

Lot wrestled with an overwhdming confusion. The cdl fidd tugged a him. He could not exig in
both worlds a once. "Please just leave me done. We need this synthesis. The other is weak, and
primitive, but it is complete. We are naive, but we are stronger. We will take its knowledge. We will give
it ours. We will teach it not to kill."

"Not to... ?" Clemantine echoed, sounding mydtified.

"Not to kill," Lot repeated. The peacekeeping indinct of the Wdl ran through the cdls. It ran
through him, resonating with the cult hunger nestling in his bdlly. (We are superior Chenzeme.) "We will
teach the other. It will teach othersin turn.”

"You can't kill it, then?" she asked.

"Wecan." (Negate that) "We won't though."

"We are superior Chenzeme."

"Love and nature" Nikko swore. "I'm taking him out before we lose him dtogether.”

"No, wait." Clemantings voice sounded high, and strained. "If he can teach it peace... that's a
poisonous idea, for a Chenzeme ship. It's one more weapon for us. We have so few. And we don't
know if any will work."

Lot didnt understand this at dl, but he would use it. "She'sright. Let me stay.”

Clemantine added: "He won't be directly benesath any of the spikes."

"Lat, | can't let you—" But then Nikko caught himsdf. "All right. You can stay—but just for

*Hey, Urban said, to no one in particular. * The bugs made it back. Some of them anyway.
Deneb? Check the hot zones on your gloves. Did any return to you?

The suit DI had confirmed the identity of the moving specks. Now Urban watched as the tiny
devices migrated across his glove. He could not see them directly, but he could follow ther progress
through the disturbance they made in the glove's velvety hot zone. They avoided the blazing specks of
white light that dotted his pam.

He queried the DI on why the bugs were moving. It could not answer him. Nether could it
explan the source of excess heat that had him sewing within his skin suiit.

Deneb's voice interrupted his contemplations, comprehensible at |ast through the dulling fog of the
NoFears. * Urban, get your ass out of there! she screamed at him. * Move now or you're going to be
a smear when the courser's tail turns over.

Urban thought she might be exaggeraing. He glanced up, to see the aft wdl of the courser
sweeping toward him with unsattling speed as it completed its spird closure around Null Boundary.
Maybe she was right.

He spoke to his go-pack. Sdect gdleries of microets fired. He fdt a feather-brush of
acceleration, and dowly— s0 very dowly—he rose above the plane in which Null Boundary lay.

*Faster, Urban! Deneb shouted. *Empty your pack if you have to. Don't worry about
getting back. Well get you. Well bring you back.

Sweat dripped into his eyes. He shook his head, slently curang the suit for not keeping up with
the excess moisture. When he looked again, the wall of the courser loomed uncomfortably close. "Get
me out of here" he muttered to the go-pack. "All fud, as needed.”

The feather-push changed to a solid thump. Given the nearness of the approaching wal, Urban



would have preferred a more dramatic acceleration, but the DI had completed its cdculations with neat
precison. His feet rose past the curving plane of the courser's hull a moment before it crossed his line of
flight. The luminous cells glided by, just inches beneeth his tirrups.

His accdleration ceased, though he continued to fdl away across the back of the courser... and
away from Deneb too, he noted with disappointment. Beneath him, the bright and unbending hull of Null
Boundary lay wrapped within a sngle turn of an impossible hdix formed by the courser's long hull. The
black spikes had become columns that pinned the ships together. Urban gazed on the union in breathless
slence, waiting for the collgpse of Null Boundary's hul.

* Adjust your course, Urban. Deneb's voice reached him now with unblemished dlarity. * You're
drifting away from us.

Urban spoke to the DI. Then: * Sorry, Deneb. I'm empty.

She hissed. *That's all right. I'll come get you.

Already Urban forgot to worry. *Look, he said, as an anomaly caught his eye. * There's another
spike emerging from the courser. See? There on the farside, near the stern.

His angle of view improved as he drifted farther out and he decided he was wrong. It wasn't a
spike. It was the tortoiseshell back of a go-pack, caught by the sticky grip of the courser's hull cdlls.

Quickly, he rechecked Deneb's and Nikko's locations. They both remained a a safe distance
from the courser. Then he remembered the drone go-pack. Had it been swept up by the courser's
moation?

But the courser had moved away from the drone's position.

Urban frowned, his thoughts dicking over a litle more eficently now. It occurred to him to
check his view options. The feed from the drone go-pack confirmed its position beyond the courser's
farsde.

*Clemantine? He framed his own go-pack’s feed in a red line for emphags. *Where did this
other pack come from?

Lot fdt the presence of the courser in his body, a trembling communicated to him from Null
Boundary's stressed hull. Dugt poured down upon the cells, an information transfer too fast to process.
Thar own dust was made and offered, made and offered, filled with the heresies of the Well.

Lot no longer paid attention to it. Exhaugtion tugged at him. Hunger clawed a his bdly. It made
him remember himsdf, and from there he remembered other needs. They would never be closer than this
to the zero point drive. So he set out to find it.

Breathing dowly through a mask of frozen cdls, he sank within a froth of new diaogues
tentativey exploring the data flood. He sampled a thread, followed it a moment, rejected it and switched
to another, then another, touching on thousands every second, seeking some due to the connection
between the cdl fidd (Chenzeme mind) and the zero point technology (Chenzeme muscle). Each thread
of rgjected didogue was a ladder step away from the known, until didogue ceased and process took
over. Seeds dfted past him: independent packets of information that sprouted roots in the cdl fidd,
growing branches in a direction he could not quite conceive. He felt the dien nature of this new life-form,
and he recoiled.

The ships had been linked three hours. In the zero gravity of the core Clemantine became
convinced she would drown in the film of her own nervous perspiration. She had placed the nukes
agang the courser's hide when callison and her own ensuing death seemed imminent. Had she made a
mistake? The nukes would blow in thirty hours when ther shdls eroded. Nothing could stop that. But
whet if Null Boundary remained coupled to the courser when that time arrived?

Thisthought made her rediize surviva again loomed as a possibility.

She brushed a the sweat collected around her eyes. The courser had not moved since linking to
Null Boundary. Dugt had flowed between the ships for severd minutes, but that had long Snce ceased.



There was an eerie qudlity to this stillness. Something must be happening. But what?

"Clemantine?'

She dartled at Lot's voice, emerging from a speaker on the chamber wall.

"Nikko?" he asked next.

Nikko responded firgt. "Go ahead.”

"Therés... something new being seeded among the philosopher cells. A different kind of thing.
Not a dl like the cdls. It's other. Alien. We support it though. It'slike... part of us, but it's not us."

"It could be the spikes" Clemantine said. Lot sounded so much camer now, utterly human.

Nikko asked, "Can you seeit?'

"No. | can only sense it. Maybe it's microscopic. Or maybe it hasn't reached the wound yet. It is
growing."

Clemantine fought a Sckening resurgence of fear, "Lat, | want you out of there."

To her surprise, he didn't argue. "Sooth. Check for contamination though, before you bring me

Nikko's ghost pulled Lot out, then sent an army of defengve Makers swarming over him. At the
same time, Nikko's incarnate verson moved in from his position beyond the two ships. He dipped into
the space between them—a werd white hdlway columned in heavy black pillarss—to explore the
attachment of the spikes. They had penetrated the cdll colony, shoving it aside asif it were a iff cloth, so
thet the once smooth fidd was marred now with thousands of minute wrinkles

Nikko released bugs into the spikes black tissue. They returned a few minutes later, confirming
Lot's report of something new. A thin zone of foreign tissue had formed beneath the philosopher cdls,
diginct from the cdl membrane, a metabohcdly active layer that fed on the ship's hull tissues. Defensve
Makers rushed to isolaeit.

In the core, atrangt bubble opened. Clemantine turned, to see Lot drop out of it. Fear twisted a
cold hand in her gut when she saw the blood that seeped from his sensory tears. Holes peppered his skin
auit, as if hed been caught in a spray of strong acid. Red wounds glared wherever his skin had been
exposed. He looked a Clemantine, his face drawn and exhausted—but with relief in his eyes. "Looks
likeI'm dlean,” he said.

Hours of barely contained terror burned off in an ingtant, heeting her mood to some unbearable
consummation of joy and anger, rdief and frudration. She dove a him, gartling him with a furious hug
that drove them both againg the wdl. "Lot, you shit! | didn't think 1'd ever see you again, and damn dl
the Chenzeme anyway, even the onein your dense and pretty head.”

"Hey!" Lot protested, while they bounced across the chamber to hit the wal again. "Ow. That
hurts. Take it easy.” But he laughed as he said it. He hdd her close.

At ther next impact, Clemantine hooked a foot under a loop that stretched and stretched,
swalowing their momentum. Drops of blood wobbled in the air between them. The smdl of his blood
and his swesat was good to her, a confirmation of life. His life. "You look like hdl,” she growled fiercdly,
her lips close to his ear while her hands cradled his head, her fingers bedded in the stubble of his blond
hair. "And you scared me. What was that shit? 'We are Chenzeme.' God, | thought we'd lost you.”

"I know. I'm sorry. | was in deep.”" He pulled back, just far enough to look her in the eye. "Are
you okay?"

"Sooth." His skin felt so cold.

"And the others?'

"Sill out there" She swiped a another drop of blood oozing from his cheek, making him flinch as
her fingertip did across a sensory tear. She did it again. God, what he put her through. "It's not over yet,"
she warned, looking past his shoulder at multiple imeges of the courser.

Lot turned to follow her gaze. He tiffened in her arms. "By the Unknown God," he whispered.



"Isthat what it looks like? And we're dill dive”

"You're damn right we are." She didn't want to let im go. She would hold on to him forever if
she could, and hurt im some more, or love him, she couldnt tell. But he pushed her arms away, kicking
the wall to extricate himsdf. He glided across the chamber to stare firg a the feed from a hull camera,
then from Urban's go-pack, and then Deneb's. From dl perspectives, Null Boundary was helpless prey
inthe courser's grasp.

He grabbed a handgrip and turned back to Clemantine, looking puzzled, and a little guilty too.
Her fig closed. She clenched her teeth, waiting for him to say it was dl worth it—but what he said was
worse. "I'm glad | didn't see this happening. | might have tried to stop it."

"Dont you tdl me that now."

"I'mglad | didn't seeit. Cooperation is better, Clemantine. You have to understand, that courser
will never be ordinary Chenzeme again, now that it carries the vird thoughts of the Wdll."

Her breath quickened. "Then you redly could have poisoned it—and stopped dl this?"

"Sooth. | didn't want to, though."

"Damn you, Lot! That's Urban out there, and Deneb, and Nikko. We may not get them back.
We might not get away. And you didn't hit it when you had the chance?’

He shook his head. "Cooperation is better,” he ingsted. "The cdlls agreed.”

Shefdt horribly cold. She didn't want to nestle with him anymore. As much as she loved him, she
wanted to dam his head againg the wdl and demand why, why, why have you killed us al?

"It's the cult,” Nikko said, his stern voice emanding from dl around... as if she were lodged
indde his throat.

"It'snot," Lot sad. "That's what you dways want to believe, but it's not true. This is the influence
of the Wdl. Our cdls came from the Well, it flavors them, and they are superior. It's just that the fidd is
too amdl. There aren't enough pathways to integrate the input from the courser.” He stuck a thumb in an
epecidly large hole on his suit's upper arm. A raw, red puncture wound lay beneeth it. "Nikko, the cdls
did this They had tendrils under my skin, like the connection with my sensory tears wasn't enough
anymore, not a the speed they're working now."

Clemantine fdt sick. Her hands shook, and she had to turn away. Lot looked human, he sounded
human, and so she let hersdf be fooled into thinking he was human, time and time again—until he deftly
corrected her.

"It's transferring more than dust,” Nikko said. "Thet's what the spikes are for."

"Sooth, we're not complete, so it's giving us other things. Seeds. To start new phases of growth. |
could fed things sprouting in the disturbed tissue, like..." He frowned, groping for words to explan.
"Like muscle? Not literaly like muscle, no. But like action. Power."

Clemantine pressed her fids together, hating the way he hedged. "You mean zero point
technology? Why don't you say so? Why don't you tdl us how that would make dl this worthwhile?"

When she looked a him again, doubt haunted his cream-coftee eyes. He nodded. "Y ou're right,”
he said. "I should go back. Find out."

"What? Lot, that is not what | meant."

"We need the zero point tech.”

"Not that badly."

Lot looked at her with guarded eyes; he didn't argue. Clemantine knew him too well, though, to
take his slence as a concesson. When Lot went quigt, it only meant he was meking his own plans,
drawing his own conclusions, in a private reddm where no one could countermand him.

The waiting ended just past the four-hour mark. Nikko's ghost saw it fird. "The courser is
retracting the spikes.”
Clemantine watched the image gathered by Deneb's go-pack. The spikes pulled away one by



one, garting from

Null Boundary's bow, withdrawing dowly into the courser's hull asif they were dropping beneath
the surface of aluminous white sea.

When the lagt spike had withdrawn, the courser's steerage jets fired. It separated from Null
Boundary, correcting its spiraled posture urtil once again its hull lay pardld to the smdler ship. Then it
pulled away.

The incarnate Nikko waited on the dean section of Null Boundary's hull, while Deneb brought
Urban in from the void. His skin suit 9zzled with heat. Insde the trangt bubble, he stripped it off and
shoved it a Nikko. "Andyzeit for contaminants,” he whispered. Then his guts dissolved in afit of violent
nausea and diarrhea. Nikko salit the trangt bubble, isolating Urban.

Defensve Makers swarmed over the three of them. Deneb was cleared, and Nikko let her return
to the core. Urban, though, had incurred massive radiation damage.

"Edimate time required to repair and rebuild?’ Nikko asked.

The superviang DI responded: "Repair not recommended. When exposure to unidentified foreign
contaminants is suspected, defense protocol requires isolaion of the affected tissue. The incarnation may
be regrown from virgin substrate.”

*Make a ghost, Nikko said grimly. * This version of you is finished.

Urban was weak, 0 it took time. He had to reman conscious while it was done. Findly, the
ghogt was ready. It uploaded to the library. Yet it was only a copy. Urban's origind consciousness
remained behind in the body. "Shut it down,” Nikko urged him. "Nothing else to do.”

Urban didn't answer, but his life Sgns vanished as if switches had been thrown, respiration,
heartbeat, brain function. When it was over, Nikko ordered the DI to proceed. The tissue was dissolved,
then stashed in a sedled casket dong with Urban's skin suit. The robotic bugs attached to the skin suit's
gloves had proved usdess. Whatever data they had gathered aboard the courser had been hopdesdy
scrambled.

"Initiate fabrication of a new incarnation from uncontam-inated tissue," Nikko ordered.

"Fabrication initiated,” the Dull Intelligence replied.

* % *

Two hours later, the courser had falen over Sx thousand kilometers behind, decderating rapidly
as its course diverged from Null Boundary. Nikko sent a sgnd to ignite the nukes. Through Null
Boundary's scopes he saw two explosons—but a widdy divergent points, far from the receding
courser. Nikko sent hisgrim laugh ralling through Clemanting's arium. *It shed the nukes, Clemantine.

*Sooth. | guess it knew how to defend itself.

In the core chamber, Lot had given in to exhaudtion and falen adeep. Clemantine drifted near
him, drawn again to the puzzle of his presence. What was he? She stared a his degping face, a the
flawless curve of his cheeks and the dien shimmer of his sensory tears—and suddenly, she fdt like an
anonymous character in an ancient, repesting drama. How many times in ther thirty-million-year history
had the Chenzeme ships been attacked by clever new species in just such a way? And 4ill the ships
survived, while their opponents had dl vanished long ago.

Chapter 13

Nikko's body was in better shape than Urban's, but he chose to dissolve it anyway, seding the
matter in another armored casket. He saved a ghost firg. The integration of memories between this ghost
and the one that had remained aboard the ship was a matter of several seconds work in the neurd dtrata
surrounding Null Boundary's core.

After that he possessed two histories to explain one period of time, and dill that was a Smple
exigence compared to his youth, when his past had often divided into thirty tracks, or more. In those
days there had been legd limits on self-reproduction, but he had known ways around them.



Now he ligened to a conversaion in Clemantines house, as she and Deneb discussed the
contaminant Urban had brought back on his skin suit.

:gazed through a hull camera a an image of the retreating courser as it leaned into a dow curve
that could eventudly turn its trgectory back toward the Hallowed Vasties. It showed no more concern at
dl for Null Boundary.

-accessed the image compiled by the two telescopes continudly fixed on the origind courser. This
one dill pursued them, its velocity unchanged, asif nothing at dl had happened.

:watched Deneb as she tapped her long fingers againg the screen of a notepad. "I'm sure now the
contaminant is growing." Worry shadowed her face as she turned to Clemantine. The casket that hed
Urban's discarded tissue and skin suit had been stashed in the ship's bow, where the plu-tomum had
been stored. Deneb had remote access to it, through wire leads that pierced the casket's shdl. "Look
how the emisson of vigble light from the suit's tissue has increased—and that's a tiny fraction of the
energy being produced.” Frudtration was evident in Clemanting's reply: "But produced by what?" She did
not seem to expect an answe.

slooked to Urban's new incarnaion nearing completion in the ship's interdtitid tissue. Nikko
skimmed the report of a submind on the cdl-by-cell assembly, sstisying himsdlf that al was going well.

:glanced at Lot rocking in the hammock on the gee deck, staring a spiderwebs draped beneath
the pavilion roof.

:manifested in a smulation of physicd form within the ship's library, where Urban's ghogt waited
for m on a data path thet linked dl known dghtings of Chenzeme ships. It was more like a data
highway, Nikko thought, Sudying the path's impressive span. The file presently active was the most
recently acquired: a record of their own encounter.

"I think | know when | picked up the contaminant,” Urban said’ "Look." He turned to the file. It
detected his gaze, and an image began to run.

Nikko suppressed a shudder at the view from within the courser's vent tube. It was the segment
inwhich the blaze of white light had dimmed to something stronger, fiercer. If he stepped into the frame
he would fed again the horrible pressure, crushing the circulation within his kisheer and dilling the moation
of hislungs.

He did not step forward. He remained where he was, as a vague white shadow appeared within
the image, moving toward him like a living thing. He watched a gloved hand reach into his fidd of view.
He watched it swipe at the shadow, tearing through it as if it were a physicd object, a puff of dense
smoke perhaps, that shattered, its fragments spinning off asif on chaotic currents of air.

"Watch agan,” Urban said. "Watch my glove"

Theglove looked very far away. The view zoomed in on it. Nikko watched it dash through the
shadow once again. Did spots of light ding to the glove?

"Back it up," Nikko demanded. "There. Freeze that."

Urban nodded in satisfaction. "Those are the luminous spots | saw after we were gjected. Nikko,
my right hand was mogt severdly damaged. The heat started there.”

Nikko's kisheer rippled with anxiety, dimbing up around his throat. "Deneb says it's growing.”
Urban gave him a quizzicd 1ook, so Nikko explained. "Whatever it was you brought back on your skin
auit. It's growing.”

"Here?'

"Here," Nikko confirmed.

"Can we use it?'

Nikko's kisheer fluttered. "How? And for what?"

"I don't know. Whatever the courser used it fo—"

A submind returned, integrating itsdf with Nikko's primary ghost. He endured the usud annoying
moment of absentminded redlization as his memories converged.



This was a submind that had long ago been assigned to track the activity of dl his ghodts,
ingructed to report only if some ghost or partid persona faled. It had bided within the ship's neurd
dructure for centuries.

"What isit? "Urban asked.

Nikko cocked his head as worry nudged him. "I've logt a submind. One assigned to patrol the
cardina nanosites within the hull.” He let hisimage double.

Urban stepped closer. The fear on his face seemed an exotic emotion, so rardly had Nikko seen
it there. "It disappeared near the outer wdl ?'

"Jug beneath the new metabalic layer, yes™" Nikko hesitated, caught off guard by Urban's open
concern. It wasn't like im to let such fedings show. How shaken had he been by his experience aboard
the courser? ™Y ou should edit that," Nikko said. "Fear will hamper you later.”

Urban scowled. "I'm okay. Y ou're going to leave one ghost here?'

Nikko nodded again.

"I will too." His own image did gpart into two identical copies.

Watching him, Nikko became abruptly aware of the vaporous nature of his own exisence: the
taut pull of his musces was only illuson, as was the comforting hardness of his deek china shell. It was
fdse ar that rushed into his false lungs, and the pounding of his heart was no more than a collection of
code. Disgupt the intricate pattern and he would vanish. He'd lost hundreds of ghodts in his youth. It
wasn't hard to make them disappear.

Of course, he had backups. If he chose, he could replicate himsdf until Null Boundary's memory
was full. But someday even that option would fal. Even Null Boundary would not last forever.

So Nikko watched the doubling of Urban's image and nodded, feding the future unfold before
him."Yes™" he said. "You should come. Y ou should learn it al. Someone se should.”

Lot lay in the hammock, while the gee deck’s atificid sky faded from the deep blue of evening,
to star-studded black. Burning through the ranks of the forest, the giant star Alpha Cygni gleamed on the
atifiaa horizon, a navigation beacon as white as philosopher cdls. He let the color bleed into his brain.

He needed to go back to the cdls.

Everything he required had been seeded today within the hull membrane. The design of the zero
point drive; the layout of Chenzeme guns, the machinery of mating. All there. Lot fet sure of it.

He had only to go back to the cells and get it, and he would know dl there was to know about
the workings of Chenzeme warships.

He curled his fingers over the edge of the hammock, acutdy conscious of the tenson in the
fabric. Hed gotten scared out there today. Hed sensed something new, something unknown, in the
matrix of the cdls, and held panicked. A new lite-form... or live-forms, independent of the cells, poured
onto them from the courser. An dien presence within the familiar field, rebuilding the margin of the ship to
auit its own needs.

He hadn' liked it being there. It offended his territorid nature. His human half.

The cdlls defied his anxiety. We are compl ete.

Wha dse mattered? A flush prickled his cheeks. He sat up in the hammock, planting his feet
carefully on the floor.

Wha if a Chenzeme warship was an dliance of lifeforms? A union, tempered now by the
harmony of the Well.

Change has value.

He had been accepted by the philosopher cdlls. There was no reason he couldn't make himsdf
acceptable in this new dliance too. These new dements were rebuilding the ship's tissues to auit thar
needs, but he had been in the wound, and they had not tried to rebuild him.

So there was no reason to be afraid.



There was no reason he couldn't go back and learn what he needed to learn.

Vaporous. The word reechoed in Nikko's mind as his ghost Ieft the core, uploading to a cardind
nanogte near the outer hull. Left behind was the illuson of being human. The computational nets within
the cardinds were geared to anadlysis of molecular structure, not to the psychologica comfort of visting
ghogts. In this micron-scae environment, his existence was crudely smulated as a sense of mass. Urban
was a secondary mass behind him, invisble and amogt insubstantid, registering in Nikko's new senses as
adight warping in the path of data.

"We are not red," Urban whispered. These words dill carried the illuson of sound.

"That's good to remember.”

Cardinas were scattered throughout the hull, each one guarding a tiny domain of tissue against
mutations, mafunctions, and invaders. This cardind was located in untainted tissue, a few centimeters
below the new metabolic layer growing benegath the philosopher cells. It was both a processing node and
amicroscae watch-post, designed to integrate and react to data gathered by scout Makers. At Nikko's
request, it had used that data to build avisud modd. He could see the structure of the surrounding tissue;
he could fed its hest.

Heissued a command, and indantly he acquired hands. nanoscale manipulators that were carried
on scout Makers though they operated under hisinput. "I can fed that,” Urban said.

"We share the same sensory fied.™

"But you control our response.”

"For now." Nikko found a reassuring solidity in this constant pressure at his back. "Control here
isintuitive" he explained.

"All right.”

He leaned into the hull's clean, pliant tissue. This was Null Boundary's flesh, composed of
complex, matile cells. Nikko's presence did between them on tendle ducts.

He issued a new command, and dl the hedthy tissue became transparent, defined only by fant
white lines. Abnormd structures remained fully vishble in this zone, only his own hands. But ahead of him,
dill severd micrometers away, he caught the gleam of anomalous hest.

"What isit? "Urban asked.

"Activity."

An interface of activity, where Null Boundary's tissue ceased to be normd and became
something unknown.

They drew nearer, and their ignorance rose before them in the form of a fog-shrouded diff face.
This was a visud mode accumulated by the cardind nanogite, a declaration that something was there.
But what? The scout Makers had falled to gather clear structura details.

The fog gleamed white with hest. Its billowing surface was pierced by a collection of pincers and
coils and beams, shifting rods and spots of bright dectric potentid.

"It looks like an armory,” Urban said, awein hisvoice.

"It'snot." Thoughit did look dangerous. "If we can see it, we know the scouts survived contact
long enough to report.”

Urban's mass contracted to a smdler, denser form. "Then the fog represents unknown structure?”

"Yes Exactly.”

The fog-shrouded diff face extended above and below him, and for a vast distance on ether
gde. Scout Makers had not been able to penetrate it. His own submind had disappeared in those mids

He reached toward the interface. His hands vanished beneeth the fog. He could fed a vibration,
the time-stretched echo of a reaction that lasted only a few nanoseconds. His hands were gone.
Dissolved or excised, he didn't know. Urban muttered a soft chain of profanities while Nikko summoned
adifferent pair of hands.



All dong the interface, cardind's were running through the ship's inventory of defensve Makers
and assembling the described structures in corpuscular vats, racing to find a design that could combat the
encroachment of this dien growth.

They had confirmed that much at least: Whatever lay behind this fog-shrouded wal was growing.
Nikko reached again into the mist, and again his hands were taken. Sooner this time, as the fog drew
ever nearer. Its expandgon was visble,

Nikko watched it flow across another layer of Null Boundary's matile hull cdls. Upon contact,
the cdls writhed in a time-dowed chaotic reflex as their structures were torn, their dectricaly baanced
membranes thrown into a confused, black-limned boil that disappeared within the fog. The zone
advanced afew more micrometers. Nikko retreated.

From behind him, complex mechanicads bumped into existence, dipping through the hedthy tissue
as they advanced toward the fog. "Defense Makers," Urban whispered. "They don't look red.”

Indeed. Thar Sructures were known in exquisite detall. Every stud, every tool, every pore was
dearly visble. No blurring of definition softened their appearance, no shadows obscured their structures.
It was a darity of vison so unnaturd that Nikko's senses indsted it must be false.

The defensve Makers advanced, and where they touched the fog the heat of conflict flared. Data
fed back to the nanodte. Bits of fog evaporated dong the diff face, reveding glimpses of cruddy
sketched structures as the defensve Makers vanished, torn apart by the dien interface.

"It's reformatting the hull, isn't it?" Urban asked, his voice not quite steady. "The hull cdls were
accepted as Chenzeme, but the rest of the ship was not. So now the foreign dements are being rebuilt
into something acceptably Chenzeme.”

"That would be my guess,” Nikko said.

"Can we adapt to that?'

"We can try."

Lot stood outsde the door of Clemanting's house, taken by a sense of caution. He could hear
Clemantine indde, taking to Deneb. If he went in to use the trangt wadl, it would be naturd for them to
ask where he was going. He didn't fed indlined to say.

He glanced overhead. A dlitter of starsfilled the false sky, but the light they cast was minimd. He
fet secure as he turned and walked away.

At dther end of the deck he could access a series of crawlways to the core gpartments. He
would summon a trangt bubble from there,

Once back in the library, Nikko ingtructed the cardind nanosites to dlow the structures of the
defensve Makers to fredy evolve, while dill enforcing strict limits on their behavior. Rates of variation
were increased, while an engage-and-falback drategy was implemented that would offer a useful
sdection pressure.

There was no noticeable effect. Whole lineages were evolved and discarded in a few seconds
time, while the dien interface continued to advance.

Sweat gleamed on Urban's ghost-cheeks as he watched aong with Nikko. He was slent through
severd falures. Findly, he looked a Nikko and said: "WEell have to blow off the outer layers of the hull,
like you did when we |&ft the Wdl."

Nikko shook his head, his kisheer moving on his shoulders in thoughtful waves. "It won't work."

Urban's fig closed in abject frudration. "We have to try it! If we don't shed this infestation now,
itll reach the core in just afew hours.”

Nikko's long fingers tapped in nervous cadence againg histhigh. "It won't work, Urban, because
the solenoids are infested too. We can't blow the solenoids off, because we can't replace the metds that
areinthem.”



"We can heat them. We can bring them to a temperature just short of liquefaction—"

"The solenoids don't exist anymore.”

"What?"

Nikko too was surprised a what he'd just said. He thought about it a moment, then explained, as
much to himsdf as to Urban: "They're being cannibdized. Thar atoms are being mixed in with whatever is
growing on the hull. Half their mass has dready been taken.”

"Why didn't you tdl me before?

"I didn't know, until..." Until just now, when a sub-mind brought him the disturbing fact. He fet
asif hed dways known it.

The pipeweed in Lot's abandoned gpatment glowed dimly, to smulate the presence of night.
From an inner chamber, he told the spider to summon a trandt bubble. Such requests were usudly
handled by one of Nikko's sub-minds. A submind would not bother reporting smple duties to the core
persona, so with any luck, Nikko would remain unaware of this activity.

Luck was with him. The pipeweed pulled aside as a trangt bubble opened in the chamber wall.
Lot smiled. Indde the gloves of his skin suit, his hands were damp with sweat. He grabbed the bubble
rim and curled into the hole.

"To thewound," he told the spider. The bubble sealed, then accelerated. Lot dug his fingers into
the wall, expecting a any moment to be discovered, to fed the bubble reverang, to hear Nikko berating
him through the spider, Love and nature, are you crazy? Nikko was afraid of anything Chenzeme.

Instead, the bubble dowed, as it dways did when it neared the hull. 1t was ill moving though,
when it popped. It peeled open on one Sde, its ragged edges singed as they curled away from an dectric
blue surface. Billows of steam puffed in Lot's face. Fumes scorched his sensory tears. He ducked his
head, digging hisfingers deeper into the wal as momentum whipped his body around. He plunged to the
wag into the blue fied, feding no more resistance than he might have fdt if it had been water.

His skin suit hardened over his legs and hips. He couldn't bend his legs, but he could fed his
thighs burning, and his feet freezing cold. He imagined his body being taken apart, and he pulled
hard—too hard—againg his grip on the wall.

His legs snapped out of the blue zone as eadly as they'd gone in, hitting the bubble wall with a
thud. He dmogt lost his grip, but then his skin suit softened. He flexed his foot and got the toe of a boot
into the wall.

Hestantly, he looked at hislegs. They were dill whole, though they were coated in a bailing blue
od. It 9zzled and popped as it evaporated. The fumes seared his throat. His ears popped. Lot had no
doubt he'd plunged into the middle of a molecular-scale war. This was Nikko's sgnature. Nikko was
fighting the new dements, and this was the result. "Hark!" he grunted a the spider. "Back up, back up.
Close the fucking bubble."

Instead, the remaining bubble wal oozed closer to the blue zone... or maybe the blue zone
advanced. "Back it up!" Lot shouted, histhroat raw, and afiery painin his snuses. He had not reckoned
On crossng awar zone.

Sill the bubble did not move. Maybe its trangt hooks had been torn loose. Maybe it was just
stuck in the bailing hot zone. His ears popped again, and he guessed this pocket of ar was rgpidly losng
pressure. The dedline left im dizzy. The DI in hisskin suit took over. Without urging, his hood rolled up
over his head and sedled. Cool air filled hislungs

He dung like a bug to the intact wal while the bubble shrank and the blue zone advanced. Only a
foot away now. He hesitated. Eight inches. HE'd plunged into it, hadn't he? And it hadn't hurt him. It was
consuming Null Boundary's tissues, but it had left hm aone. And it had been cool on the other sde. He
hed fdt that.

Four inches.

Nikko should never have started this war.



Three inches.

Everything he wanted to know was in the philosopher cdlls

He asked the spider, "How far is the hull ?"

"Sx point nine three meters.”

A groan escaped his throat. Almogt seven meters of unknown territory. He wanted to kick off
thewadl, in a headfirg dive into the blue zone, svim to the hull cdlls on the other sde. He could not bring
himsdf to do it. He could not get his fingers to let go, or his arms and legs to thrust him away from the
bubble wall.

The blue zone advanced, until it boiled only an inch from his visor. He could not get his fingers to
let go. "Then get another trangt bubble!" he shouted. If a bubble opened, he would flee If it didn't
open...

Thewal behind him dissolved around his grip. A new trangt bubble yawned beyond the ruined
one. Lot grabbed at the rim, diding himsdf ingde it, his toes brushing the blue zone as he did it, taking
heat but no damage. No damage. He fdt like a coward fleaing. The philosopher cells had everything he
wanted, only seven meters away.

"Hold it." He stared past the new bubbl€'s open rim, at the eectric-blue tide advancing around its
edges. He crouched, readying himsdf to dive into it, dill not sure if he could bring himsdf to do it, but
determined to try ...

"Love and nature," Nikko sworeinhis ear.

Lot didn't wait to hear more. He launched himsdf—too late. The trangt bubble snapped shut. He
dammed headfirg into the wal. His neck cracked, and he sprawled, filling the tiny space. Momentarily
stunned.

"Areyou dead?' Nikko asked.

"No."

"Too bad."

Lot's neck ached. His fingers dug at the wals He had hestated and ruined his own chances.
Now dl he could do was argue. "Nikko! Ligen to me. It's not as bad as you think. There are new
lifeforms out there. Allied lifeforms, that know how to build Chenzeme ships. One of them will
understand the zero point tech—"

"Shut up. And take otf the skin suit.”

" didn't get hurt! Can't you see that? This new eement isnt dangerous to us. You'e fighting an
unnecessary wa."

"And I'm logng. Do you know how lucky you are to be dive?"

"You have to cdl off the defensve Makers.”

"Not a chance."

"The only reason you've got awar is because you attacked the new tissue.™

"Take off the skin suit.”

"Sure" Lot gtripped it off, his movements sharp and angry. He wadded it and pitched it a the
wadl. A mimbubble opened to receive it, whisking it away. "There. Look & me. No damage. | was in the
zone, Nikko, and | took no damage.”

"Decontamination,” Nikko said, as afog swirled from the bubble wdls.

Lot breathed in the vapor, drawing armies of Makers into his lungs, to crash and burn againg any
foragn invaders that might have survived his own defenses—he doubted Null Boundary could come up
with anything more effective than the protection he aready carried.

"Cooperation is better than conflict,” he ingsted. "Help me get back to the cdl fidd, and I'l be
able to tdl you what's going on—and what we can do about it."

"Has it occurred to you that you're dive only because the Chenzeme tissue and our defengve
Makers both recognize you as their own? If éther Sde seesits mistake, youll die”



Lot spread hisarms, pressing his pams againg the bubble wdls to abilize himsdf. "I ill want to
try it
"If we lose thiswar, you will."

Gradualy—so gradualy Nikko wasn't sure for long minutes if it was happening at dl—the war
wound down. The advance of the infestation dowed.

Urban sat cross-legged on a data path within the library, his pensive gaze locked on an image of
the battle zone that was as close to red time as the syslem could produce, given the speed a which
molecular reactions occurred.

Clemantine's ghost stood behind him, watching with Deneb.

"It's over," Urban said, a note of disbdief in his voice. He stood, leaning forward to stare at the
developing image. "Look. The advance of the dien layer has stopped.”

Nikko stared at the image too, though his thoughts focused on the digita record of molecular
activity that continued to pour in from the hull. "It hasn't stopped. It's only dowed.”

Urban hdf turned, treating Nikko to a scathing look. "Therés metabolic activity, sure, but the
atrition rate of our defensve Makers has zeroed.”

Clemantine swore in soft, choice syllables. "Nikko, did you dlow the Makers to fredy evolve?'

Nikko did his best to ignore atwinge of guilt. "I had to. But | put redtrictions on their behavior.”

"Nikko!"

He could not meet her gaze.

Urban looked from one to the other of them, asif ready to pounce on an explanaion should one
emerge.

"No proctor?" Clemantine pressed, without much hope.

"I couldn't risk it."

"What's going on?" Urban interrupted, teking hdf a step forward. "The advance has effectively
stopped.”

Clemantinds gaze was harsh. "Pay attention, son. It hasn't stopped. It's greetly dowed, but it
continues. Y et the atrition rate of our defensve Makersis zero. What does thet tdl you?'

Deneb produced the answer fird. "They've made a truce."

Urban wasn't buying it. "That option was specificaly excluded from ther behavioral parameters.”

Clemantine shrugged. "Makers are complex, integrated structures. You can't let ther hot zones
fredy evolve without some risk that their behavior will be affected too—not unless you aso indude
sdective pressures to reinforce the desired behavior. Nikko, you know that.”

He knew it. It was a risk held decided to take. Putting sterner redtrictions on the Maker's
development could have made them noncompetitive—leaving us to test firsthand Lot's crackpot
theory of cooperation.

"We could try again," Urban suggested. He sounded unsure now. His gaze was fixed on the
nervous mation of Nikko's fingers tapping againg histhigh.

Nikko forced himsdf to freeze the movement of that hand. "We could." He looked from Urban,
to Deneb, to Clemantine. "But the Makers dready on the hull are no longer ours. They've evolved to a
point of equilibrium. Any new wave of defensve Makers we introduce could conflict with thet balance.

"We could find oursaves with two enemies™ Clemantine explained.

Urban's figs knotted. "Y ou're saying we made things worse. That Lot was right. If wed done
nothing—"

"No." Nikko's fingers were moving again, but in dow, controlled strokes. "Lot's wrong. He's
dreaming. Thisinfestation isn't like the philosopher cdlls. It's aggressive. It's cut off our access to the hull,
it's solen our control of the ship, it's consuming and reformeaiting the ship's tissues, and while it may have
spared Lot, there's no reason to think it will spare any of us. We had no choice but to fight it."



"Anyway, weve given oursavestime” Deneb said. "A lat of time”

"Timeto do what" Urban asked. "What €se can we do?’

"We could try to Serilize the hull."

Nikko turned to her. Deneb's kisheer lay Hill againg her shoulders. A thoughtful look graced her
face. "Any complex structure will break down if it's exposed to a sufficent amount of heet.”

"Too lae for that, don't you think?' Urban said. He gestured at Nikko and Clemantine. "Thanks
to these two, the fissonable materids are gone.”

"We won't need fissonable materids™ Deneb said. "Look—" Another data trall opened. Nikko
glanced down its path, to see the familiar garfidd that had lam ahead of the ship for dmost two hundred
years, unnumbered suns fronting the dark wall of a giant molecular cloud, and &t the center, the navigation
beacon he had followed since Deception Wel: the white-hot star, Alpha Cygni, now only two years
away.

Deneb sad, "Were bound there anyway. A close flyby would bathe us in enough radiaion to
break down any complex dructure in the outer layers of the hull. And Alpha Cygni is a young star,
probably no more than afew million years old. Maybe too young to have been visted by the Chenzeme.”

Could it work? Nikko gazed a the star's image, knowing its source was dill so far avay. He
shook his head. "Itll take two more years just to get there. The infestation is already eght meters deep.”

Clemantings gaze was digant as she ligened to a sub-mind. "If the rate of expangon remans
dow, even after two years well dill have avidble layer of uncorrupted tissue around the core.”

"But the solenoids are gone," Urban protested. "How do we make our course?'

Deneb turned a speculative gaze on Nikko. "Do the steerage engines dill work?”

"Maybe"

Urban said, "They don't have the power we need for course corrections on this scae."

Clemantine was looking thoughtful. "Maybe they do, if we use them now. We're dready bearing
on the system. A amdl correction now could fix our course.”

Urban looked scared. "But that will zero our fud reserves.”

"Son, what ese are we going to use the fud for?'

"l— Sorry." He drew a deep breath, cdming vishly, so that Nikko knew hed done some
editing. "Can wefix a course that closdly?' he asked.

Nikko shrugged. "We might not have to. After the initid burn, we should be able to synthesze
some sort of fud from the ship's tissue, even if it doesn't have much kick. Assuming we don't lose the
Steerage engines, some minor corrections as we approach Alpha Cygni might be possible”

"Asuming the infestation rate remains sable," Urban said.

Deneb's kisheer moved in Hiff, nervous waves. "Lat won't like this, will he?!

"Screw Lot," Clemantine snapped. "We came this way to find the Chenzeme, not to become
them.”

Chapter 14

Cameras on Null Boundary's hull recorded a change in the behavior of the philosopher cdls. For
the firg time since they'd been seeded, the cdls embarked on an unbidden expansion, soreading across
the telescopes, the radio antenna, the steerage vents—following the aggressve advance of the
devadtating metabolic layer. Instruments were dissolved, and dl connections to Null Boundary's hull were
logt. The cameras at the stern survived longest. They recorded the last stages of the philosopher cdls
conquest, as the fidd oozed toward them in an analogue of bacteria growth. One by one, the cameras
faled. The lagt to survive recorded a 360-degree fidd of icy white before it too ceased to tranamit. At
that moment, dl contact with the outsde world was logt.

Lot missed the cdlsin a hdlish way. They spoke the language of the charismata, and that was



more real and more saifying to him than any human tongue. This territoridiam, this line of demarcation
Nikko had drawn with the encroaching Chenzeme tissue—it was so unnecessary. It was nothing more
then a pointless act of war for war's sake, because whatever was happening on the hull was not an
ordinary Chenzeme conquest. Lot knew it. The philosopher cdls contained the peacekeeping protocols
of the Wdl. The new tissue would be infected with the same vird thoughts. There would be a
compromise.

Except no one would ligen.

Nikko shut down the trangt system. He stopped usng the charismata to tak to Lot, as if such
use might mark him a traitor to the species... same as me! Clemantine made it clear she would rather
plunge Null Boundary into Alpha Cygni's plasma sea, than make any kind of peace with the Chenzeme
encroachment. Urban and Deneb were less absolute, yet they made no objection when Nikko fired the
steerage engines, burning off some of the cdl field—and dl of ther fud—in a course correction amed a
taking the ship through the deilizing heat of the great star's upper aimosphere... two years from now. It
was an act of fath, more than an act of navigation. Tiny errors would grow huge over such a distance.
They could as eadly plunge into the star's heart, or miss it atogether. Not that it mattered. Lot didn't
believe they would ever get to Alpha Cygni. Though the dark courser had turned away, fading to a barely
discernible point even before the telescopes faled, the origind courser was dill out there. He had no
reason to think otherwise. In a hundred-odd days, it would catch them, and things would change.

"Hey." Urban sat down beside Lot on the grass at the edge of the koi pond. He had two bottles
of beer, both beaded with condensation "Siill plotting the revolution?!

Lot flushed. He had blanked the screen of his notepad when Urban approached, erasing the
visble evidence of his struggle to redesign the cult virus into a more effective form. But it was slly to think
he had any secrets |eft outside his own mind. No one trusted him. No one should trust him. The constant
aurveillance made his back itch. "Sooth, I'm dill plotting,” Lot said. "You know I'm not getting anywhere.”

Urban offered him a bottle Lot took it. He let the notepad tumble to the grass, while Urban
leaned back on his elbows, for once somber and thoughtful. "Fury, even if you find a new way to infect
usdl with the cult virus, well stop you before you implement it. Y ou know that.”

"Sooth." Lot took a long draft of the cold, cold beer, feding like an ass. But he had to do
something. They had made themsdlves prisoners in this ship. "The dark courser gave us seeds for dl the
systems we're lacking. Urban, you now one of those seeds has to be for the zero point drive. We are o
close. Let metak to the cdls. Let melook for it."

"Can't do it, fury,” Urban said with a shake of his head. "You know that. As much as | warnt it,
we can't risk degtabilizing the encroaching layer. Well get it another way."

"You think well have that chance? The origind courser isnt gone. When it closes with us, this
equilibrium will be disturbed. Let me get to the cdlsfire.”

Urban gazed a the koi pond, a a series of expanding ripples where a fish had touched the
surface. His doubt was a shadow in Lot's awareness. Then he shook his head. Confidence surged from
him, as if sprayed from a machine. He sat up. Reeching a hand into his thigh pocket, he withdrew a
pam-sized ingrument. a honeycombed wafer, dark gray. It folded open to something twice as large.
There was a screen and a voice interface. "I made thisfor you,” Urban said. "It's pretty interesting.”

Lot leaned over to get a better look. The honeycomb texture was a dead giveaway. "Some kind
of chemicd synthesizer."

Urban amiled. He touched the screen. "Flay thefirg set," he commanded.

A gush of chopped and broken cdl-tak washed over Lot's sensory tears. He pulled back,
astounded.

"What did it say?" Urban demanded.

Lot frowned, touching the device, running his finger down a line of honeycombs, each less than
helf a millimeter wide. "Nothing." He shrugged. "It was garbled. Like if you chopped up bits of sound



recorded in a crowd and mixed them together.”

Urban dumped, crestfalen.

"I knew it was cdll-tak," Lot added quickly.

"Oh great. Progress.” Herolled his eyes.

Lot picked up the synthesizer. Molecular diagrams waltzed across the screen. "I think | know the
problem.

You're replicating a dice taken across thousands of different conversations, instead of following a
dngle discrete thread through its loop.”

Urban frowned a the synthesizer, his jaw working. "How do you follow a thread? Are there
markers?'

Lot thought about it. "There mugt be. I'm not conscious of it, though.”

"Say something,” Urban said. "In cdll-talk. Well check for repeating phrases, things like that.”

He didn't want to discourage Urban. This was kind of fun. But— "It won't be just one marker.
Thousands of conversations are going on a once. They have to be sortable. And... | think phrasings are
made up alot. Just invented on the spot, used for awhile, dumped. It's weird."

Urban rested his chin on his hand. "And you don't dways understand it anyway."

"Wdl, | usudly do when I'minit, but afterwards... yesh, not dl the time”

"So we work onit."

Lot finished the beer. An orange koi had come up to the edge of the pond. He watched it mouth
the surface, wondering how far Urban was willing to go to understand the Chenzeme. He spoke
cautioudy. "You need to redize, any device like thisis only a partia bridge to the language. This thing
might learn to talk for you, but no matter how precise its own understanding becomes, it can't think for
you. You have to work on your wetware too, SO you can experience the Chenzeme tak, dong a
thousand different threads & once, or you won't understand it. Don't think about trandating, think about
immerson. Be Chenzeme."

"And get Clemantine pissed a me too?" Urban grinned, his dark brow wrinkling, his wide lips a
reservoir of mirth.

Lot groaned and fdl back againg the grass, his arms spread-eagled, the bright light of the fdse
sky dazzling him, making him squint. " She hates me."

"Wadl, you're hdf Chenzeme. Gives her the creeps. Like degping with the person who murdered
her family, you know?'

"Oh thanks. | fed better now."

Urban's mood cooled, a shadow on the afternoon. "Y ou should have poisoned the courser, Lot.
We could have taken it apart.”

Lot tried to imagine doing it, but he could not. Maybe Nikko was right. The cult was a hat,
unhgppy wound indde him, ways hungry. He closed his eyes, drowning in the afternoon hegt. "1'd do it
agan. Cooperation is better."

"Oh yeah. Especidly if it gets Clemantine back into bed with you. You might want to think about
that, fury. Now come on. Say something in the Chenzeme way. Let me get aworking sample.”

It took a few weeks, but Clemantine softened. It wasn't hard, once Lot got his pitch right. You
could keep me human. Sheredly did love him.

He loved her. It made his worries more intense.

He had no way to know for sure, but indinct told him the courser was dill out there, dill gaming
on thelr wake. Anxiety fed his nervous energy. He could not be dill. Late at night he would walk the gee
deck, round and round in an endless circuit, under false stars that were only a projection of where Nikko
thought they might be. He imagined the courser hurrying after them. 1t could happen. It could catch them
sooner than they expected, and if it found fault with their trangtion, or if the tainted philosopher cdls



generated some unacceptable response to aradio hall, then the courser might fire on them. Might aready
have fired, and the next step he took might be his last. There was no way of knowing.

The uncertainty ate a him. He would do anything to know, and the only way he could imegine
knowing was to immerse himsdf in the cdl fidd and have a voice again, some iota of influence on thar
fate. The only way he could get out to the cdl fidd was to induce someone to let him go. So he continued
to plot hisfutile revolution. It was dl he could do.

Clemantine laughed at his efforts to redesign the cult virus. Even so, she was captivated by the
intdllectud puzzle, and before long she and Deneb took a respite from ther sudies of the zero point fidd
to turn ther atention to the dructure of the cult's neurd paraste—though if they found anything
interesting, they didn't share it with Lot.

A hundred days. Lot marked the time. Clemantine told him to forget it, there was nothing they
could do. "You mean there's nothing you're willing to do,” and that started another round of fighting, but it
didn't last. She loved him.

He loved her. The day came when the courser was due to move dongside. They retreated to the
core and waited it out, ligening for darms, explosions, or the Hiff groan of the ship's frame as it endured
another mating. None of that happened. The day passed in slence, and the next day too.

Where was the courser? They couldn't know. It might dill be out there. Or it might have turned
away months ago and dl this anxiety was for nothing. There was no way to know.

Ancther day passed and another Only dowly did the knots leave Lot's somach—and 4ill the
encroaching metabolic layer advanced at the same unvarying rate.

"I've got the wetware,” Urban announced one day.

They were on the gee deck, and Lot was immersed in the crude cdl-tak of the synthesizer. The
cult hunger was a white fire in his belly, a dark pressure under his skin. A craving for Communion that
went unsatisfied day after day after day. The only thing that eased it was the touch of the synthesizer's
charismata. Immersed in cdll-talk, he could pretend he was one of many. It was akind of Communion.

Anyway, it was something.

Lot whispered the synthesizer off. As his head cleared, Urban repeated his dam. "Did you hear
me, fury? I've got the wetware."

"Yeeh?' Lot squinted. He didn't think Urban was lying, yet there was something of subterfuge in
hisaura

He pulled a chair up close to Lot's hammock. "It's a Chenzeme neurd organ... or a virtud
metaphor for one. | won't be able to think in Chenzeme, but my ghost will, if it works."

Lot sat up, dropping hisfeet to the ground so the hammock became a chair. "How is it supposed
to work?'

Urban groaned, cadting a glance of supplication at the celling. "Don't ask that, fury. This interface
is the product of a hundred dedicated ghosts working & multiple clock speeds, for an equivdent of
millennia.of frustration. | don't want to know how it works, because | don't want to be as old and twisted
asthey are”

Lot scowled. "So you're dl set. Too bad we don't have any philosopher cdls to tak to.”

Urban gave him an odd look, as if he thought Lot might be joking. A chorus of crickets kicked
off dl around them, a trilling cacophony rigng in an asynchronous wall of sound. Urban leaned close.
"You dill remember how to synthesize philosopher cdlls, don't you? Like you did the firg time?"

Lot fet unnerved at the concept of a cricket amy under Urban's command. It was dl he could
do to nod an affirmeation.

"Good, but don't say anything about it to Clemantine. She could try to amend your tdent. She
might be able to do it too. She works on your physiology dl the time™

Did she?



Urban nodded and settled back. The insect chorus faded. "So let'stry it."

They practiced for hours every day, traning the virtud interface usng fragments of conversations
recorded in the cdl fidd, teaching it to follow a Sngle thread of conversation. A hundred times a minute
the interface would order the synthesizer to drop the thread, switching to something unrelated. Lot would
pick up the broken ends and knit them together, Chenzeme loops of understanding rotating congtantly
through his mind—and ill it was only a weak echo of the symphonic complexity he had known in the
odl fidd.

Lot's revolution dried up after the courser faled to present itsdf. He abandoned his determination
to redesign the cult virus—but not before the idea spread to a new and more effective host. Deneb
started out regarding the development of the cult virus and its neurd paradite as an intdlectud puzzle, yet
the deeper she waded into the cult system, the more intrigued she became. Her studies shifted from the
rddivdy smple cult parasite to Clemantines records charting the more complicated and dusve
Chenzeme system in Lot's head.

In the library, her ghost coasted through a modd of his neurd organ. Most of the diagram was
coded ydlow and orange, meaning this was proposed structure, gill awaiting confirmation Foreign
Makers did not survive long in Lot's tissue, so it was hard to know anything for sure.

Deneby's thoughts turned briefly to war. Lot's defengve Makers were not dmighty. They might be
defeated if an amy of fredy evolving assault Makers was launched into his tissue—though it was
doubtful Lot would survive the battle. The quantity of energy released in such a contest could boail his
tissues outright, wrecking the information structure that defined him. Even if he survived the clash, it was
quite likdy his body was fully dependent on his defensve Makers. His tissues could degrade before a
new defengve system could be introduced. It was even possible his defensve Makers would respond to
athrest by turning on him and ddiberatdly destroying histissues. It was asif Lot was held hostage to his
ancestry, protected yet imprisoned by his own defensve Makers.

Sill, the implications resonated with Deneb's desres this organ in Lot's head was made of
Chenzeme tissue, adapted to humean physiology. It promised the ability to speak alanguage that presently
lay beyond her. Like some prescient dream, it offered indght into Chenzeme mind, if only she could
separate the demands of the cult from the information flow of the charismata.

Urban was attempting something Smilar with his virtud interface, but that was a kludge, a dumsy
sysem that needed to learn its indincts, while Lot's neurd sysem was a findy honed bridge adready
replete with understanding.

Deneb created a new incarnation of hersdlf. Never dlowing this double to gain consciousness,
she infected it with the cult, then tracked the development of the dusve neurd parasite within its brain,
comparing it with what she knew of Lot's superior sysem. At maurity, she destroyed the experiment,
keeping her promise to Nikko. But immediatdy she started a new incarnation growing. Agan, she
seeded the cult in its unconscious mind, but this time she modified the development of the neurd parasite,
atempting to blend in characteristics of Lot's system.

She ran the experiment again and again, pushing the development of the parasite toward her own
idedlized concept. She met dead ends and disgppointments. For weeks a a time no progress was made.
But over the long term the system evolved, growing closer and closer to her god of interpreting and
generaing the charismata, without being endaved by them. She did not understand precisely how this
neurd organ worked, only that it worked more and more as she desired.

Chapter 15

Urban's ghost rotated out of the library, risng on the hour for a thirty-second scan of the ship's
sysems. He left behind an enginearing problem Nikko had given him: how to channd a find burn through
the steerage engines, now that their throats had been dissolved by the encroaching Chenzeme tissue?
Urban suspected Nikko had dready worked out a solution somewhere in the vast space of the library.



The engineering puzzle was a digtraction, though it had taken him three weeks to solve. The true point of
this exercise was to experience the ghost-existence, prolonged, and undiluted by corpored intervas.

Sdisfaction was a supported emation even in the primitive cardinas, and Urban indulged it. He
did into the fira Site, knowing he'd solved Nikko's chalenge, but just as important, held learned to livein
the atered consciousness of the ship's dectronic memory.

Ingde the cardind, he collected his resdent submind. It was a vaporous thing, its memories
severdy pruned. Merger was rapid and unenlightening. Nothing much had changed since his last circuit.
The Chenzeme layer continued to advance asit had for two years.

"Have you got it?"

The query fdl over him as he dipped out of the firs cardind: a fragile membrane of words strung
across his path, possessed of afant resstance.

"Nikko?' he asked in surprise. ™Y ou're not looping?'

The answer waited a the next cardind. "I'm reformatting the decks.”

Urban fdt arigng excitement. Nikko had spent months planning their approach to Alpha Cygni,
developing a scheme to pull the ship's uncontammated mass in from bow and stern, to encase the core
regionin ashidd layered with insulaing vacuum. "So we're there?!

"Bedt eimate says so. Can we make the burn?”

"Sure. Look for the recipe in the marked file"

From this cardind'’s resdent submind he gathered another memory of minimd change. The
Chenzeme conquest had the flavor of a geologica process: dow but inevitable.

Except now, after two years, Nikko was ready to launch his counterassault.

Beyond the third cardina, Urban dipped through another barrier of words. "The recipe looks

"It matches yours?'

Nikko hung a resstant laugh across his path.

Lot had been so sure this passage would never be. He'd convinced himsdf something would
interfere, something had to interfere, before Nikko drove Null Boundary through Alpha Cygni's Serilizing
plasma fires, wrecking their philosopher cdlls and the Wl influence that held out the promise of peace
for the firg time since human ships had encountered Chenzeme.

Hed been wrong. Now the decks were being crushed out of exisence as Nikko rebuilt the
ship'sinterior to insulate the core. The gee deck was dready gone, dong with Clemanting's house and dl
the trees that had grown there for two hundred years. And the smdl animas? The spiders, the moths, the
birds, the koi, and the lizards? Lot hoped Nikko had kept thar patterns.

Thisisn't necessary.

Sill, it had become inevitable.

Lot retreated done to the core chamber while the others completed thar tasks in the interstice,
or in the core apartments. He summoned an old diagram of Alpha Cygni onto the image wall. The star
was out there. They couldn't yet know exactly where, only that it was not so far away anymore.

The diagram expanded to include an image of Kheth, the G-type primary of Deception Well,
placed againg Alpha Cygni for scae. Kheth was less than hdf the diameter of this behemoth. Alpha
Cygni was so massive, so bright, Lot fdt it should be as old as the gdaxy. He knew it was not. Massve
gars were short-lived. Sometimes they survived only afew tens of thousands of years before their fierce
metabolisms consumed dl the avallable hydrogen in ther reective layer. Vast quantities of hydrogen
would remain in the outer mantle, but it was not accessible to the star's fuson engine. When the hydrogen
was gone, hdium would be consumed, then upward through the dements until iron formed, deep benegath
the mantle. Iron could not be fused at the temperatures and pressures avalable. So fuson would cease,
and the outward pressure of radiation would vanish. Nothing would be left to support the star againg the



forever-pull of gravity. It would collgpse inward, only to regnite in the cataclysmic exploson of a
supernova, an event of massve destruction and essentid creation—a forge where every dement heavier
than iron might begin its chain ot existence.

And how do | know this?

Because she was there beside him for this moment: his mother. She had died that day Jupiter had
brought his amy into Silk. Her body had been dissolved, but her pattern had been preserved in the
archives of thet city. Perhaps she lived again. If Sk thrived, its archives might have been tapped— seven
thousand new genotvpes, seven thousand lite experiences, immediatdy available to fud the expansion.

If SIk had railed, then even those patterns would be lost.

Dead or dive? Likeh he would never know. And she in turn—if she lived agan—would never
know what had become of him. And dill she lived ingde him, her voice divein hisfixed memory.

"There" she said, gpeaking to the boy he had been. "L ook there" Her dender fingers moved in a
horizontd arc. "That luminous river—that is the path of the Milky Way. Tha is our gdaxy, seen
edge-on.” Her other arm snuggled around hiswaist as they cuddled in the semidark-ness, surrounded on
dl sdes by a projected garfidd, so that they seemed to drift a the center of a cosmic egg. If he looked
backward, over his shoulder, he would see her face. He did not look. He was 9x and romanticdly in
love with her, and for this moment she belonged to him aone.

She said, "For dl the distance people have come from Earth, we are 4ill only on the edge of the
gdaxy's great disk." The tone of her voice lowered. "There, do you see where the luminous white path is
broken by darkness? Clouds of darkness that puff into the river of light? Yes, that's it. Those redly are
clouds. They were visble even from the surface of Earth. They are not so far from us now—not the edge
of them anyway. They are molecular clouds, made of dust and gas. They are the place where stars are
born."

This was her cregtion story, and she spoke it in hushed tones, as if power lay in the words
themsdves, or in the image the words sketched—not only the power of creation, but dso of
undergtanding, and acceptance.

"An older star explodes, within or without the cloud, and a shock wave runs through the
darkness of the cloud center. The materid of the cloud is compressed in a front. Knots of greeter densty
develop dong this front. They grow through gravitationd attraction. Infaling matter adds to their mass,
until afamily of protostars is formed. They are cocooned in the val of the surrounding cloud, but as each
new dar ignites, afierce sdlar wind begins to blow, eroding the cloud, urtil findly there is no cloud, and
the new star is revedled.”

The great star, Alpha Cygni, mugt have fdlen out of its embryonic cloud long after the origin of
the Chenzeme. Plagues might have infested the nursery nebula, but Alpha Cygni's radiation would have
broken ther structures or blown them away. Given the star's youth and giant size, it seemed unlikdy
native life had evolved in its gdlar system, so perhaps the Chenzeme had never gone there. Raw & Vast
& Sterile. Lot found a cold amusement in the irony that Alpha Cygni, in dl its short-lived fury, should be
asafer dedtination than any system sporting alovely blue-green agueous world.

* k% *

Feding dl too human, Deneb supervised the dissection of a factory-made probe within the
interstitia space that wrapped the ship's core. She had named the probe Vigil. It had been assembled
from an ancient design, leading Nikko to worry about imperfections in the library file So they'd
disassembled the device after it emerged from the factory, ingpecting the separate parts and testing them,
finding only dight errors that were easly corrected.

Deneb ran her hands dong the smooth shdl of Vigil's exposed heart: a meter-long ovoid
containing the observationa indruments. It looked like an eye. She could see her reflection and
Clemantindsin the dark and smoky ins of the probe's glass lens.

"Ready?' Clemantine asked.



Deneb nodded, and together they fitted the eye back into a housing that held the folded solar
pands and asmdl volume of propelant so that the eye could turn. The eye closed, as a shroud within the
probe's housng lowered across the lens.

A shidd canigter bisected the curved space of the interstice, both its ends resting in the soft tissue
of the outer wdl. Vigl would leave the ship ensconced within this protective package. Nikko—once
agan in corporea form— helped them maneuver the probe into its waiting cradle. Tricky work in zero
gravity, it would have been impossble under any Sgnificant acceleration. The components massed far
more than the people arranging them.

The probe settled into pogtion in the open canister. Deneb touched it once more, rluctant to let
it go. Seldom had she been o close to working machines. Congtruction was a remote art, performed by
microscopic assemblers under the direction of autonomous programs. Finished devices were seded
within thelr permanent positions without ever encountering human hands. She stroked the probe, finding
an ancient satisfaction in this fleshy contact.

Vigl would accompany them as they dove toward the star, though it would follow a trgectory
that would keep it above the killing radiation. "Punch a path out of here" she whispered. "Watch for us,
while the Chenzeme hijackers burn.”

Nikko chuckled. "Would that be a new atitude for you, Deneb? | thought you wanted the
Chenzeme for your friends™

Her kisheer went dill as she turned a wary eye upon him. Did animosty nick at his voice? She
had been leery of him for along time, but he had said so little to her these two years, had approached her
90 rardy, shed let caution dip away. It returned now, like an old song, surfacing in the memory. He
didnt know she had infected hersdf with her own evolved verson of the cult parasite. No one knew.
"You're arad of making peace, aren't you?'

Softly, Clemantine said, "Deneb, don't gtart anything.”

Nikko drifted a one end of the canigter, his face—as dways—unreadable. "The only peace the
Chenzeme want is the peace of our extermination.”

Deneb tapped the wdl with her toes, gliding closer to him. "Don't misunderstand it, Nikko. Don't
misunderstand me. The philosopher cdls on our hull are a device. They are not the Chenzeme. No one
hes ever encountered the true Chenzeme."

"Wdl now that's lucky. You can ill be thefird to do it."

His words carried the shock of a physcad blow. Was that what she wanted? She glanced a
Clemantine but found no support there, just a cool curiosty. Heat flooded the scales of her face. "And
what's wrong with that?' she asked huskily. "It's a better god than daughtering them all.

"With luck,” Clemantine said, "we can do both.”

Agang her back, Deneb fdt the impact of a dow bolt of fear. She turned to Clemantine,
expecting... she was not quite sure what. Not the cam expression she found. ™Y ou don't mean that.”

"l think | do."

Deneb's china-hard fingertips scraped againg the canister as her figs denched in a reflexive, a
defendve, gesture. Her neurd organ was immeature; its presence undetectable—but for how long? Nikko
had Chenzeme receptors in the walls. Were he and Clemantine so scarred by their experiences that they
could not think rationaly about peace? About the necessity of adaptation?

In that moment Deneb fdt again the desperate londiness she had known in her firg hours after
waking. When the abyss that separated her from Sol System, from her own past, had splayed open a
her feet, and she had fdt afrad to even think, knowing she had logt everything—and that the shapes
moving now within her perception must be forever dien. Human in form, but of a mindscape she could
never comprehend.

It was a sense of dissociation that had faded over time, but now the feding returned with vigor. A
quietness came over her—the cautious Slence of an outsider.

"Come" Clemantine said. "It'stime to finish."



"Right." Her voice carefully detached. "Let's close up then." She helped Nikko replace the pand
they'd cut from the canister wdl. He laid a bead of sedant on the seam. The compound steamed, and the
Seam vanished.

Deneb watched the process, acutely conscious of her heart beating hard within her throat. She
hed put her dormant ghost aboard the probe. It was packed into the memory, dong with the ghodts of
Nikko, Clemantine, and Urban—yplaced there againg the vadtly amdl chance the probe would encounter
a subgtrate that could be used to reproduce them, before the information it carried degraded beyond
retrievd.

So she would aways be done with them—these strangers—in thislife, and any others that might
follow. Always with them. The fact knocked a her, like the maddening rhythm of a haf-heard drum.
Always with them.

Not with Lot. He had no ghost.

But with them.

"Okay," Nikko said. He looked at Clemantine, then at Deneb, his gaze forever unreadable. "Let's
get rid of it."

Thewal opened a receptive pocket. Nikko coiled his toes around a hold and gave the canister a
shove, while the pocket extruded petds to receive it. The canister would be ferried astern, to the cargo
compartment of amissle that waited near the interface of contaminated and uncontaminated tissue,

"Nikko? "Deneb asked.

He turned to her as the canister disappeared, and she had to remind hersdf that he was not dien,
thet aman lurked somewhere behind that emotionless stare. That she had loved him in another life. Her
kisheer curled and shivered as she struggled to comprehend such athing. Of course he must have been a
different man then. He had not dready logt her.

She swdlowed againg a dry throat. "It's wrong to think of exterminating them... even if it is
possible. You don't know them. You're hating a phantom, a shadow that was cast by some unknown
thing along time ago.”

"Not so long. They made the cult virus™

"Something made the cult virus. It might have been a smdl faction of the Chenzeme, out to
conquer the rest. Maybe the warships fight so hard because mogt of the Chenzeme are tearified of the
cult too."

His kisheer went dill. Anger limned hisvoice. "If it isadvil war, it's clear both Sdes are waging it
agang us. And we know they're dill out there, because they made the cult virus to work againg us. That
could not have happened very long ago. Whatever they are, Deneb, they don't have our best interests in
mind. Get that sraight this time and maybe well have a chance.”

Was it my fault? Could she be responsible for something that happened in another life? Nikko
seemed to think so. It wasn't hard to guess what he would say if he learned of her neurd organ. Sill the
same Deneb.

She fdt exposed. She turned a wary gaze on Clemantine, but dl she encountered there was the
oblivious expresson of someone under heavy drid link. No doubt she tracked the canister's progress
through the trangt tissue. Deneb Sghed.

Cdling the same feed into her own drid space, she watched an image of the canigter as it
approached the missle. She watched it load into the waiting cavity.

Themissle was oriented on aline tangentid to the ship's core, so that its exhaust would not burn
atunnd into the heart of the uncontammeated tissue. Still, they would lose a greet ded of territory when
the exhaust serilized ther own defensve Makers.

"Fry the bastards,” Nikko muttered. "It's our turn to win."

A synthetic voice chanted the ignition sequence: "Three... two... one... go."

The image in Deneb's arium vanished as the observationd indruments burned. She fdt the
vibration of the ignited missle through the malesble walls, rétling the air of the chamber, firs with a deep



hum, then a soft boom.

A second, smdler missile followed the bore hole punched out by the firs. She fdt that vibration
too. It hauled out a heavy cable that would suffice as a radio antenna for Null

Boundary. The cable was laced with newly developed Makers. They hoped to have at least
twenty minutes of observation time before it succumbed. If the new Makers worked well, they might
have more time than that.

Deneb looked to Nikko for word of success, but he was dlent, his eyes closed behind their
crystd shidd. "Have we contact with the probe?' she whispered.

He hestated a moment, then nodded. "We have"

Her chest fdt light. Her heartbeat reverberated asif it boomed in an empty chamber.

Nikko straightened his shoulders, and Deneb redized held been huddied againgt the inner wall.
He announced: "The missle housng has fdlen away."

She dlowed hersdf to breathe, softly, dowly. The missile had been designed to burst open with
explogve bolts, so that any contaminants on its surface would be blown clear. The shidd canister was
amilarly designed.

"The canigter is open now,” Nikko said. His kisheer shuddered, risng up around his neck as he
let out along and raucous whoop. "Yed Clemantine, did you catch that? It's away. It's away."

Lot kept hisgrim watch in the core chamber, dill done when the first processed image from Vigil
was displayed. He hissed. The courser. Its image splashed across the wdl in flawless darity. It dill
dogged them. It couldn't be more than a few kilometers awvay. He stared at its gleaming white hull, and a
adark wound near its stern, a crater with edges curling outward.

Understanding hit him. This was not the courser & dl. Thiswas an image of Null Boundary—but
how the ship had changed! There were no didinguishing fesatures left. The solenoids were gone; the
exhaust vents were plugged, the entire hull had been colonized by the philosopher cdls, and at the bow
he could just make out the beginnings of the ridged architecture they had seen aboard the dark courser.

We have become a Chenzeme courser. Though without weagpons or zero point drive—and they
were badly damaged. The dark crater marked the point where the missle had exited. Lot couldnt see
the radio cable. "Where isthe red courser?' he demanded. "Nikko? How closeisit?'

Nikko's ghogt didnt answer, but on the wal a grgphic marker appeared severd handspans
above Null Boundary's image. It bore the labd: object Alpha-Cygl, spectra-match, Courser A.
Range: 120,000K.

Wl within weapons range, yet it hadn't approached, and it hadn't fired. Like a nursemad it
accompanied them, overseeing ther transformation.

A torrent of harsh light washed over Lot's back, erosve in its intensty. It overwhelmed Null
Boundary's image, cagting Lot's shadow in its place—though he fet his own body must soon dissolve in
that heetless radiance.

He turned, to face asmdl point of unbearable brightness set into the dark wall.

"What is that? Nikko?' He squinted, wondering if some process in the image walls had failed, or
if Vigil had been contaminated and was sending garbage sgnds.

"Come on, Nikko," Lot muttered, hoping that a least a submind was ligening. "Damp the
intengty. Process thisinput so | can see something.”

Did the brightness decline? He wasn't sure a firs. Then dowly, he noticed agan his body,
emerging from the solution of light.

The ship shuddered. Lot twisted around to find that Null Boundary's image was visble again, just
as achan of explosions ripped open the ship's flank.

Beginning aft and advancing toward the bow, orange mushrooms of fire legped outward,
uncurling into jets that narrowed and became blue lances that swiftly sputtered and faded. Nikko was



fiing his remaining steerage engined Two years ago the engines had been pulled deep into the ship's
tissue, away from the encroaching Chenzeme layer, while Nikko synthesized a fud subdtitute. Lot
counted the explosions of three engines, then four—no, five of them, feding the brush of weight as the
imagewal pushed againg his back.

Thiswas not the ignition of precison jets. The engines exhaust throats had been plugged by the
Chenzeme encroachment. He was watching the immolation of pockets of reserved fud, each one blasting
past the reformatted hull, burning off swaths of philosopher cdls, torching dl the information they
contained. Nikko was brutdly rending their hull to refine the ship's course. An orange glare defined the
wounds—a glare that did not fade.

Lot glanced at the graphic that marked the courser, fearing it would react. The labe had
amended: Range: 140,000K So it was pulling away, or fdling behind. The count ran up to 145, then
150—

Lot flinched as a sixth pocket of fud exploded outward. He waited in tense slence, but there
were no more eruptions. The courser's range had grown to two hundred thousand kilometers, and it was
dill increasing. Apparently it would not follow them into the fire.

Lot turned again to the point of brilliant white light.

Thisis Alpha Cygni, he redized. Like the face of a disant god, so bright he couldn't look at it
directly.

If the steerage engines had fired properly, their course would now bring them through the star's
outer envelope. Null Boundary would flash through a sea of fire, destroying the Chenzeme encroachment,
deilizing the hull.

"ot

He turned, surprised by Clemantines voice. She drifted at the mouth of a newly opened
crawlway, uncertainty in her dark eyes.

"Will the course change work?' he asked her.

"Let's hope so, because there's nothing ese we can do.”

We didn't have to do even this. The courser was out there. With the hull cdls intact, they could
have persuaded it to meet them peacefully. But it was too late to change anything now.

His gaze returned to the image of Alpha Cygni. If the explosions had been midimed or badly
amed, they were screwed. The ship would run too deep and boail apart. Lot had to suppose it margindly
possible the opposite could happen, that they would run too shdlow so the hull cdls survived. He didn't
put any hope in it, though. Nikko would have weighted his course correction for depth, even at risk to
the survivd of the ship. Lot had no doubt they were going in, and dl the way. "Look at it," he sad,
nodding at the star'simage. "Y ou can dmog see—"

Clemantinés mood lapped over him at last, slencdng whatever bandity had been on his mind.
Her meancholy curled around him, while her horny defiance dropped draight to his core. He looked at
her in dumb surprise, feding the cult rise ingde him.

"No reason to Say here, Lot. It looks like the courser will leave us done, for now. And nothing
elseisgoing to happen for awhile. So come now, with me"

The core interdtice had narrowed; the gpartments had shrunk to smdl hollows at the end of short
tunnels. Still, there was room enough for their needs. Lot closed his eyes and tilted his head back, feding
the skin of histhroat stretch and Clemantine's soft lips there, her breath so moist and warm, qudities that
could vanish in Alpha Cygni'sfire. This passage isn't necessary.

Nothing could stop it now.

He touched her head, rdishing the nappy fed of her hair againg his pdm. He caressed her neck,
while she concentrated on separating him from his skin suit. "Clemantine?”

"Mmm?'



"Did you ever have children?"

"No." She looked at hm sdeways, her dark eyes bright and ful of a grim history that had
hardened her, but had never extinguished her native grace. "Or maybe | did. Somewhere. Not this
verson of me, though.”

"Maybe that verson you left behind in SIk?"

"Hush. Leave them to their own lives. We're no part of it anymore.”

"Sooth." They were in the grip of a rdentless momentum, faling farther and farther from their
pasts, and no turning back, ever. "It's jus that... it dl seems o fragile What we do. Our lives The
choices we make. What happens to us. None of it is repeatable. If we could wind time back, it would
never happen thisway agan.”

"Does that frighten you?"

"Not redly. Not dl the time. It's just that, every moment, every lifeis..." He groped for a word
that would say it.

"Unique?' Clemantine suggested.

"Yes, but more. It could never be again.”

"Sometimes that's good.”

"Sometimesiit's not. And everything that's ever been done, everything that's been accomplished,
seems S0 precarious. A dropped glass a thousand years ago. A misunderstood glance... and where
would we be? Never born. Another would be... not even here. You understand? None of this needs to
be, by any definition of the word. We are here because... because we sumbled in this direction, and our
ancestors before us, for no reason. That's precarious. | fed like... like a moth, my chaotic motion
programmed inmy cells, sruggling cheoticadly over thermd currents that rise chaoticdly from the fire"

"Dont think about thet."

He couldn't help it. Alpha Cygni might mean death for them, but deep in its core, dements were
being brewed that would make new worlds. "This gar is like the body of a god. Every dement is there,
or will rise fromit, but for now it is without form."

She looked puzzled at the drift of his mood. "Is that meant to be poetic or superditious?”

He shook his head. 1t was just another way of seeing. The cult flamed insde him, a white-hot fire,
afrad now of its own demise. Nothing would ever come out of him but the cult. Even more than the
courser that shadowed them, he was a machine with a sngular purpose, a fact too dearly illuminaed by
the infinite possibilities embodied in this star. "I'm overdesigned. There are too many contingencies.”

Clemantine didnt answer for so long he thought she would refuse to answer. Then findly:
"Everything about you was made for a purpose, Lot. Or to defend that purpose. That is the difference
between atificid and naturd things. Artificid things have their reason for being imposed on them. Naturd
things are Ift to find their own reason in every moment of thelr existence.”

His charismata bumped ineffectively againg her. "You can change” he concluded for her. "I

In that sense, the Makers that cleaned his skin and the DIs that watched over him were more
dive than he, and he was a machine, a tool without adaptive properties, and he was not dive at dl
because he could not find his own reason for being. "And ill, | love you."

"Say that, again and agan.”

"I loveyou. | loveyou."

This gtar called Alpha Cygni was the body of a god, but there would be no images, no legping
faces, no mocking dread, no superdtitious ghouls encountered on their passage through its vaporous fire,
In that sea of disassembled potentid, of worlds waiting to be born, there would be only light. Pure light,
incandescent dugt, flowing plasma, without reason, filled with potentid. "I love you," he repeated, one
more time,

Untouchable light, that no order and no destiny and no reason could survive.



Chapter 16

The spider on Lot's ear woke him from a half-deep. "You there, fury?' Lot's eyes opened. He
looked around to find Clemantine dready awake "Urban?’

"Nikko says to come to the core chamber. We're dodng up.”

"What's the courser's range?

"Nine hundred thousand K," Urban said. "Way out of weapons range. The dog is dowing down
likeit's about to hit awal."

Clemantine looked thoughtful as she pulled on her shorts and her stretch top. "The profile of
anticipated hull temperatures sounds alittle high.”

Lot gave her a puzzled look. It was Urban who answered, and he sounded impatient. "Sooth
We're pushing the upper range. We aren't going to get a second chance.”

"Exactly. So we need to accurately anticipate the effects. Itll take days to radiate that volume of
heat. Can we be sure the core will remain insulated that long?*

"I'm sure of it. | plan to change the profile of the hull to speed cooling. Look, 1've worked up
some scenarios. See? These are arrays of fins we can deploy from midlevd tissue, depending on when
we get control of our rotation.”

Lot could see nothing. This conversation was taking place at least partly on aleve he could not
access, leaving him feding like a kid, excluded from the discussons of his elders.

But this was Urban.

"What do you mean you plan to change the hull?" Lot demanded. "Urban, when did you take
Nikko's place?"

"Get dressed, fury.”

Thewadls of the chamber pressed in around them. Lot hurried to grab his skin suit. It floated free,
aglvery mantle writhing on the dow ar current. He touched it with his hand and it wrapped around him,
its seams smoothly sedling over his skin. "When, Urban?"

"I haven't taken Nikko's place. I'm just... backing him up."

While learning everything he needed to know to run a ship? Lot might have asked more
questions, but not with Clemantine there.

They I€ft the gpartment, to find the intergtice had shrunk to a crevice only a couple of feet across.
"Nikko's been busy," Lot observed.

"Well befilling this space with insulaing tissue," Clemantine explained as she crossed the gep and
entered a crawlway. "In the midhull we're layering insulation with airless decks to dow the spread of heat.
Welve been lucky. So far the antenna has hdd.”

She dropped into the core chamber. Lot followed her, to find Deneb dready there. Urban
showed up moments later, emerging from a hidden membrane. "All together & lag," he said.

Lot asked him, "Are you the same persona?’

He cocked his head. "Aswhat? Oh. Yeah. | am now."

If he fdt any fear, Lot couldn't senseit. Trust Urban to edit anything unsavory.

Deneb did not show the same degree of preparation. Fear steamed off her in a humid front. Her
kisheer trembled, while her toes latched tightly to holds on the image wall. She looked as if she were
afrad of fdling. "We haven't discussed where we're going after this” she said.

"Asuming there is an after?' Lot asked. It surprised him that there were dill plans to be made.

"We have to assume that," Deneb snapped.

Clemantine frowned at the walls. "Let's get some pictures back up while the antenna's il intact.”

Somebody had summoned a factory door to the back of the core chamber. Lot headed for it, as
afiltered image of the great star came up. The point of brilliance Lot had seen before was gone. Alpha



Cyogni had swallen into an immense plain mottled with granular shadows. Most of the light had been
sripped away by filters it did not look white, or pure. Lanes of gatic cut across its face as magnetic
currents twisted Vigil'sincoming Sgndl.

Lot asked the factory if it was working. It assured him that it was. He ordered two bottles of
champagne.

It took a minute for the package to be hauled out of storage, but at last the factory opened its
door, and Lot removed two teardrop-shaped bottles. Clemantine gave him a sSdeways look,
preoccupied with trying to filter the increesngly erratic sgnd from Vigil. Static-cut images flickered dl
around the chamber wadls. "Don't open thet in here" she warned him.

"Why not?" He beheaded the bottle with one ceremonious swipe of his hand. A sweet-amdling,
frothy geyser erupted from the broken neck.

"That'swhy."

Urban laughed. He'd been huddling with Deneb, trying to offer her some comfort, Lot supposed.
But now he l€ft her to dive a the shower of champagne, catching a bailing globule in his mouth.

Lot grinned. Screw thermd profiles and cooling arrays. This was the Urban he knew. "A toas,"
Lot declared. "To Alpha Cygni." He mimicked Urban, diving after another bouncing, stretching globule.
Some of it he caught in his mouth, but most of it splashed across his face. He swdlowed againg the
Sweet Szzle

"Wait," Urban said "We need ared toast." His eyes unfocused for just a moment. Did he dip into
the library? "Got it." He peered at Lot. "Are you scared?

"Not redly."

"You should be" He grinned. Then he caught one of the shivering globules in his hand. "It's a
quote by some Virgil, no-last-name: 'Degth twitchesmy ear. Live, he says. | am coming." "

Lot thought about it, while a champagne snake wriggled past them. "Sooth. That's how it is" He
chopped at the snake's back, shattering it, then scooped one of the resulting globules and sucked i,
feding the flush of dcohal in his cheeks.

Deneb dropped down between them. "I've never had champagne.”

"Better hurry,” Urban advised.

Lot saw his chance and scooped another bead. He passed it to Deneb. She caught his am
before he could pull it back, and she drank from his hand. He couldn't remember her ever touching him
before. Her blue eyes fixed on him, bright and intense. Her fear was il there, but it was sharpened now,
with a defiant edge. "I want to know how you see the world.”

He cocked his head, wondering how to interpret such a statement.

She watched him puzzle it out; then her chin rose, and she laughed merrily. "Don't try to guess
You won't succeed. It's just that I'm il working on the cult parasite. | might even get results soon.”

Urban dropped down between them. "Hear that, people? The revolution has triumphed. Deneb
has broken our resistance and restored the cult!”

She gaped a him, scanddized. "I have not! You—you mediot.” She swiped a a passng
globule, batting it into Urban's face. It shattered againg his cheek, the spray flying over dl of them, and
Deneb again burst into laughter.

Urban's eyebrows rose in feigned shock. "Thefirg shot isfired. | do believe we have awar.”

Lot could see wha was coming. He ducked out of the way as Urban dove on a globule,
damming it a Deneb. She squedled and tried to dodge, but it hit her cheek, burding into a thousand
droplets. "Mediot!" she shouted again, diving behind Lot just as Urban launched another shot.

"Hey!" Lot protested. He tried to dodge, but the champagne explosion hit him in the temple,
Spraying over Deneb, who growled and dapped a another globule, seeking to return the favor to Urban.
But she hit it wrong and it shattered, soaking Lot too.

Urban laughed. "Do you know what a human mind is? | read this somewhere. It's a DI that's



gone crazy."

"Like you?' Deneb asked. She had her hands on Lot's shoulders, usng him for a shidd. In the
sudden skirmish, Lot had logt contact with the wal. He twisted againg Deneb, trying to get back to a
place he could hold on to.

"Hey," Urban said. "He's stuck. Leave him there.”

Deneb dill had one toe on the wall. Lot fdt the spike of her excitement and knew she would
grand him if she could, leaving him hanging in open space, with no momentum and no way to reach any
wall

He twigted hard, just as she pulled away. "Uh-uh," he warned. He caught her wrigt, and she
erupted in laughter.

"Let go of me"

"Not a chance."

She worked to pry hisfingers loose. He let her do it, because he dready had the momentum he
needed. They bumped together againgt the wall. For a moment, the smooth scales of her shoulders flexed
beneath his hands. Then she wriggled free, ill giggling. "Crazy DIs get recycled!”

The ar was getting warm. Lot thought it might be the acohol. Across the chamber, a Static-laced
image of the great star flickered. Clemantine was anchored to it, one foot hooked under a loop, her gaze
glassy as she focused on the intermittent images sill reaching them from the probe.

Lot's gaze cut to Urban. It didn't seem right that Clemantine should be dlowed to ignore them.
Urban nodded slent agreement. "Is the bottle empty?' He mouthed the words.

"No," Deneb whispered. She plucked it from the ar with a toe. Lot raised his hand and she
passed it to him.

He turned the bottle around. Nothing came out. He tried shaking it. A few droplets burst from
the neck. "Soppy," Clemantine said, inches from his ear. Lot jumped in surprise, and Urban erupted in a
roar of laughter. Clemantine took the opportunity to snatch the bottle out of Lot's hands. "Here's how we
used to do it on the outposts a Heyertori."

Urban's laughter came to an abrupt end. "Y ou were there?'

Clemantine raised one eyebrow. "How did you think | survived?'

"Then you saw Null Boundary pass—"

"Likethis" she interrupted, and she sent the bottle spin- nmg end over end, tralling from its tip a
ribbon of flat champagne. She dove on it.

Lot recovered from his surprise in time to follow her, but just as he was about to beat her to a
mouthful, she turned to him with an arch look—"Try to ambush me, will you?'—and she gave his
shoulder a flick. Ingantly, he found himsdf tumbling out of control. He dammed into Urban, while
somewhere, Deneb laughed uproarioudy.

Nikko took that moment to drop into the chamber. "End-of-the-world party?' he asked.

"Any excuse," Clemantine told him. Her grin was wicked. She had gotten her hands on the
second bottle of champagne. She beheaded it, sending a geyser of foam lashing across Nikko's face. He
ducked—too latel—shaking his head, while Lot laughed so hard his belly ached.

Urban dove into the champagne cloud, dapping at the droplets, sending them damming into Lot
and Nikko, Deneb and Clemantine, before he hit the wal again with a thud.

The blow demolished his good humor. "Hold on," he sad gernly. His head canted a an
awkward angle as he squinted againd the fiery imege of the great star on the wal beside him. "Nikko?
There. You seeit? What isthat?"

"I don't know."

Lot saw it now: atiny spot againg the star's surface, flashing in and out of existence within a
ribbon of colorful static. It lay ahead of them, but there was no indication how far. As they swept toward
the coronait surged in size, evolving between flashes of datic from a formless spot to a ring seen dmost



edge-on. The Chenzeme vessds caled swan bursters were perfect ring shapes too.

"That's not anaturd object, isit?' Deneb asked.

Nikko's answer was terse: "No."

"It could be a swan burgter," Clemantine warned. "It could take a shot at us, Nikko."

"Orhiting this close to the gtar, itshull cdlswill be dead.”

Lot shook his head. "The dark courser found us without its hull cdlls active.”

Nikko's frudtration was a gray rot againg his sensory tears. "It doesn't matter. There's nothing we
can do."

The ring was aready fdling behind them, its imege drinking as Null Boundary passed within its
orbit.

Urban leaned close to the wavering display. "Were losng the Sgnd.”

"Vigl will record it," Deneb said. "Well get the record on the other Sde.”

The curtains of gatic thickened. The ring's image flashed one more time, then vanished into a sea
of chaotic color that itsdf lasted only a moment, before the chamber plunged into darkness.

"That'sit,” Nikko said grimly. "Weve logt the antenna. We're blind again.”

No one else spoke for severa seconds while Null Boundary finished its plunge toward the star.
Lot fdt a pressure in the absolute darkness. He listened to the harsh wash of his own ragged breathing,
while through the champagne mig Nikko's tendon sung at his sensory tears. They would be going deep.
"Nikko? Have we reached bottom yet?'

"Not yet."

Now Lot could hear alow moan rigng from the ship's tissues, a vibration that trembled in his
bones. "Heat expanson?' Deneb asked, her voice no more than a whisper.

The sound rose in frequency, an eerie wall in the darkness.

"The hull will be incandescent now," Nikko said.

In hismind's eye Lot saw the ship, hurtling through searing veils of plasma, traveing far too fagt to
ever be captured by Alpha Cygni's gravity. The philosopher cells would be white hot, molten and
amorphous, ther lighter dements escaping as vapor. "Nikko?' he asked again. "How much deeper?’

"Now. Thisisit."

The howl faded. For a moment the slence was unimpeded. Then a fizz arose from the imege
wadls Lot fdt awarm liquid dick benegth his pam.

Was water seeping from the grip? He swiped a the wdl and fdt the splatter of a thick liquid
layer. "What's happening?'

"We're flooding," Nikko said.

Then everyone spoke a once:

"Gat some lightsin here," Clemantine barked.

Deneb suggested, "Maybe the humidity sensors are overtaxed.”

"Then kill them,” Urban demanded.

Nikko told him, "They're dready dead.”

"Then maybe it's Seam pressure.”

"No. The vacuoles should be able to hold the pressure.”

Lot could fed theliquid layer up to hiswrist now. Benegth it, the image walls began to glow with
a ghogly green light—a dilute emerdd green—a shade dl too familiar. Unnerved, he yanked his hand
away from the wall, leaving a shadow behind in the shape of his grip, where tiny beads of green moisture
oozed from the gray wal.

He touched the spot again, swiping the beads away. They were warm, and more viscous than
water. They dung to his hand. He touched his tongue to one of them and experienced again the familiar,
vagudy sweet taste of Deception Well.



Urban's hand closed on his shoulder. Lot turned to him, and they shared a knowing look. They
had both been in the Wdl; they knew its Sgnature. Information had crawled through the biosphere there,
carried by dusve long molecules that washed into the streams, turning the water an enchanting, viscous
green.

"How did it get aboard Null Boundary?' Urban asked. He answered his own question. "Oh. We
brought it, didn't we?"

"Sooth." In the Well, they had drunk the water fredy. Even if they had not, Lot knew the Wdl's
microscopic governors would dill have infested their tissue—breathed in through their lungs or ferried
across theillusory barriers of ther skin. "Some of it probably came out of the nebular dust too." He had
imagined the Wl influence as a fossl impresson left on the philosopher cells, never suspecting the
governors dill lived among them.

The liquid was halfway up hisforearm now. Blobs of it were bresking off, knocked loose by ar
currents, or by the mations of Deneb, Clemantine, and Nikko as they sought to avoid contact with the
emerdd substance,

"It won't hurt you," Lot assured them. At least, he was fairly sure it would not. Events in the Well
hed never been predictable.

"Hasit been in the ship'stissue dl thistime?' Clemantine demanded. "Why isit emerging now?"

"Maybe it's mdting out?' Lot suggested. "It could be withdrawing from the radiation, pulling back
to the only safe Ste avallable”

The fluid was elbow deep. Clemanting's face looked eerie in the green light, her eyes cold and
unnaturd as she considered this theory. She flinched as a fist-szed blob waddled past her. "We're going
to drown."

Deneb had dready shoved her kisheer up over her nose and mouth as the ratio of liguid to air
within the chamber continued to dimb. Lot strove to keep his face in the clear. Still, he managed to
breathe in a droplet. He started coughing. The spasm didodged more fluid from the walls, a bright green
fountain that mixed with the champagne.

Lot started to gpologize, but his words were overwhemed by the thunderclap of an explosion
resounding through the ship. Beneath his hand the image wall rippled, pitching off the dinging moisture,
launching it into free fall. Lot closed his eyes, ducking his head as a shimmering wave dammed over him.
Theimpact knocked him from the wall. Water enwrapped him on dl sides. He thrashed, not knowing in
what direction ar might be found, or even if there was arr I¢ft to find.

Don't panic.

He forced his eyes open, to find himsdf immersed in a deep green world. He could see Deneb a
body length away, her kisheer avel over her mouth and nose and ears. With rdief he redized she would
be able to bresthe, even if the chamber filled.

In the muted light he could not see her eyes beneath their protective lenses, but he saw her
reaching for him. Did she know a way out? He kicked hard agang the thick green water. His hand
closed on hers. With her other hand, she motioned for him to continue. He kicked again, and this time he
burst past a surface layer that had been invisble to him. Certainly the light did not change color when he
emerged into an osdllaing pocket of ar waled by shifting arcs of surface tenson. He gasped, filling his
lungs At the same moment, Deneb's hand tightened on his an anchor that turned him around and killed
his momentum. He looked back, to see only her hand protruding into the pocket of ar. Then, as he
watched, her face emerged, the surface tenson bresking acrossiit like a glassine mask peding away.

"Where's Clemantine and Urban?' he asked her. "Where's Nikko?' He could not see their
shapes anywhere in the green glow around him.

She looked a him, only her head and a wisp of her shoulders emergent from the green water
wal. It took her amoment to it out her kisheer. "They'rein another air pocket at the chamber's far end.
They'redl right.”

His shoulders heaved as he drew a bregth of relief. "The exploson—what was it?'



Worry furrowed her brow as she consulted the ship through her atrid link. "It was in the reactor
chamber. Nikko thinks it might have been the casket that hdd Urban's contaminated skin suit, and his
remans”

"Isthe reactor damaged?"

She shrugged. "Cameras are out. We can't tl.”

Chapter 17

Green wadls shifted and rippled, echoing the restless sense that rolled off Deneb. Lot could guess
She was getting ready to duck back into the water. He fdt a sudden, panicked sense of entrgpment.
"Wat! Show me where Urban and Clemantine are.”

She looked distracted, her atention turned inward. "I don't think—"

Nikko popped through the surface beside her with an abruptness that made Lot jump. He hung
hdf in ar, hdf in water, like a sea thing from the VR. The kisheer rolled off his face, oozing out of his
mouth to unfurl across his shoulders. Lot watched it, grimly fascinated.

"Air'saproblem,” Nikko announced. "Oxygen is dill baing processed in the chamber wdls, but it
can't diffuse fast enough through this goop to replenish what you're usng.”

Lot nodded, holding on to an gppearance of cdm, though in his breast he could fed the beat of
caged panic. His gaze roved around the trembling sphere that contained him. The arr in this bubble was
warm and humid, heavy with a vapor that gathered in ever greater concentrations within his lungs " Cant
we pump this mess back through the walls?'

In the vague light, Nikko's blue eyes looked black. They seemed fixed on some point beyond
Lot's shoulder. "Thisis "Wdl quff. It's smarter than we are.”

Sure. They could try to pump the green water back into an interstice, but if the governors
objected—

He could not guess what would happen. The chamber's transport membranes might smply fall.
Tha seemed mog likdy. Sll, the governors could chance on an active defense, atacking on a
microscopic scale anything that was not Seif.

"Okay," Lot sad. He could find no echo of his own fear in Nikko's aura; only a cold and
mechanica determination. "Il need a rebreather, then.”

"I've dready ordered some, but the factory's duggish. It could be severd minutes more before
they're resdy—and Clemantine and Urban will need them sooner. They're caught in a smaller pocket.”

"They could come here"

"Thet would make this bubble smdl.”

"S0 you want me to wait here."

"You have to."

Lot moved his head dowly back and forth, but the only new sense he caught was his own
crushing disgppointment. He nodded. He redly did not want to be done. Nothing to do about it, though.
Was there? He looked hopefully a Deneb.

Tha fant optimiam was dashed when he saw her kisheer fluttering up her neck. She sad,
"Theré's another bubble we can move you to if needed. It's smdl, but—" She shrugged, and the kisheer
seded over her face. She ducked back benesath the liquid, a water spirit seen in distorted Silhouette,
rippling into invighility.

"Are we going to make it?" Lot asked, turning back to Nikko—but Nikko had disappeared too,
beneeth a pucker of green water, leaving only the vapor of his mood behind him, a cold determination
lad over sullen fury. Lot moved his head back and forth, letting the emotiona remnants drag across his
sensory tears, diluted by a duggish green ram, by green filaments and champagne migt.

He fdt horribly alone—and impatient with himsdf. The others weren't far. The core chamber was
the same Sze it had dways been.



Ye it fdt huge now, and the world that contained them ovewhdmingly vast. And the five of
them dl the people there were tofill it.

He moved his head again, tasting Nikko's fading presence. Determination over a sullen fury. Is
this our signature?

He liked the taste of it. So he took it into himsdf, and he changed it. Stripping it of dl
ornamentation, he saved only the core of it—a core intengty that he redoubled, again, and again until it
filled him, until he fet himsdf poised on a chfftop, or perhaps on the edge of the Well, with his
consciousness flowing outward, creating space around him.

His eyes were not closed. Still, he did not see with them. That part of his mind thet fabricated the
sense of images was busied by another input. With muted surprise, he redized he had accessed the data
latent in the green water of the Wl that rained againg his cheeks.

This awareness brought on a sense of wonder edged in faint, warm fear. He'd been here before.
He knew the history of the Wdl was kept within the complex molecules that ran through every niche of
that world and through the system’s cocoomng nebula. In the Well, Lot had accessed those histories,
hed harvested the design of the philosopher cdls from the nebular dust—but held done it only when half
drowned or drugged, never on his own.

Now, he crouched on a pinnacle at the center of an expanse that unfurled around him asif it were
his own newly made wings. Thoughts pumped through this vista on highways woven of linked molecules.
He heard his heart begting, pumping thoughts.

Far away, thin shapes moved—very far. He fdt thar distance as a measure of time, not of space.
He gazed into the past and he saw things like tranducent cloth blown on wind or like gligening nets
rippling or like fog and knew these things were living beings. This knowledge appeared whole in his mind
without preamble. These things were a kind of people, and yet they were like nothing held ever seen
before, either in alibrary, or inthe Well, or in his own crippled imagination.

Then, as aoruptly as it had formed, this world began to collapse. He fet in himsdf an excruciating
sense of mass, asif the vast wings of his perception were being crushed back into an impossibly compact
core. He opened his mouth. Air did past his throat in a ratling gasp. The vida onto the past vanished,
while around him, the water walls trembled, as if responding to the echo of a scream that had died in his
throdt.

He cursed out loud, redizing he had let himsdf be caught in a pocket of Hill ar. He might have
suffocated, breathing the same torpid current over and over again. He twisted restledy, as if he could
sense where the oxygen was thickest.

What had he seen?

He swiped a the watery surface with the tips of hisfingers, weighing the risk of seeking that state
agan. Just then, Clemantine emerged through the wall of the bubble, a re-breather dinging with gdainous
fingers to her face. She popped it off and asked him, "Are you okay?'

"y egh”

"You look alitle logt.”

He amiled. "Is the ship holding together?

She pursed her lips. "Wl now, that depends on exactly what you mean.”

Neurd paths to the reactor chamber had faled, but when Urban had them rebuilt, he found the
cameras dill operational. Now his ghost floated cross-legged, three feet above a white data path. Nikko
drifted at his shoulder. Together they gazed at a library window that opened onto the reactor chamber.

Detris from the exploded casket ricocheted through the high, narrow room in glowing,
misshapen mushroom heads. The room lights had faled, but the chamber had not gone dark. Discrete
flecks of blazing white light outlined dowly heding dents and scars on the glossy walls The flecks were
larger versons of the spots Urban had seen burning againg his glove when held returned from hisforay to
the dark courser.



Ancther piece of shrapnd struck the wall. This time there was a amdl explosion. The piece
shattered into droplets of red-hot day that legped off the wall with enhanced acceleration. At the point of
impact, a white fleck glowed with heightened luminosty. The temperature in the chamber hovered near
one hundred degrees Cdsius.

"It's another infection, in't it?" Urban asked.

Nikko nodded somberly. "That would be my guess

"I picked it up on the courser. | brought it back on the skin suit, and now it's spread.” He had
wanted a trophy, but this was not exactly wha held had in mind. "L ot thinks the warships are made of an
dliance of organisms. Maybe thisis one of them.”

"It's hardy, whatever it is. To survive in the casket for two years™

"It's thriving now. Do you think it's feeding off the heat?"

Nikko didn't answer right away. Then: "It wasn't this hot in the courser's vent tube.”

"Sooth. But the vent tube was inactive when we were there. If we cool the reactor chamber, we
might dow its spread.”

Nikko grunted. Another window opened beyond the firs. Nikko started running engineering
gmulations, seeking arrays that would pull heat out of the bow. Urban produced a submind to look over
his shoulder.

But his ghost remained fixed on the window into the reactor chamber. He had wanted to bring a
trophy back. Now he watched another white spot brighten as it was struck by shrgpnel. He watched it
ooze with barely discernible motion toward the bow of the ship. He recaled the flowing current of light in
the courser's vent tube and the stretching pull of shifting space-time. They'd gone into the tube looking for
some clue to the engineering puzzle of the zero point drive. Could it be that they had owned that due for
two years and never redized it?

"Nikko?"

"Yesh?'

"Maybe we shouldn't try to dow thisinfestation. Maybe we should encourage it instead.”

Nikko's head turned toward him. His blue eyes glared in a disconcerting, off-center gaze.

Urban sdf-conscioudy straightened his back. Defiance chopped his words. "The only way to find
out what it doesisto let it grow.”

"Lot suggested nearly the same thing after the mating.”

Urban thought about this, then shook his head. "It's not the same. The metabalic layer was like an
amy, sysematicaly conquering the ship's tissue and reformaiting it. Thisis more like... an escaped tool?
That's whet it acts like. It doesn't seem too smart.” He shrugged. "Anyway, you know where it came
from. It could be associated with the zero point drive. We could learn alot.”

Nikko sghed.

Urban watched him anxioudy, but he could not guess what he was thinking. "Come on, Nikko,"
he pressed. "It's not like there are any safe choices.”

"We could let the chamber retain its heat,” Nikko said. "At lesst for now."

"Good." Urban nodded to himsdf. It fdt like progress. "Well watch it closdy. Shut it down if we
haveto."

"If we can."

Ancther white fleck oozed toward the bow in minute, amoebic motion. The shrapnd rattled
agang the gligening walls. Urban fdt something like fear dir in the chaotic regions benesth his conscious
mind. He deleted it immediatdly.

It was Deneb who found a temporary solution to the problem of the green flood. She designed a
membrane to grow on the chamber wadls, a chorionic sac that surrounded the Wel water. At her
command the membrane contracted, peding off the aft wal, herding the liquid into a compact globule that



nested in the chamber's bow end.

Nikko was the firg to wriggle out of the gdainous sac. It sealed behind him. He turned to watch
the others emerge into the open cavity, like tadpoles burdting out of a sdf-heding egg.

Deneb shook her head hard, drenching her kisheer in the oxygen-rich air. It shivered, then oozed
off her face. She grinned, a no onein particular. "It worked, didn't it?'

"A grand job," Clemantine agreed. "Now let's get a new antenna deployed.”

Nikko had a ghogt dready a work on the project. The antenna was launched through the
ammeing hull, a cable that survived only seconds—but that was enough to receve from Vigl a
compressed data squirt encompassing the time since contact was logt.

The aft wall flooded with an edited image of the great star. Thering artifact stood againg the face
of Alpha Cygni, too smdl to discern, so its podtion was represented by a tiny black circle drawn by
Vigil's DI. The cirde was labded: identity unknown, estimated 2k diameter. Far, far amdler than the
gigantic swan bursters suggested by itsring shape.

The pursuing courser was represented by alabeled point, risng over the star's horizon.

"Look how far it's veered," Urban said. He cocked hisfid at it. "Too hot for you, you son of a
bitch?'

"Look how much it's dowed," Clemantine added, her dark gaze locked on the columns of data
soralling at the bottom of the display. "It's ill dowing. It's decderating a dmog fifty g's. By the
Unknown God. We could survive a maneuver like that only as ghosts. Nikko?' She turned. Her
suspicious gaze skewered him. "What the hell is going on?"

"Maybe it's detected something ahead of us™ Urban mused.

"Something bad enough to scare a Chenzeme courser?’

"Now you're scaring me" Deneb said.

Nikko's fingers rattled againg histhigh in a nervous cadence. "l don't know for sure, but... look
a the ring" He opened a window in the image wall, using it to house a modd of the courser's path. Its
veodity was dready far less than Null Boundary's, yet dill so fast its path bent only a little even in Alpha
Cygni'simmense gravity. "Isnt it lining itsdf up with the ring—?"

Deneb cried out asif in pan.

Nikko turned back to the projection on the aft wal, to see the atifact burding open in a
white-hot explosion: the courser had fired on it. The white light made a brief ghost of Deneb's face.

"Old murderers,” Clemantine growled in agutturd voice, full of hate.

Nikko fdt something too—panic? revulson? pity? It passed too quickly to be sure, excised by a
protective neurd function. He shook his head. "The courser must have been aware of the ring hours ago.
That'swhv it dowed down— to give itsdf alonger window to useitsgun.”

Urban studied the image, his fig cocked near his chin. "The ring had to be a priority target. So
what the hdl was it? Run the record back, Nikko. Is there any more detail ?'

"Vigl wasn't indructed to watch the ring,” Clemantine said. "There's not much dse”

"It was dlent, though,” Urban mused. "No detectable radio. No visble philosopher cdls
Definitdy not a swan burster. So what was it?"

"We can't know," Deneb said. Her kisheer had scrunched around her neck; her voice was soft
and uncertain. "We led the courser here. We caused this”

Nikko fdt black anger move like avirus in his spine. Sheld caused worse thingsin her time. "So
the Chenzeme kill the Chenzeme. Boo-hoo."

Deneb stared at himin shock. "You don't know if the artifact was Chenzeme."

Lot overrode whatever retort he might have made. "It doesn't matter now! Not when our own
assis on the line" He dung to the wal above the burning image of the star. His anger and his ambition
lashed the wall sensors. "I didn't want to make this passage, but now it's done, the ship is bailing away,
weve got an event in the reactor chamber, and the courser's not so far behind. If you dl don't do



something now, it's over.”

Chapter 18

Urban might have been waiting for a cue. "Lot's right,” he snapped, kicking across the chamber
to land on the wdl beside Nikko. "Weve wasted too much time dready. Let's get the fins out, before we
cook.”

Deneb stared a him, sriving to focus her attention. It was a joke to him. Everything was a joke,
or ascheme, or a game. Not this. This was red. The ship needed to cool. It would be along process,
and she worried it would demand far more time than Urban had alotted. Meanwhile, heat would work its
way from the ship's outer layers to the core.

She didn't want to think about thét.

"I'm going to get another antenna out,” Clemantine said. "See if we can get another data squirt
from Vigil."

"Get onit," Nikko agreed. "We need to know what the couiser's doing now."

"Our thermd profile is up and running in the library,” Urban said. "Meet you dl there."

Nikko agreed.

Clemantine agreed.

Deneb drew a deep breath to steady hersdf—wasted effort—Nikko's brusque voice diced in
through her atrium, meking her jump. * How many ghosts are you comfortable running?

Peeved at hisintruson, Deneb rounded on him. Why couldn't he speak out loud?

She found him gone from the chamber. *Hey, where are you?

"He's ghogting,” Urban said.

Her kisheer tightened around her neck. "You mean he's dissolved himsdf again? Love and
nature, Nikko, how can you bear to wipe your core persona like that, over and over agan?’

*| don't have a core persona. Now, do you think you could leave aside the question of my
mental health long enough to upload a ghost to the library? | want some oversight on the growth
of the ship's cooling fins. And if you're feeling especially generous, we could use your opinion at
the reactor chamber too.

"Isthat dl?"

*How many ghosts are you comfortable running? We could always use more in
engineering.

"Il use subminds for that."

She carefully trimmed each persona, so none would fed her fear.

Microprobes launched through the ship's tissue reported the formation of a crust on the outer
hull, but beneath that there was little organization. Incandescent liquids pooled around veins of glowing
meta while volatile gases sublimed in a continuous cloud around the ship. Deneb's ghogt knew the loss of
hydrogen, oxygen, and carbon vapors would be crippling. Outgassing had to be stopped, and soon.

A submind brought her the essence of Urban's strategy to restore Null Boundary to a functiond
sate. Recovery had to begin by shedding unwanted heet, but the vacuum in which Null Boundary existed
acted as an insulator. Heat could not be lost by convective or conductive processes, but only by
radiation.

Radiant losses occurred continuoudy, but given the present profile of the ship, those losses would
not take place fast enough to prevent the core from reaching critica temperatures. So to speed the
process, Urban planned to increase the ship's surface area through an array of cooling fins. Deneb
reviewed his proposal, tweeking a few of the growth agorithms. Then she shifted her locus into an open
plane in the library, where her modifications were blended with an active modd running under Nikko's
supervison.



The image of the library was an unnecessary frame. She wiped it. Now she existed within the
evolving mode of Null Boundary. No longer did she have any sense of her own phydcd presence. She
was a point of perception without mass or volume, able to manifest anywhere within the described layers
of the ship's structure and to transfer ingantaneoudy to another location. She flitted through the modd,
caudng layers to become transparent or opague before her gaze as she reviewed updates from the
micro-probes. Vagudy, she was aware of the presence of other ghosts within the data structure: Urban
and Nikko and maybe Clemantine.

At lagt, dl seemed ready.

"Party time?"' she asked softly.

"Sooth," Urban said. "Let'sdo it

He had prepared a coded sonic pulse. He sent it now, activating a lineage of microprobes
occupying the rdatively benign environment of an inner hull, where the temperature 4ill lingered at just
below 230 degrees Cedus. The probes released a cargo of high-temperature Makers, and Deneb
alowed her time sense to dow.

Her sf-image dissociated into little more than a primd awareness as dowly, dowly, structura
ribs began to sprout in shadlow arches from the foundation of the inner hull. It was a metabolic process
that generated even more heat, but that could not be helped.

The ribs grew from the root, consuming hegt-tolerant metals scavenged from the surrounding
tissue or cannibdized from nongrategic sections of the supporting hull. They rose through superheated
tissue, findly burding past the outer crust and into vacuum. Ther growth did not dow. They thrust
outward from the ship, pulling webs of maleable hul tissue within their loops to form a chaotic array of
cooling fins, until Null Boundary resembled some manic crystd tree, leaved in ajumble of glassy planes.

At firg thefins were red hot. But as hegt bled into the void, ther maerias cooled and sructure
was added: neurd paths, cardinds, and flow channels through which hot fluids could be pumped.
Scavenging Makers sorted eements, ferrying needed materials dong reay chains or through microscopic
trangport channds to condruction dtes. Metds were preferentialy collected in the fins Hydrogen,
oxygen, and the carbon gases were captured wherever they moved dowly enough to be seized. But
while the extreme outer tissues cooled, heat continued to move toward the core.

The rush of activity in the core chamber was over. Nikko had vanished. Urban and Clemantine
hed tranced themsdlves, drifting like dead people in the dowly dirring ar. Lot had no ghosts and no off
switch, so he busied himsdf with the synthesizer.

Deneb watched hm a minute, feding some of the cdl-tak brush agangt her own expanding
senses. It was an unpleasant cacophony that carried no meaning at dl for her. "You want to reseed the
philosopher cells, don't you?' Deneb asked him.

He stopped his work, to look a her with suspicious eyes.

"I think you should," she added.

"Dont tdl Clemantine

Deneb amiled.

Lot sraightened in his drift, diding the synthesizer into a thigh pocket. "Why are you awake?"

"I don't know. | judt... fed vulnerable when | deep. | guess.”

"Hey, you're redly scared.”

Thistime her amile was an embarrassed grimace, as a warm flush rose in the scales of her face.
"Urban would jugt edit that."

"You don't want to be like Urban. Are you hungry? | could get some food."

She wasn't hungry, but she wanted to keep him talking. She didn't want to be done. Did he sense
thet?

He brought bulbs of sweet coffee and pocket bread suffed with a nut paste. He told her stories



from Silk. She told him about her school and the tea parties sheld had with her friends, and how they
would let ghogs do dl the homework, or let boyfriends indgde ther ariums to spend the night, never
touching each other but lying sde by side, knowing there wastime.

Walls arose from Null Boundary's dhifting outer tissues. Deneb ligened to them. In time, she
found hersdf talking about her parents and how they had changed when the cult virus took them. Her soft
words rose to an angry rant. She told him the truth: she wanted to blame him. She knew it wasn't his
fault, but it had been such awaste. All gone for nothing.

Lot watched her through half-closed eyes as she bounced back and forth across the chamber, in
sharp, agry hops. He had one foot under a loop in the chamber wal and his sensory tears winked
diamond bright as he turned his head dowly back and forth. What did he sense in her5 He held his hand
out. "Your parents. they il loved you, didn't they?'

Deneb thought about it. Her fingers brushed his pam as she did past. They still loved you. She
nodded. She could hold on to that. That much a least, she could savage.

Urban looked in again on the reactor chamber to find the ricocheting debris was gone, broken
down to dusgt, or cannibalized in the growth of a skm-thm crugtdl layer building like a cord reef on every
exposed surface—including the camera faces. The reef was semitransparent. For a time, it dlowed the
passage of light, but asit thickened, it dissolved its substrate. Before long, the cameras were ruined.

Urban worried about the integrity of the reactor. So far, the developing reef had etched awav
only a couple of mil limeters of materid, but it the process continued, the reactor shidding would
eventudly be breached.

He had to know what was going on.

So he punched anew hole in the chamber wall. Around the hole he grew a tube. Its wals were
three inches thick; its bore less than atenth of an inch It extended fitteen inches into the chamber Through
this passage he inserted a camera wand, and for severd hours he was able to waich the dow
development of the resf.

His firg glimpse with the new setup was dartling. The chamber had vanished. The bulkheads
were invisble beneath adimensonless fidd of fierce, gray-purple light. Rare speckles of lesser brilliance
floated aft, toward the camera and then past it. Urban shuddered. He'd seen this same vida on his
journey up the courser's vent tube. Turning the lens, he saw only more of the measurel ess space.

A sense of mass at his back warned of Nikko's presence. "The integrity of the reactor walls is
our firg concern.”

"Sooth. But the reef is building dowly. Weve logt less than three millimeters on this bulkhead,
and the expangon isdowing.”

Nikko didn't answer right away. Then: "Looks awfully familiar, doesn't it?"

Urban grunted. "Of course, on the Chenzeme ship the vent tube had an outlet, and probably an
intake t00."

Nikko hesitated. "You want to add that? We don't even know what this Suff does."

"I think we do know."

Then Deneb was there. Unlike Nikko, she manifested as a fully formed ghost. Her kisheer
bunched up around her neck, communicating a nervous excitement. "It's lovdy," she said.

Urban frowned. "Y ou think so?'

"Curioudy df-aufficient.”

"Sooth. It's what Lot said. The courser wanted to seed us with a collection of lifeforms”

"Hmm. He said those were rooted in the philosopher cdls. Maybe dependent on them? That's
how | would desgn the system, if | wanted the philosopher cdls to act as overseers to the other
lifeforms”

Urban stared at the open window, watching another glint drift down the chamber's length. This



sysem had no overseer. It proceeded without feedback or support. Would a true subsystem of the
Chenzeme courser be ale to adapt so easly to Null Boundary's barren environment? Urban
remembered the sense held had in the vent tube, that the flux and pull of the zero point drive was a
process not quite under control. "So maybe this reef redly isnt Chenzeme? Maybe it colonized their
shipstoo?'

Nikko's mass faded as his ghost took form. "Love and nature, | don't even want to think about
that. | want to think thisis athing the Chenzeme made. | want to think they were smart enough to design
it. Smarter than us. We've done so badly againg them. But if they only found it..."

"Welve found it now," Urban said firmly.

And if the Chenzeme could adopt it, they could too.

Deneb woke from afitful deep, hearing again in her mind a clangor of impact, as if the ship had
been struck some wrenching hammer blow. She blinked againg a swdtering darkness, unsure if the
sound had been red or part of some disconnected dream.

She listened.

Ghosts returned to her, then left again, leaving shadows of their experience behind.

‘A lane of debrislay at a shdlow angle to thelr course, and every few hours atiny chunk of ice or
abullet of shattered metd would punch a hole through the fins. The ship would ring with the blow.

‘The courser had begun to accelerate as it moved out of Alpha Cygni, on a path that would soon
converge with their own.

‘Null Boundary had begun to accelerate too. It was just atiny increase in speed, but Nikko had
measured it three times. It was redl.

Deneb could hear Lot's soft breething an armlength away. Still adeep. She could smdl the sweet
scent of his swest.

When bad the core gotten so hot?

A submind reported the temperature as thirty-Sx degrees and dimbing.

In the city where she had lived with her parents, a favorite trysting place for teenage lovers had
been in the temperate zone of the dty park, where superheated steam worked its way up from the
reactor through giant manifolds. Where seam met cold ar a the grated vents, warm migs formed,
encouraging the rank growth of a stand of broad-leaved vegetation. In the Edenic atmaosphere inhibitions
melted away and sexud pleasures were learned and practiced. But when Deneb was thirteen, a gl she'd
known vaguey from school had died there. Sheld squeezed through the grates, dimbing after a dropped
ring or alost camera—accounts of the event varied. Perhaps sheld gone in on a dare. She dipped deep
into the manifold and could not dimb out. Her lover could not reach her. In the panicked minutes before
she died, nine ghogts formed in her arium and escaped, but her core persona had no way out. It
remained trapped within a body that was soon reduced to brown bones and steamed flesh that fdl apart
in her rescuers hands.

Deneb stared into the darkness. She fdt her kisheer unfurled and thick with blood as her body
sought to dump excess heat across its broad surface. Despite ther efforts, heat was spreading from the
hul to the core, seeking an equilibrium. Null Boundary was hdf meted. Deneb could hear the ship groan:
a low, frothy hum on the edge of perception. She stretched her toe through the dark, touching the
membrane that held back the Wdl water. Now the hum legped into her bones, a resonant echo of the
ship's evalving structure. Ghosts were at work within the wdls.

Lot's breathing rhythm stumbled and caught, then faded to waking softness. "Deneb?' She fdt a
dirring of ar near her shoulder. "What's wrong?' His concern fdt like alive thing indde her.

"It's too hot in here" Her voice was a whispered squeak. The heat seemed an entity, and it filled
her. No matter the direction she turned she could not get away fromit, or even fed it decline.

“Itishot," Lot said. He hestated, and she had time to wonder if her fear had awakened him.
Then tentatively, he asked, "Y ou've been dreaming?’



"I don't know." She fdt awash in confuson. She imagined the darkness infecting her eyes, making
her blind. In her blindness, other senses quickened. She thought she caught the scent of a thick,
Sckly-sour brew adrift upon the air. The amel sent her heart racing. "Vigl is our lifeboat,” she whispered.
"It dready holds our dormant ghosts, and | know that if it gets too hot here well make new ghosts and
send those out to the probe too. But no matter how many ghosts we send, we won't be able to escape.”

"I don't think well need to escape. Not thistime"

Comforting words, but what did he know about the ship? He had a spider, whispering updates in
hisear. And yet there was something... in hisvoice? Or perhapsin his smple presence, that cdmed her.
"Oh!" Her hand flew to her mouth as she redized what sheld just sad to him. "Oh no. I—I've been
thinking of mysdf, of our ghosts. You don't even have a ghodt. Lot, that's unbearable. It's terrifying. I'm
sorry. |—"

"Deneb, pleas2” Now he sounded embarrassed. "It's okay."

"But it was s0 cdlous. | don't know what's wrong with me. | fed like a stranger here, sometimes.
| forget thet things are different here”

His surprise touched her, like ghogt-fingers on the indde of her spine. "I thought you were
happy. .. with Urban?’

"Wdl, | am. | was. He—" She caught herself. She would not run on with another complaint, and
dill, frantic didogues played in her head. What was wrong with her tonight?

She drew in a deep breath, thinking, Calm. Be calm, and it worked, a least a little. "Don't tak
about me, okay? What about you? Y ou're not afraid, are you? Why aren't you afrad?'

He chuckled. "Who said I'm not afraid? I'm scared shitless”

"Areyou?' She reached out. Her hand found the dick surface of his skin suit, taut over his bely.
"You don't fed scared.” But even as she said it, his belly began to tremble. She fdt a surge of trepidation,
asif sheld been swept up in emotions that were not her own. "Lot?'

"What's hgppening?' he blurted.

"I don't know."

She struggled to stay cdm, to breathe camness out upon the air.

He responded with a hoarse croak ot surprise: "'l can fed that."

She could too. She could fed him caming, and not through the trembling of his belly, but ingde
her mind, she could fed it there. Cautioudy, she reached for him with her other hand. Did he anticipate
the gesture? His hand met hers. The dick fingers of his glove closed hard around her pam. "I don't
understand,” he whispered. "Deneb, how can you fed the charismata?

The charismata? So this is what it was like. She had never fdt this way before, as if she were
wrapped in awelghtless cocoon that pulled at her anxieties, leaching them away.

"Deneb?'

She drove to recal hersdf. He had asked her a question, but it was so hot in here she could
hardly think what it was. Ah, the charismata. He wanted to know about that. "I have seeded mysdf with
aneurd organ. It's working now. That mug be it."

"No." His worry pricked at her, annoying barbs againg her skin. Calm. She heard the caich of
his breath. "Thisis different from the cult parasite. Deneb, | can fed charismata from you."

His hand was s0 hot, she had to let go of it. "Oh, Lot. This is not the cult. I've changed the
parasite. I've tried to make it more like yours. Y ou can't control me"

"I don't think | can say the same.”

Temperatures were rigng higher than Nikko had anticipated in the criticd core region. The
effidency of the ship's neurd tissue, packed into the armored wadls of the core, was threatened by the
heat. Nikko could fed the decline in his dowed reection times, in his increesing errors. He performed
every cdculation at least three times, comparing the results. Cooling was imperative, but the insulaion



hed packed around the core worked againg it, preventing heat from getting out. So Nikko opened
additiond channds to carry cool fluids from the fins to capillary networks budding in the neurd tissue.
The enterprise didn't work as planned. Thefluids, hested to steam by intervening tissue, ferried heat from
the midlayers into the core, rather than carrying it out, compounding the problem. So Nikko built
insulated channels that would keep cold fluids cold until they reached the capillary nets. That worked
better. Heat buildup ceased In a few minutes, temperatures in the neurd tissue began to decline Nikko
opened new capillary networks to speed the process, expanding the therapy to the wals of the core
chamber.

No more copies.

The resolve formed with languid downess in Deneb's overheated brain. The core temperature
hed risen to forty degrees. Deneb had passed the timein dternating states of panic and contentment—an
emotional baance that tilted according to Lot's proximity. She had dready sent ghosts twice now to
Vigl. So she had saved some memories of this ordeal. She didn't think she would want to remember any
more.

Her heart fluttered, as fear chewed at her again. Her scaled body could not cool itsdf with the
effidency of an ancestrd human. She knew unconsciousness mud take her soon. Already she fdt
incgpable of purposeful maotion. She drifted in the little room, her mouth open as she panted softly. Her
engorged kisheer would no longer respond. She fdt hideous and angry and terrified, and it didn't help
when she noticed the féebrile twitching, tapping of her fingers againg her china thigh. Had she adopted
Nikko's annoying habit now? There was no justice. None.

| am too much attached to this body.

Or to the core persona that inhabited it. You don't have to fed this. Time and again Lot had
urged her to trance, to block out dl sensation from her body, to let her core persona coast in an arid
blind cave, where the ar would be as cool as she desred. And dill she dung to awareness with
psychatic tenacity. Why? Her ghosts operated within the walls. They would live even if she did not. But
were they her? They did not fed the heat. (1 do!) They were steady and focused. They could be that way
because she was here, to hold their fear. All of it. She done—this core persona— dared to be afraid.
(Thisis me)) It seemed somehow important to hold on to that.

Lot leaned into her line of Sght—summoned by her distress? Perhaps. Sweat made lenses on his
haf-closed eydids. He shook his head, scattering beads of moisture.

Damn. Humidity is getting high.

Shetried to dert one of her ghosts, but her arium didn't seem to be working. She tried to speak,
but her tongue fdt swollen, and dl the papillae that lined her mouth. Lot spoke, but she could not
understand his words. The language he used: she had not heard him speak that before. Had she known
this language once? She tried to speak again, to ask him. Nothing happened. Apparently the hardware
was faling. Shit.

Lot touched her throat with gentle fingers, icy cold, and aoruptly she was aware of a dim roaring
pounding racing beat. She watched his eyes widen. Watched a comicd V of concern dive between his
eyebrows. He turned. His mouth moved, and the water wal trembled, as if reverberating to an imagined
shout. Lot redly was s0 very strange.

She closed her eyes, ligening to a tumultuous rumbling fluid noise.

So. The hardware had failed.

Chapter 19

Vigl remained their eyes on the world outside the hull, but it dso had a life of its own. The little
probe had followed its own path around Alpha Cygni, and now the passng hours pulled it ever farther
from Null Boundary. Clemantine tweaked its limited propulson system, bending its trgectory just a bit,
s0 now it fdl toward a distant star cluster that included severd amdl, yelow, G-type suns—the spectral



class so often friendly to life. Over time, the probe would re-form itsdf into a sal made to drike the
interstelar medium, and it would use the ensuing drag as a dow, dow brake. Its Dull Inteligence would
take it past intervening systems, udng their stellar winds to further reduce its speed. In not more then
twenty-two hundred years it would reach the star cluster, where it would wind between individud suns,
udng the sall to complete the braking process. Eventudly, its velocity would be low enough that it could
let itsdf be captured by one of the stars, or by the planets that mugt be there, so that the ghodis it earned
might live again. Or not.

Clemantine found hersdlf facing another amall disaster as she absorbed the latest data squirt from
the probe. Vigil's telescope looked backward on the white blur of the courser.

The Doppler-shift of the courser's hull light alowed for an easy edimation of its speed. It was
awiftly redaming dl the velocity shed on its approach to Alpha Cygni, rigsng on a vector amed to
intersect the probe. In a matter of days the courser would catch it—but thet gave Null Boundary a few
days more to gain a lead.

Vigl had bought them a reprieve, but Nikko knew it couldn't last. When the courser turned back
on ther trail, they would be carrying no camouflage to confuseits ingtincts. It could not fall to use its guns.
Zap. Pop. Fims. Thelong pursuit would &t last be over.

He could try mining their wake, but the courser wasn't running behind them. Its approach was
oblique, and besides, it could use its gunsto clear any debris.

He could try regrowing the philosopher cdls and defend the ship with their poison dust—hbut
there was no way a working fied could be ready in time, and besides, Lot would refuse to drop the
ppoison.

So they had no weapons.

Okay, then. They needed speed.

Except the solenoids could not be rebuilt in time. Even if they could, conventiond propulsion
could not outrun the courser's zero point drive.

So they needed a zero point drive.

Thanks to Urban's adventurism, they gpparently had one, though it wasn't working well. Nikko
had measured a feather-push of acceeration, barely discernible. How to increase it? Now that the ship
was thermdly stable, he turned dl his ghodis to this question.

Urban watched the growing reef. He measured its output. He compared its output to Null
Boundary's fant but growing acceleration as the reef unbaanced the al-pervasive zero point fidd. It was
like a magic act, something from nothing, a miracle—and ill not enough to keep them ahead of the
courser rigng out of Alpha Cygni.

Nikko's ghost spliced in beside him. "Figured it out yet?' Urban chuckled. He made guesses
about the reef, he did not understand it. He thought of it as an aggregate entity, made of hillions of
cooperating organisms, each measured on the micrcometer scale. Those fixed to the chamber wdls
seemed dead, though like a cora reef, they formed a solid base for the remaining colony Those living on
the surface seemed mog dive. They were not made of exotic matter, but they created it, synthesizing
nanoscae particles from the zero point field. The exotic matter would decay dmost ingantly, but it would
be re-created in another part of the reef, over and over again, a hilhon events per microsecond. And
every synthess of exotic matter would tweak the structure of space-time.

Thiswas the story he told to Nikko.

It was only a story. People had aways used stories to explain what they could not understand.

:The stars are the moon's children.

:The sun is the wheel of a great chariot.

:The Milky Way is a stream of milk gushing from the breast of a goddess.



:The reef evolved in the accretion disk of a black hole or a neutron star—someplace with
a horribly warped gravitational field, where it developed a taxis away from the fatal center.

The cumulative effect was a fluctuating gradient, and Null Boundary rode it on a vector amed
away from the dight gravitationd distortion of the ship's mass.

"We don't need to understand it," Urban said. "We just need to know how to kick it over.
Faster, dower, nothing more than that.”

Nikko grunted his agreement, just as Deneb's busy ghost winked into existence between them
"It'sdmog time”

Urban caught her hand and smiled. "You are a treasure” They had decided to replicate the
environment of the courser's vent tube—or their best guess at what that environment had beer, and this
ghost had handled dl the engineering work. Deneb had designed an inlet and two outlets to vent the
Y-shaped reactor chamber. Heat-damaged digribution channels in the ship's tissues had dowed dl
enginering work, but at lagt, the three vents were ready to punch open. They would use precison
explosives. Urban did not trust their industrial Makers to function near the reef.

"Ready...," Deneb said. "Now."

The explosons were amed inward. Urban saw them rise in caps of dugt, steam, and light, a burp
of concerted motion, immediatdy reversed as the pressure of vacuum sucked the chamber clean. The
reef flared brilliant white, overwheming the cameras. The ship surged and shuddered, and Urban
whooped, araw animd cal of triumph. They'd kicked the reef, they'd affected it. This was the firs step
toward control.

"Wait," Deneb said. She hdd her hand up to slence him. It was a chilling gesture. "L ook at the
numbers. Nikko? It's fading.”

A full spread of graphs and numbers appeared on the window frame. Urban's gaze skipped over
them. Deneb was right. The activity of the reef had only spiked. Now, both heat and radiant output were
plunging. The brilliant glare from the window faded; the reef darkened to deep ded shades. The
trangtion was sunning in its speed. Within seconds, activity had plunged dl the way back to previous
levels—and the decline had not stopped yet.

"Love and nature," Deneb whispered. "It's crashed.”

Urban didn't want to bdieve it "Weve exposed it to vacuum. It has to cool. We knew it would."

"Not likethis" Deneb said. "Thisis too much. There. See?" She pointed to a graph on the right
gde of the frame. "All detectable effects on the gradient are gone. We've killed the acceleration, as little
as it was" She turned to Nikko, her eyes gligening with fear "Close it up, Nikko. Now. We were
wrong."

"No, wat."

Nikko gtartled them both with this refusal. His gaze was fixed on the reef; his kisheer lay across
his shoulders, cdm and 4ill. "This has got to be the way the courser worked. Don't get nervous. Let's
gveit a chance to gebilize™

Urban gripped the window frame, his knuckles pae, trying to see some hint of recovery in the
reef. The walls were blackening. Only an occasona white speck illuminated the chamber. "Enough,
Nikko. Weve given it time enough.”

"A little longer,” Nikko said. No fear, no anxiety in his bearing. Cool as a Chenzeme warship.

Urban's ghogt-grip tightened on the window frame. By the Unknown God. He had wanted the
zero point technology for so many years. And held found it! HE'd brought it off the courser in his own
hands. It had survived two yearsin the casket with no attention. He couldn't believe it would die now, yet
the evidence was there, in the library window.

And if they let it die now, how would they escape the courser?

"Nikko, the reef is our only chance. You kil it, and the courser will be on us before we can cool
our hull. Close the vents. Now."

Nikko's kisheer wriggled, just alittle nervous squirm. "It can't be this easy to kill."



"You don't know that." Urban uploaded a submind into the system. If Nikko would not close the
vents, heldd do it himsdlf. The submind popped back. Access denied.

He looked at Nikko in sharp surprise. "Nikko? Have you locked us out?"

"Thermd and radiant outputs are dill dropping,” Deneb warned. "Nikko, Urban's right. We've
given it time enough. It's going to zero if we don't do something to stop it.”

"All right,” Nikko said. "I'm doang the vents" His face expressionless, his kisheer once again
dill. Urban could not guess what he was thinking.

The vents closed.

Nothing happened. They watched in slence for severa seconds, then Deneb started mumbling.
"Thereef flared at the moment the explosives went off. Either reacting to the presence of the dugt, or to
the radiant energy? After that, no more dust, no more radiant energy—"

"Wrong," Nikko said. "With the intake open, a minuscule quantity of dust was flowing in. The
mean dengty in this region isdmost three particles per cubic centimeter.”

"That's nothing," Urban said.

Deneb's kisheer bunched around her neck. Her head bobbed up and down, restless motion. "So
now dugt is zeroed. Still no recovery in activity. Maximize dust? Or would that kill the reef? Radiant
energy? Maybe we should try—"

"It'skicking," Nikko said.

Urban snapped around to look. There was no visud change in the reef, but on the window
frame, graphs mea- suring radiant activity had begun to rise. "It's nothing like before, though. It was
gronger before. We've damaged it. Deneb?!

Her long fingers stroked the edge of her kisheer; her gaze did not waver from the window. "Try
radiant energy?'

Nikko tapped his thigh, a taut, dry, cracking sound. "All or nothing now," he muttered.
"Wavdength?'

"Why not run through the spectrum?' Deneb suggested.

Urban had been in the vent tube. "No," he said. " Start with UV.."

"Nikko!" Lot could stand it no longer. "Nik-ko!" he roared

He had stayed quiet during the aftermath of their passage, when the core cooled, and the Wel
water retreated on its own, seeping back through the walsinto the ship's regenerating tissue.

He had stayed quiegt when Clemantine roused, gazing a him with eyes carefully empty of
emoation. Makers had aready cleaned away the scent of her sweat. She had told him, "L at, let her go.”

Only then had Lot redized he dill hdd Deneb's hand.

Clemantine made the body disappear, but the images lingered. Lot could not forget the way
Deneb had looked: her kisheer swollen and the papillae in her mouth, like fat fingers strangling her from
the insde, her nasd tissue emergent, soaked in blood, her eyes—

He huddled againg the wall, trying to recal the cdming exercises hed learned in Silk, and that
he'd abandoned, until now. Closing his eyes, he performed breething routines, sublimely conscious of the
core's imprisoning wals. Though he'd been born on a ship, in Slk held come to love open vigas and he
craved them now.

Now.

The pace of hisbreething picked up. He blew it back down, fighting a sense of entrapment until
he could stand it no longer.

"Nik-ko!" he roared.

They heard him. Clemantine's somnolent form gtirred for the firgt time in hours. Urban woke too:
Lot watched the peaceful lines of his degping face give way to a troubled perplexity. And Nikko
manifested, a ghogt at the chamber's curving bow end.



As Lot turned to face him, the chill touch of a drculating breeze dragged past his face. "It's cold
inhere" Lot accused.

Nikko sad, "It's the same temperature it's aways been.”

"[t's not."

Nikko's chin rose. "The same temperature before the passage then."

Lot fdt a hard knot frozen in his chest. "She's dead, and nobody has said athing.”

"We have her ghogt," Nikko answered.

"Lat, I'm here" Deneb's voice issued from the wal behind his head. She sounded concerned,
and alittle confused. ™Y ou know there were copies.”

"It's not the same.” She had been sensttive to the charismata; she'd made charismata of her own.
That Deneb was gone.

He could not shake theimage of her flesh swdling out of her scaled hide. Sheld burned it into him
with the charismata of her tear, like a hyperconscious drug injected in his spine.

"It shouldn't have happened like that! Nikko, you forgot about us. You were thinking of the ship,
what it could survive."

Nikko's posture possessed an atificid dillness. "Null Boundary's neurd tissue had priority, but |
was thinking of you too. | knew your tolerances, and | made sure you came out dl right.”

"But what about Deneb? She mattered too!”

"Lot, I'm «till here."

Nikko's kisheer moved in dow, mechanicd ripples. "It's not my fault Deneb stayed with you. She
should have dissolved hersdf. | did."

"She's not like you. She had a core persona.”

"Lat, stop it, please,”" Deneb begged.

"She had a choice" Nikko sad. "Dont blame meif she didn't make the right one."

Hisimage winked out. Lot hdd on to a grip with whitening knuckles. His hand hurt. His aam too.
Deneb's voice whispered from behind his head. "Nikko's right. It was my fault. Lot, I'm sorry. It was a
migtake. | held on too long.”

He couldn't answer her. Sheld touched him with her charismata. Now she was gone.

One by one the codling fins were drawn back into the ship, until only a handful remained to bleed
the heat of recongtruction. Their materia was cannibdized for other jobs. Work began on new optica
telescopes, on an array of replacement antennae, on expanded gpartmentsin the interdtitid space, and on
banks of steerage jets. They worked on the ramscoop too, though that had become a backup system,
now that Urban was learning to handle the resf.

Interstellar dust sweeping in through the intake tube would dampen the reef's exotic activity.
Radiant energy would enhance it. When it was thriving, the reef threw off dangerous energy of its own,
but Urban was learning to harness that too.

Clemantine reported the quiet death of Vigl. Its loss was inferred, not observed. Its last
tranamisson showed the courser just outside weapons range. When she sought to contact it again, there
was no reply.

Nikko let his consciousness stretch out through the body of the ship. His ship. His body. It was
smdler now, tons of mass log in the passage of Alpha Cygni, but it was clean, and whole, and flying
fagter than it ever had before, so that Nikko worried about collisons with random pebbles of debris, as
much as the courser's guns.

The telescopes were regrown, and he could see again across the spectrum, from radio through
microwave to infrared, on up to visble light, and beyond, to ultraviolet and X-ray emissons.
On dl ddes, gtars like glowing fairy dust framed his world, blue and white and red and yelow.



Alpha Cygni fdl behind them, a Sgnpost marking the way home. Ahead, in the direction cdled swan, a
gathering of giant young suns dominated the sky, insufferably brilliant. Beyond them, curtains of red fire
burned in vast, amorphous sheets. These were the nebulae marking centers of star formation on the edge
of the cold dark mass of an immense molecular cloud, less than ningty light-years away. The Swan
Cloud: the Chenzeme warships had come from there.

Vigblelight could not penetrate the Swan Cloud's dugt, but to infrared and radio frequencies, the
cloud was nearly transparent. When Vigl falled, Nikko turned his radio antennae toward the cloud. He
recorded the positions of young stars ill velled in dust, and the trumpeting galeries of naturd masers that
lay around them. He marked shdls of speeding gases blown off by supernovas, dengty waves tha
spawned clugters of mfdling matter that would become protostars.

These things he could identify.

He could not put a name to a scattering of faint, ephemerd, point source sgnasin the microwave
range. They would flare up, then die back. Once, sometimes twice. Then they would vanish. He tried to
decode them—as picture or sound or Chenzeme chemica exchange. Nothing made sense. Perhaps they
were just random noise, produced by the tumultuous activity of the cloud. But they did not look random.
Thar modulated frequencies clustered too tightly around a steady carrier wave.

"Nikko?'

Urban's voice intruded on his awareness. Nikko answered autometicaly. "Here"

"Come to the core chamber. Clemantine wants everyone together. She says we need to talk."

He found them gathered in the core chamber. Urban, Clemanting, and Lot, with Deneb an
unseen ghogt within the wals "The Swan Cloud talks" Nikko told them.

Clemantine laughed A dark laugh, like the capstone of far too many concerns. "Do tdl. And can
you trandate it?'

"No."

She sghed and dretched, her long body arcing like a bow "Ah wdl. When we reseed the
philosopher cells, perhaps Lot will be adle to tdl us what it means.

Her eyebrows arched. The gold irises on her earlobes glittered. She had caught them dl by
surprise with this statement, Lot most of dl. He dung spiderlike to the wadl, his hair grown out to three
inches of gold drift. It waved around his face as he studied her. "Y ou aren't going to fight it?" he asked.

"No. You see, I'm becoming Chenzeme too. No one deserves specia protection, from the world
or from themsdaves. | am learning that. It's the Chenzeme way. Survivors survive. Everyone dse fdls
away into higory." Her dark gaze hdd him a moment; then she turned to Urban, who crouched a her
feet, looking wary and unhappy. Findly, she looked at Nikko. "We have captured the reef. We are
learning to control it. Now we have to take it home."

Nikko let his awareness drift back into the body of the ship. Starlight seared his hull. The courser
hunted him. It wasn't ganing though. A submind let this new fact explode within his consciousness.
Sowly, dowly, the courser was fdling behind.

"We can't go home" Nikko said. "We're pulling ahead of the courser now, but if we dow down,
if we try to reverse our course, it will be on uswithin hours. Y ou know it."

Clemantine nodded, her face smooth, and cold. "Sooth. Null Boundary will never go home. |
know that. And I've run enough enginearing smulations to know we haven't got the mass to build guns
thet will match our dog. But we have got mass left, Nikko. We can divide the ship. Vigl was jus alitile
craft, hadily made. We can do better. A stedthed ship, powered by its own reef, guided by a ghog.
Give me the mass, Nikko, and I'll take thisfind home."

Nikko fdt a hollow space open in his chest; guilt rushed in to fill it. "It's been centuries,” he said.
"You don't know if anyone's dive back there."

She nodded "We can't know. That doesn't mean we cant try. I'll go to Deception Wl fird. If
they're gone, I'll push on. They can't dl be gone, Nikko. Not the whole species. But if they are, then to



hdl with them and good riddance. They deserved to die. In the end, survivd is the only measure that
counts."

Messenger was two thirds the length of Null Boundary, but only a few meters wide, a diver of a
ship, like arib pulled from Null Boundary's flesh. Its hull was stedlthed, so that it would not reflect vishble
light or radar, and prior to launch it was cooled, to reduce its heat Sgnature. A tiny, tentacled robot was
used to transfer polyps from Null Boundary's reef to a chamber in Messenger's bow. At firg the bits of
reef matter glowed as isolated points of light, like the flecks of light on Urban's glove when held returned
from the dark courser, but as the hours passed, the spots of light grew larger. In time, they began to ooze
indow-migration dong the chamber wals A new reef had begun to grow.

"It'stime" Clemantine said. "l want the two ships to separate, before ther reefs can interfere with
one another.”

Messenger rested in a trench on Null Boundary's hull. The little ship's success depended on
secrecy. If the courser detected Messenger's presence, Clemantine had no doubt it would go the way of
Vigil—and if that happened, then to hdl with them dl.

She kissed Lot one lagt time. She kissed Urban. She hdd them both, their bodies hard and
grong againg her. Tears formed in her eyes.

N

She would stay with them forever She would never see them again. "Godspeed,” she whispered

She made a ghogt, and uploaded it to Messenger's core of neurd tissue,
Like Nikko, she would loop, and if dl went wdl, the two-hundred-year journey would be
reduced to ningty seconds in her awareness.

Nikko watched the launch with Urban's ghott at a library window. Clemantine, in her incarnate
verson, watched with Lot and another verson of Urban in the core chamber. Deneb was a voice,
guiding the find deployment. " Cooling's complete,” she told them. "We're ready.”

There would be no fiery ignition. Messenger would be kicked free by explosve bolts deep within
Null Boundary's tissue. Without hull cdlls, Null Boundary was dark and hard to see. The waver in ther
course would be unde-tectable a any distance.

The courser dogged their flank. Deneb waited until Null Boundary's dow rol caried
Messenger's trench away from the courser. "Now," she said softly. The ship shuddered. That was dl.
For afraction of a second, cameras on the hull showed a black slhouette that dipped behind them dmost
before the eye could perceive it. Null Boundary dill accelerated, while Messenger's embryonic reef was
amed in the opposite direction. As the reef matured, it would begin dragging down the velocity of the
little ship, bringing it ever closer to the pursuing courser. "It's away," Deneb said.

Though not safely away, not yet.

Nikko watched the courser, waiting for some Sgn that it had discovered Messenger's presence,
that its guns were in use. He watched it across the spectrum. He watched it for weeks, until Deneb's
voice spoke softly out of nowhere: "She's safdly away. You know it

He watched it a few weeks more anyway, but the courser did not veer, or dow, or drop dugt, or
fireitsguns. It ploughed on toward the Swan Cloud a a congtant velocity, dowly, dowly dropping ever
farther behind the still-accelerating Null Boundary.

Nikko fdt a strange sensation move through his sensorium as he findly admitted to himsdf that
Messenger had escaped. Thiswas avictory. For thefirg timein the centuries since Deneb had died (my
Deneb) Nikko fdt asif he could daim avictory over the Chenzeme.

He cautioned himsdf that problems were abundant. Null Boundary's reef could die or it could
spread out of control throughout the ship. At any moment, the courser might make a push to catch them.



They could meet a swan burster. They would dill need to face the source of the sgnasin the cloud.

Once again, Nikko scanned a map of the inexplicable microwave burdts originaing within the
Swan Cloud. Thiswas Chenzeme territory. Could the sgnds be the firg Sgn of a dvilization behind the
warships?

He couldn't know. Not yet. Still, he fdt encouraged, and impatient to push on. If a Chenzeme
dvilization did exig, he promised himsdf he would find it, and that he would find a way to besat it. The
successful deployment of Messenger had given him that optimism. There was hope in the future, the reef
was on its way to human hands, dong with dl the power that implied, and the Chenzeme did not seem
quite so invulnerable anymore.

What does it fed like to be happy? Nikko had dmogt forgotten. It feels like this.

Chapter 20

Deneb remained a ghost. She would not say why. Yet she indsted on a new gee deck, so one
was made, though it was smdler than the first. Nikko carpeted the deck in meadow grasses that would
grow wag high in a few weeks. Clemantine moved in, growing a house, and laying out a patio and a
flower garden. The water in her fountain was thick, and tinged with green.

Night hed fdlen in their facade of planetary cycles when Nikko waked out on the gee deck. The
fird generation of crickets chirped in the new grass. Overhead, a thin fidd of hot young stars shone
agang the backdrop of the Swan Cloud.

Nikko fdt pleased, though alittle awkward too, he had to admit it, as he walked toward the fire
burning in the soot-stained diamond pit on the patio of Clemantine's house. His ghost went ahead of him,
to survey the setting through the eyes of a wired gecko dimhing the latticework of the encdlosng arbor.
Lot lay in a hammock, his half-open eyes dlittering in the light of the flames that flickered and licked within
the new fire pit. Urban sat with Clemantine on a pliant bench, talking softly, but the gecko's ears were not
attuned to the words.

Nikko's long-toed feet carried him in a ralling gait dong the path. The closest crickets fdl slent,
and Lot turned to look. When he saw Nikko, he sat up, his fest hammeing the patio to kill the
hammock's swing. "Nikko? What's wrong? Has the courser caught us?'

"No. It's dill dropping behind." As he reached the patio, he saw the gecko dash dong the lattice,
aflash of white asit pursued a moth. Now Clemantine and Urban were garing at him too. He fdt a surge
of heat as they sent ghosts to investigate the ship's condition. Nikko cocked his head, beffled at this
reaction. "Uh... why do you think something's gone wrong?"

Clemantine leaned back, vighly rdaxing, a dy amile on her face. The pliant bench shaped itdf to
the new posture of her shoulders. "Y ou've never been incarnate when things were good.”

"They've never been this good.”

Lot moved his head from side to side. "Hey," he said softly. ™Y ou're happy.”

"Ishe?" Clemantine asked. "I can't tdl." Then she snickered. "Deneb says you should rewire your
face so it will work like hers. Then we could dl tel how you fed.”

"Deneb's ghosting with you?' Urban blurted.

Clemantine ignored him. "Have a seet," she told Nikko, patting the armrest of a heavy lounge
char. "And welcome."

"Thank you." As he sat down, the chair back rose to accommodate his rdlentless posture. He
looked around, wondering where in this scene Deneb had placed her ghost. He could not see her, of
course. She exiged only within Clemantine's perspective, but he wondered: Had she been gtting in this
chair? Was she here now, perched on the armrest? He couldn't know. His kisheer fluttered: the echo of a
amile "I did rewire my face once."

It was meant as a casud remark, but it dicited a sunned slence. Nikko looked from one



agtonished face to another, trying to guess why. "Wha?"' he asked. "It wasn't that hard to do.”

"No," Clemantine said. "l doubt that it would be." She didn't look a him. She seemed ready to
laugh.

"Obvioudy, I've missed something,” Nikko said.

There was an uncomfortable pause. Then Lot said, "It's just that, well, if you know how to give
your face some expresson... why don't you?' The question embarrassed him. He reached for a
wineglass that had been warming by the fire, sipped quickly, then made a face while Nikko thought about
the reasons. So much had changed after Deneb had gone.

Fndly, he shrugged. "It was part of another life, that's al.”

"So when you were a kid," Urban asked, "you were, uh... like you are now?"

"Expressonless?’

Urban's eyes became evasive, and Nikko chuckled. "1 was the firgt, you know. The very firs of
my kind. The design wasn't perfected.”

"How long ago?" Urban asked.

"A long time"

"I guess. It must have been weird to grow up like that.”

"Waeird enough.”

Lot was frowning at him across the fire. Dancing orange reflections glisened in his sensory tears.
"It must have fdt strange to get your face rewired. Scary. Like suddenly, everybody could see what you
were thinking."

Had it been that way? Nikko wasn't sure. Those memories had been stripped and stored, long
ago. Did he want to search them out? He tapped his fingers againgt his thigh, producing a bony, dacking
sound. There were hazards in the past, pan and love, long forgotten. He didn't want to hurt again. Not
now. So he said to Lot, "Perhaps you're right. It was along time ago. | don't redly know."

The gecko clucked in the latticework. Through its eyes, Nikko watched himsdf saring at the fire.
He flinched. What was this? Remembrances unfalding in his mind. Darmn! Had a submind responded
automaicaly to the query?

Oh.

He looked at Lot in sudden shock.

Lot rose to hisfeet. "What isit?'

Nikko chuckled, forcing himsdf to relax. "It's okay." His long fingers twitched and jittered. Love
and nature, did his muscles remember those days too? "It was my brother,” Nikko said. "I didn't redly
want to rewire my face, but he dared me to do it. No. He browbeat me into having my face rewired.
That was &fter the fdl of the Commonwedlth.”

Clemantine whistled a low note. "Nikko, civilization began after the fdl of the Commonwesdlth.
You arent tdling me you remember... 7'

"I remember it. Or, | can remember it. If | want to."

"By the Unknown God."

"Okay," Urban said, unimpressed by the trivia of a time so ancient. "So you had a brother. Was
he older than you?'

"No, younger. Twelve years" He gazed again across the fire & Lot. "He looked quite a bit like
you."

The resemblance was there, in Lot's lean, narrow face, in his remorsdessy blond hair—cut short
again—and in his dangling posture, asif his mind had not caught up with the long limbs and the tal build
acquired in adolescence.

Apparently, Lot did not appreciate the comparison. The sudden concern on his face was so
profound Nikko had to laugh. "Oh, not exactly like you," he chided. "Just amilar..."

Leaning back in his chair, he closed his eyes. The edge of his kisheer trembled like struck metdl.



A dark sense warned that he did not want to follow this memory thread any farther. Things had
happened after, that he didn't want to remember. Let it go.

He reprimanded his subminds and performed some blunt editing, until blankness replaced the
answers that had been sewing just benegath his conscious reach. Let the past remain the past.

It was a resolution he should have shared with Deneb, for now she spoke tentatively within his
arium. *So when you knew me, did you have a real face?

Nikko fdt hisfingers knot. *I guess | did.

How drange to think so. He would have appeared to her as someone completely different.

"You should rewire your face again,” Urban said. "Why not? Y ou'd look better."

Nikko sghed. "Thank you, but | don't think I will. At least, not now." It was never wise to try to
recongtruct a vanished life. Push on. Push on. That was the only answer.

And wasn't he happy? Quietly happy. Hed had avictory, at last.

Late in the night, Clemantine stood in the doorway of her house, watching Lot retreat through the
meadow grasses. The giant stars that dominated the artificda sky shed an eerie blue light across the gee
deck, laying multiple shadows. Deneb spoke from behind her. "I'm sorry. | know he misses you.”

Clemantine turned. Deneb's ghost sat on the couch, her dender arms folded over the back as she
watched Clemantine. On her face was an unhappy frown.

Clemantine shrugged, knowing it was asmdl thing. "The disciplinegs good for him."

Deneb's amile was vague. She exised as a ghogt within Clemantings atrium, not within the
physcd space of the room, so she had been invisble to Lot as he stood in the doorway, wishing
Clemantine a rductant good-night. To Clemantine, though, Deneb looked utterly redl.

"Lat makes you nervous, doesn't he?' she asked, as she waked into the room. It was a casud
guestion, no more than an idle observation.

"I guess he does." Deneb's kisheer flickered once. "Clemanting, there's something he and |
haven't told you."

Clemantine fdt her guts go cold, certain that she did not want to hear this Ther society was tiny,
and vulnerable. It could be so easly broken. "Be careful, Deneb. Be sure you redly want this before you
sy it out loud.”

Surprise melted out of Deneb's scaled face. Her hand went to smooth her rippling kisheer. "It's
not that! It's... worse, maybe. Depending on you. | didn't want to tdl you before. There was too much
going on."

"Tdl me what? And why are you hiding out with me? You don't want Urban anymore?' She did
not mean for her voice to be so harsh.

Or maybe she did.

Deneb drew a deep breath. "I asked you to shelter me because | needed time to think before |
returned—and Urban asks too many questions.” She turned, patting the sofa beside her. "Will you st?"

Sooth. Of course. Tak about it.

The murd of Heyertori had been reingdled in her new home. She sat, wetching a trio of white
seabirdsrisein adow cirde up the green diff face Her hands trembled in her lap.

Deneb sad, "I've started my new body growing. It will have aneurd organin it, Smilar to Lot's |
will sense his charismata. He will sense mine”

"Your charismata?'

"Yes | redesigned the organ. It's harmless now. | won't be a carrier of the cult, and Lot can't
control me"

Harmless?

"Wdl. That's good." Clemantine thought her voice sounded calm. This stiruck her as funny, for
she was definitdly not cam. A laugh caught in her throat, turning her voice husky. "So Lot knows?!



Deneb nodded. "I seeded the organ a few days before our passage of Alpha Cygni. That last
hour in the core chamber—it must have matured. He fdt my dying. It hurt him, | know, but it was the
modt intimate experience | have ever had.”

Clemantine had lived under the cult. She understood. "Why have you done this?'

"We are getting closer and closer to the Chenzeme. When we find them, | want to understand
who they are. | don't want to rely on Lot to interpret for me"

"Sooth. | should have guessed—" A shudder ambushed her from out of nowhere. She clutched
the sofaarm. Her heart legped and shivered in a frightened race to chaos. She hunched over it, breathing
in hard, shdlow gasps. "Damn!” And what was this? A panic attack? By the Unknown God, was she
redly so far gone?

Deneb dropped to her knees. "Clemantine?' She studied her face in concern. "Are you okay?"

"Huh. Just diding over the edge.” Swift, rapid breaths.

"Scared?'

"Ohyes. All thetime" Her cheeks were hot, her limbs wesk. "Ah god, | have been afraid for so
long, ever snce the swan bursters took Heyertori, and I'm tired of it. | want some reason to be happy
that has nothing to do with the Chenzeme or the cult.”

Deneb tensed. A sngle ripple flowed through her kisheer; then the membrane subsided into
perfect dillness. She placed a hand on Clemantine's knee. "I could give you that.”

Pat human, part Chenzeme. Clemantine stared a her, while a smoky-cold dread wound
throughout her brain. Deneb had taken the Chenzeme into hersdf. What ese might she have in mind to
do? "What are you thinking?'

Deneb turned away. Light glinted in a gdaxy of tiny points on the scales of her cheek. "Intha last
hour in the core chamber, | fet so empty | didn't want to die, and leave nothing behind me. | didn't want
to die, and leave this fucking Universe untroubled by my passage.”

Clemanting's throat had gone dry. She fdt asif Deneb were groping around insde her mind "Just
sy it, dl right? Just say what you mean.”

Deneb's hand tightened on Clemantine's knee. "'l want to make a child. | want to make her new,
and better than me, better than any of us—we are dl so weighed down by our pasts, I'm afrad of the
mistakes we might make. We need someone new. Someone with a new outlook. Someone who can see
an untarnished future, and be our bridge to the Chenzeme."

Clemantine forced hersdf to St up. She rubbed a her dammy cheeks. Her gaze fixed on the
murd. A swdl was rigng. She tried to remember what it had been like to stand on the beach at the river
mouth, a surfboard under her arm.

"Say something,” Deneb pleaded.

"You could seeit die”

"Yes but parents have dways taken that chance” She dill kndt on the floor, gazing up at
Clemantine with steady eyes. Doubt-free. "Will you help me build this child?'

Build it. Clemantine toyed with the verb. "Usudly children are grown.”

"They are grown only after the zygote is built. Clemantine, | want you for her second parent.”

"Oh no—"

"It hasto be you! It can't be Lot, can it?'

"W, no. His genetic system isn't compatible, and it would be wrong to reproduce it anyway."

"And Nikko and Urban—"

Clemantine nodded her passive understanding. "Y es, of course. What jedlousies would that ir?!

"If sheisour child, they will dl love her."

"S0. | guess they will."

Something broke ingde her. An era, sngpping off an abrupt end. Here would be something new
to worry about, something new to grieve over. Something new to invest with her hope, her love.



She st her hand on Deneb's. "All right—but when you build her, see to it she looks like
you'—Clemantine mimed a waveform from her forehead to her wais—"not like this antique form. There
are no living planetsin the Swan Cloud. Let her be adapted to it."

Deneb nodded. "I will give her a neurd organ like mine. She will be part Chenzeme."

"We are dl becoming part Chenzeme, in our thoughts, if not in our bodies. Maybe we can take it
back to them. Maybe someday we can force them to become partly human too."

Deneb's dusive ghost had disappeared again. Urban could not understand it. Since the incident in
the core chamber she had become an unfathomable mystery, a puzzle that did not pretend to a solution.
What could have led her to do it? He had no guesses, and she would not tdl him. She would not tak to
hmat dl.

Moved by arestless need to work, he went down adone to the core chamber With one aspect of
his attention he watched the courser, and the precise waveength of its Dopplered hull light. If thet light
shifted toward the blue end of the spectrum, they would know it was accderating again and that the
distance between them was cloang. Instead, its hull glow remaned dightly reddened, meaning the
courser continued to fal behind.

With a second aspect of his attention, Urban cdled up a modd of star formation, returning to a
question that had puzzled him since Alpha Cygni Stars formed within molecular clouds, when dust and
gas were drawn into ever denser knots under the influence of gravity. Once the mass of a protostar
reached a threshold levd, it would ignite in a fuson reection that would generate a fierce selar wind, to
blow away the remnants of the nursery nebula.

What if a macroscale object existed in the nebular cloud, even before the gravitationd collapse of
the protostar? He reset the modd, then added to it a solid, ring-shaped object, two kilometers in
diameter. He gave it adensty close to that of water.

On thefird run, he placed thering very close to the pro-tostar's center of mass. It swiftly fdl into
the incandescent globule and disappeared.

On subsequent runs he placed thering farther and farther out on the nebular disk, until he found a
point where it would not fdl into the star at dl, but instead would begin to orbit, like atiny planet drding
the newborn sun.

Hisfirgt aspect brought news. The courser's Doppler-shift had changed, dimbing dightly toward
the blue, indicating its speed was edging up toward Null Boundary's basdine velocity. Urban considered
this and frowned.

A transt bubble opened. Lot dropped into the core. Urban's chest rosein a greet Sgh, as he saw
hisown poor prospects reflected in Lot's presence. "Clemantine kicked you out?'

"Deneb is gaying with her."

"Sooth. Looks like we're a cdibate ship again, huh? If Deneb keeps this up much longer, I'm
going to be as crazy as Nikko."

The courser's Doppl er-shifted wavedength edged up another tiny fraction.

Lot anchored himsdf with a foot hooked under a loop. He watched the modd of star formation
as it went through another collapse. ™Y ou're working on the ring."

"Sooth. It's been bothering me. None of the easy assumptions makes sense. Look." He raised a
hand, pointing to an empty section of air. A blurred image of the ring snapped into existence at that point.
"Thisiswhat Vigl saw, and this'—he moved his hand, and a brighter, sharper image appeared beside the
firs—"is an enhanced verson."

Urban had studied both images, and he knew that except for ther sharpness, they looked exactly
dike. No more detail could be gleaned from the enhanced image than from the raw scan. Both showed a
black ring, without surface features. Even the object's thermd profile was only a passve reflection of the
consderable rediation it received from Alpha Cygni.

Urban waited while Lot studied the pictures. Then he drifted down next to him. "So tdl me. What



isit?'

Lot's sensory tears glinted as he shook his head. "We can't know that."

"Take a best guess.”

"Okay." He ran a hand through his short-cropped hair. "There are no philosopher cdls. So it's a
ship or a habitat of some species like us—hunted by the Chenzeme, maybe to extinction.”

"Sounds reasonable,” Urban said. He tapped awal so that he drifted backward. "So where's the
drive sysgem?"'

"Maybe it had a zero point drive. Or maybe it wasn't made to move.”

"Okay. So why was it in such an inhospitable environment?!

Lot thought about it. "Maybe it used the incoming energy?' he suggested. "It's possible to
engineer for extreme environments.”

"Implying it didn't get its energy from a reef.”

"0 it was made there?'

"I guess. Of course, Alpha C is probably no more than a few million years old.”

"S0 you think it was made there within the last million years or 07" Lot pressed.

Urban gazed at the smooth black surface of thering, so depauperate of information. "Who would
build an undefended structure in such an exposed orbit, so easy for a passing warship to spot?”

Lot stared at the image. "Someone not familiar with the Chenzeme" he concluded. Then he
looked at Urban with a puzzled frown. "Who wouldnt be familiar with the Chenzeme, this close to the
cloud?'

"That's what's bothering me" Urban admitted. "Especidly since the courser was obvioudy
familiar with the ring. Do you remember, Nikko told us thet the firg time he ever saw a courser, the ship
stood off, like it was trying to figure out what he was."

"Sooth."

"Our dog didn't hestate. It knew it wanted to hit that ring."”

"So what do you think it was?' Lot asked.

"Something old. Certainly older than Alpha C. Maybe as old as the Chenzeme war."

Lot grinned. "Y eah? Thirty million years old?*

The courser's Doppler-shift took a consderable jump. Urban cocked his head.

"What isit?"Lot asked.

"The courser's picking up speed. Not by much, but not indgnificant ether.”

"We need to regrow the hull cdls™

"Sooth. That'l let us work the interface. We need to train it on the red thing." He sent a thought
to his ghogt at the reef, urging it to pull a little more accderation, if it could. Nikko wouldn't like it—too
much speed could kill them as eedly as too little—but Urban did not want to yied any ground to the
courser just yet.

With the public aspect of his attention, he continued to discuss the ring. "Thirty million years™ he
repeated. "It's long for us, but who knows how the Chenzeme regarded time? Think about it. The artifact
didn't defend itsdlf. It didn't camouflage itsdlf. It showed no adaptations to the courser's aggression, and
why should it, if it predates dl coursers?'

"Then how could it be here?' Lot asked. "This star is too young."

Urban nodded at the modd of the protostar. "Watch it run."

The digolay winked back to an infahng cloud of hot dust. The ring emerged from it, to fdl into
orbit around the new star. "Maybe the ring was meant to he hidden in the cloud, but when the star
formed, and the remnant cloud was blown away, the ring was exposed. It's a black object, and cold. If it
hed been in amolecular cloud, it would have been impossible to find."

Lot stared at the modd for severd seconds more, then looked at Urban. "So, uh... what isit?'



"We have to find another one, to know that."
The courser's Doppler-shift gill showed it gaining speed.

Chapter 21

Clemantine and Deneb said nothing, but Nikko worked it out anyway. It would be easy for him
to know what files were being accessed, what Makers were beng synthesized. With one part of her
mind Clemantine watched hm wak up the garden path and into the living room. With another aspect of
her atention, she continued to discuss with Deneb the modifications they would need to make to the
extracted gametes. She looked up only when Nikko's tdl, spidery figure shadowed the lab door.

He said nothing for several seconds. It was hard to tdl where his off-centered gaze was focused.
"Deneb,” he said at lagt. "It's good to see you back."

A gmile fluttered on her face. She flexed her fingers. "Thank you."

Clemantine looked back at the chromosoma schematic on display above her desk. The image
shimmered as a Dull Intdligence inventoried and manipulated the coding.

"How many are you planning to make?' Nikko asked.

"Two for now," Clemantine said. "More later.”

"It's not avery safetime”

"If we live, theyll live" she said. "If not, they won't know the difference.”

"All right.”

She turned around in surprise. He shuffled awkwardly, asif he had something more to say, but dl
he managed was, "Wdl. Good luck with it." He nodded a Deneb. His long fingers clacked againg his
thigh. Then he turned and walked away.

Clemantine held on to her cool until Nikko was out of earshot. Then she sputtered, and findly
she laughed. Deneb joined in. They were on the floor before it was over.

The DI inventoried another chromosome.

Lot reseeded the philosopher cdlls. Nikko had long ago worked out their needs, and so they
spread swiftly, painting the hull in their white glow. None too soon. The courser was dosng the gap
between them, while Null Boundary's reef grew more duggish with every passing hour.

Urban's ghost brooded over it. The reef's power was not the deep wel he had imagined. The
polyps were essly exhausted. After a surge of activity they died back, and then the reef would need to
grow anew living layer.

He turned to Nikko. "The courser must have burned out its reef coming out of Alpha C. It took
thisintervening time to recover."

"Maybe" Nikko was only a voice, emanating from a sense of mass. "Can we get ay more
Speed?’

"Not now. Probably not for a while” It would take years of experiments to learn how to
effidently handle the reef. "We need to hit the courser,” Urban concluded. "I'l talk to Lot."

Lot lay in the wound, bathed again in the brilliant light of the philosopher cdls. The courser was
moving up on them. He did not want to meet it—not yet. He was working out his own symphony with
this new generation of cells, trying to tease out of them whatever remnants of ther ancient past they might
dill contain, searching for some clue to the vison of the drifting entities he had seen so briefly when the
Wedl water flooded the core chamber. Had that been a memory of the governors? Or had it been a
memory the governors plucked from the archives of the philosopher cdls? Or from his own fixed
memory?

Eyes closed, he searched his own mind, plumbing the depths of his fixed memory, Failling the
data out into the cdl fidd to see how it would play. There was a trove of information on molecular



gructure that hed gathered from the Well. There were persona memories, of his own life, his family.
Ddving ever deeper, he recovered older, vaguer recollections inherited from his father and from the
charismdics that had come before him. It was a flood of experience that reshaped the plane of the
philosopher cdlls. They were not just Chenzeme anymore.

Exhaudtion closed his eyes. He cdled for atrangt bubble to take him to the gee deck.

Urban met him when he emerged from the new trangt wdl at the back of the pavilion. He set a
hand on Lot's shoulder; his apprehension stung L ot's sensory tears. "Fury, we can't outrun the courser. |Is
there anything you can do to discourage it?

Lot scowled. He didnt want to have this fight again. "I won't poison it." He dipped out from
under Urban's hand, heading for the cabinet factory.

"I didn't ask you to poison it," Urban said. "I only asked if you could discourage it."

Lot turned around. He sensed no subterfuge.

"I know you'e tired," Urban said. "But we need to do something.”

"Okay." Lot thought about it while he got something to eat. "l guess we could try the same thing
we did with the dark courser—infect it with the peacekeeping protocols of the Wdl."

"Through a dust drop?' Urban asked.

"Sooth. Through a long-distance drop."

Deneb dept in the babies room, saying close to the zygotes as they grew within their josling
atifiad wombs.

The wombs were opague and egg-shaped, their servos daved to the motion of Deneb's body, so
that they moved as she moved, and when she spoke, the babies would hear her voice. She could not
watch them directly, for they needed to bein darkness, but cameras in the wombs tracked their growth.

On amonitor, she watched their cdls divide and their bodies form. Soon, they would have limbs
and kisheers. Then ther bodies would form their scaled and pigmented outer shdlls. Kiyo's would be
auburn; Hailey's would be a glisening mother-of-pearl. They could change the colors if they liked, when
they were older.

Lot and Urban came by. They looked at the equipment and the monitors. Deneb could fed
Urban's anger like a needle in the spine. "Why now, Deneb?" he demanded. "The courser is only another
day or two away."

"Something more to live for,” she murmured. A magic spdl. She fdt the shy touch of Lot's
inquigtive charismata. It made her amile. She told him, "They'll be like me."

"You don't have sensory tears." Hisworry flickered like dark linesin her vison.

"I won't be as sengtive as you."

Then she had to explain it dl to Urban and ligen to his complaints.

The courser was thirty-four hours from weapons range when Lot prepared the cdls to drop a
cloud of dust. Nikko watched him through a library window. He lay on his side in the wound. The cdls
lapped over his sensory tears, long white fingers caging his face.

"Ready?' Nikko asked. The information-bearing particles would be the usud gregtings and
threats, but into this scaffolding Lot would weave the vird thoughts generated by the Wdl governors:
chemicd information that might infiltrate the Chenzeme system of communication, closng off the loop of
unprovoked aggression.

Lot's eydids fluttered. "Ready," he whispered. "Now."

Nikko detected the charismata of command that flushed from Lot's sensory tears. He fdt it
replicate across the cdl fidd as his own senses stretched out dong the lines of the ship. A moment |ater,
the searing heat of the dust drop burned across his awareness. He drank it in, watching through the hull
cameras as the dust sparkled in the infrared, then disappeared, cooled to the temperature of surrounding



space. The data it contained would be reactivated only within a Chenzeme neurd fidd.

There were many reasons why this assault could fal:

The dust might break down in this stark, radiation-laced region of hot young stars, or it might not
survive the impact with the courser, or the courser might be immuneto it.

Then again, the Chenzeme were not invulnerable. 1t might dl work out just as they planned.

Nikko watched the courser, keeping at least one aspect of his avareness fixed on it & dl times.
If it sensed the dust drop, it did not respond, either with a change in course or a radio hail. Urban joined
Nikko in the library. He split his ghogt so thet it had severa faces, one for each open window in a
semidirculear fidd. The centrd face spoke: "There won't be much time for the drop to take effect. We're
amog within weapons range now."

Nikko's thoughts went to the growing embryas, blissfully unaware. Lot indgsted they needed only
one successtul hit, only one particle of dust infiltrating the courser's cdl fidd, and within seconds the Well
viruswould replicate itsdf into every branching dialogue. Still, it was an open question how long the virus
would take to modify the cdlls hardwired behavior.

Timeran down. The courser neared the dust drop. Lot huddled in the wound. Urban had a ghost
on the interface, so that he could follow the cdl-tak too. Somewhere, Clemantine and Deneb were dso
ligening. Nearly zero now.

The telescopes picked up aflare of heat from the courser. "What's that?* Urban said, his multiple
faces codescing into one as he stared at the central window. "An exploson?!

"No," Nikko said. His kisheer went ill. Across its membrane, hope was exchanged for sullen
fury. "It's fired its forward gun."

"At us?" It took Urban a second to catch on. "Ah, hdl. You meen it's torching the dugt.”

At least the embryos would never know the difference.

The courser's gun sparkled three more times, burning off everything in its path. Nikko roused Lot
inthe wound, to let him know. "It's coming in," he said, when he was sure he had Lot's atention. "Were
going to have to go through a mating again—unless you can convinceit to turn away."

Lot's answer camein a hoarse, exhausted whisper. "'l don't think I can. It will overwhem our hull
cdls”

"Do what you can."

Urban drifted beside him, saring at the courser through a library window. "Nikko? Shouldn't it
be dowing down by now?"

Nikko followed his gaze. The courser was dill gaming speed.

Urban said, "If it wants to mate, it should try to match speed with us, but it's not dowing down.”

Nikko grunted. "You're right. And it's not redly on an intercept course ether. Look &t the graph.
Its path will bring it across our stern dill a hundred thousand klicks away." More than that, the
displacement was in two directions.

"It's not going for a mating at al,” Urban concluded. His coiled fig sparked with heat. "It's just
trying to get within weapons range."

The courser would not take ther dugt; it would not mate with them. So it was coming in for a hit.
Nikko shared the news with Lot. "Is there anything ese you can do?'

Lot was dlent for a minute. Then his voice spoke again in Nikko's sensorium, relayed from the
wound. "I've got an idea. | don't know if it makes any sense”

"Let's hear it

"The reef's exhaudtible, right? And the courser's been pushing itsdf hard. It's used its gun too. If
we could get it to use its gun again, before it gets within killing range—"

"He's right,” Urban said. He'd been floating cross-legged before the arc of open windows, but
now his feet hit the data path with a crack. He rubbed his hands together, as if thoughts might spark
between his pams. "We could buy some timeif we force the courser to burn out its reef.”



"Sooth," Lot said. "l could drop more dust. It1l bleed our mass, but if it helps..."
Nikko nodded thoughtfully. "Do it."

The dust went out in less than a minute. Only some of the cdls responded though, so it was a
grdl drop. Nikko told himsdf that sze didn't matter, so long as the courser was forced to push the
capacity of its reef. He told Lot to make two more drops. They went out a ten-minute intervas, each
one smdler than the lagt.

"The cdls are buzzing," Urban said when it was done. "Liden to them.”

Nikko shook his head. "I can't interpret it."

"I can't e@ther,” Lot said. "It's unpatterned babble. They're exhausted.”

Nikko could hear Lot's own faigue reflected in the dry, soft timbre of his voice. A librarian
fluttered in his face. "Bring Lot in," it said, speaking in Clemantine's voice. "We should dl be down in the
core

"Sooth," Lot said. "I'm ready."

Nikko roused his own corporea form. Deneb brought the embryos in ther melon-sized atificd
wombs. It fdt crowded and close in the core chamber as the image wall tracked the courser's advance.
It bore down on them, going ever fadter.

Lignt flared from its bow.

"That's the firg dust drop,” Urban muttered. "Cooked to plaama”

It fired again, rgjecting the second cloud as well. Nikko waited for it to fire a third time. The last
dugt drop was the smdlest. Nikko could not track it. He could only estimate its position. The courser
neared the Site. Its gun remained dark. It reached the Site of the drop. It surged through it, without firing.
"The dog took the bait,” Urban said in reverent wonder. "Lot, you've hit it."

Lot amiled in a crooked, hdf-terrified way. "Either that, or it's saving what it's got for us”

"Shut up, fury. The bait will work."

" don't know." He took Clemantine's hand. "'l don't know if therestime”

Nikko watched the fredy drifting orbs of the artificid wombs. Blissfully unaware.

Deneb caught hiseye. *I'm not sorry | did it.

Nikko nodded. *I'm not either.

"It's stopped accderating,” Clemantine announced. "Thisisit, folks. It's coming around.”

The scopes tracked the courser asit swiveled on its short axis. It ill hurtled behind and benegath
Null Boundary, but now it was bringing its bow gun to bear on them.

"Entering weapons range," Nikko said. "...now."

For a century and a hdf this courser had been little more than a white blur in their scopes, but
now, as the distance between the two ships closed, detail emerged initsimage, urtil it was reveded to be
an exact copy of the dark courser that had held them to a maing, only this courser was larger 4ill, a
least athird again as long as the other. Nikko looked down the lens of its bow gun, and he saw the flash
of light.

All his ghodts froze, anticipating the last moment.
Then he snapped back into himsdf with a furious whoop. "We saw the light! So we've aready
been—"

"Hit," Clemantine said. "A third of the hull isSzzing."

"Yes, but were not plasmal”

Now Urban was shouting too. "So much for the fabled Chenzeme lasars. That dog has got
nothing left to hit us with!"

The courser fired again.

"Hit again," Nikko said. His kisheer lashed. "Sixty percent of the hul is cooked now—but it's not



bad. The heat's not penetrating.”

The courser's image flashed a third time,

Urban laughed. "That one hit with the impact of the noon sunin SIk."

"It's receding,” Clemantine said. "It'sfdling out of range.”

Lot asked anxioudy, "Do we have any hull cdls 1eft?!

"Some" Nikko assured him. He dapped Lot on the back, sending them both bouncing across
the chamber. "Don't worry. They'll regrow."

He caught a grip, tumning to follow the courser's trgjectory. Out of wegpons range now. The
telescopes marked its reorientation, as the warship returned to its running posture. Suddenly, Null
Boundary had become the pursuer.

The courser did not resume its former acceleration. It coasted a a constant speed, but that was
S0 high, it continued to pull away from Null Boundary, racing ahead toward the Swan Cloud. It had so
much veocity that every few hours they would see the flare of an incandescent explosion as it struck
sometiny bit of matter inits path. Still, it did not dow.

Maybe its reef had burned out. Maybe the Wl influence had quieted its aggresson. Maybe it
hed found a new, more important target.

They couldn't know.

"We could turn away from it." Nikko fdt obliged to make the suggestion. "We could change our
course, dow down." He didn't want to, and to his surprise, no one ese did ether. They'd comethisfar to
find the source of the Chenzeme. That il lay ahead of them, if it existed at dl. No one was willing to turn
asde. Not now, when they might finally have a chance to follow the dog to itslair.

The courser drew ever farther ahead of them, racing on toward the Swan Cloud. Nikko never
ceased searching the cloud for evidence of the Chenzeme. He would start in the radio spectrum, mapping
the naturad emissions of the cloud's fragile molecules—hydroxyl radicals and carbon monoxide, acohols,
amides and amines, and many others. The molecules owed their existence to the cloud's abundant dust
grains, which screened them from the ultraviolet radiation that would have shattered their delicate bonds.

He would track the hot points of infaling protostars and the shock fronts of old supernovas.

And aways, he would make specid note of the occasiona eruptions of the faint, point-source
sgnds he had fird detected just after Alpha Cygni.

These enigmetic Sgnds were widdy scattered, yet as the months passed, he charted an apparent
cluster. Four sgnds with smilar amplitudes had occurred around a point in the sky close to a powerful
infrared source that marked the pogtion of a massve, new-formed gtar, hidden deep within the vells of
the Swan Cloud. The four sgnds occurred over a period of months, while the ship's position changed, so
they were not just aline-of-sght clugter.

The philosopher cells did not react to the irregular Sgnds, even when Nikko reproduced them at
greater srength. He wondered if the cdls had been hardwired to ignore them; if the Chenzeme had
induded some behaviord loop to ensure the warships would not turn againg their own avilizations There
was no way to tell.

From the nursery in Clemantine's house, he heard Kiyo scream. He looked in on her, through the
eyes of a teddy that hed left in her crib. She had gotten an infant fig around the edge of her kisheer.
Nikko winced, knowing how that would hurt, but she had not learned her hands yet. She did not know
how to let go. * Urban.

*Got it. His dark hands reached down to pry Kiyo's little red-scaled fig open—not an easy
task, given the length of her fingers, but at last he managed to untangle them. He put a soft cloth in her
hands for her to hold, then he picked her up, lifting her out of range of Nikko's vison.

Out of habit, Nikko checked on Haley next. She was peacefully adeep, though her shapeless



infant ghost was active. In the library kindergarten Deneb had devised, her ghost played a beng a
wandering breeze. Where she looked, there she went, and Deneb had hung her world with shapes to
please her.

Nikko watched her, dways fascinated by her activities. These babies scared hm hdf to death.
They astounded him. Everything he did seemed so much more important now.

He looked again a the infrared source that marked the hidden creche of the new-formed sun.
Rushing outward from it was a shock wave of cloud particles moving at supersonic velocities, driven by
the fierce young stdlar winds. Somewhere in that harsh environment something was taking, and not in the
language of the hull cells.

Nikko wanted to go there.

Kiyo was making happy noises as Urban walked and talked to her. Hailey's ghost had become a
breeze with hands, betting at a collection of brightly colored bells.

The new star lay some four hundred years away, not far from the route blazed by the courser. As
Nikko congdered this, he fdt the vastness of time unfolding before him, and he wondered, How long
can we make this last?

Chapter 22

The courser continued to run. Lot came down to the core chamber every few days to watch its
dwinding image in the scopes. Weeks passed, until they added up to a year. The years accumulated, and
Kiyo and Halley grew from babies into young girls Still the courser didnt dow. It didnt adjust its
heading. Its burned-out reef should have recovered by now—Null Boundary's had—yet the courser ran
on, like a mindless drone following a homing beacon, summoned by an indinct more powerful than
reason.

Lot watched it, dl too conscious of his own indinctive need. The cult chewed at his bdly dl the
time now, its dull, warm bite egting him hollow. It he was a wegpon, he was an antiquated one. No one
here was vulnerable to him. He could nat fulfill his purpose. The designers in the cdloud would need to
invent someone new.

His gaze did away from the courser. The image wadls reflected the gulf of space outside the ship.
Alpha Cygni lay behind him, the Swan Cloud lay ahead, and on every sde the gleam of stars like glowing
dust. Theimmengty tugged a him. He fdt thin, as if the effort of filling even histiny portion of this image
was too much for him. Far smdler than avirus, he thought. That's me. And the hull of Null

Boundary was his protein coat that kept him from dissolving in the invisble medium in which he
was embedded.

Embedded in space-time.

He did not fed asif the ship was moving, or even that movement was possible beyond the thin
layer of philosopher cdls that was Null Boundary's skin. They were a discrete point, avirus No more. A
sangle pixd within a gatic image of incomprehengble magnitude. They could not escape from this point
that contained them, and the only force acting upon them was Time. Uppercase T. Time as the Unknown
God, forever refreshing the Image in which they existed; a unknowable intervals rearranging their
postion within the whole. Not randomly, but with a forthright progression that continudly expanded the
quantity of dark points intervening between Null Boundary and the courser, while placing them ever
closer to the black wall of the cloud.

Something lay within those vals of dust. Nikko had heard it gpesking—from many points, but
modly from the neighborhood of the newly formed star he called Nightlight. Four hundred years away.

"Lot?" Kiyo's voice was a sy peep.

He turned to see her crouching at the rim of an open trangt bubble, her auburn face framed by a
kisheer that looked overszed asit drifted in a smoky red cape around her shoulders. Behind her, Halley
dung to the bubble wadl, her mother-of-pearl hide iridescent in the Sarlight. Lot smiled shegpishly. He ran
his fingers through the stubble of his hair. "Oops. We had a date, didn't we?'



"You forgot?' Haley asked. The whole concept of forgeting was quite beyond her, and
therefore, endlesdy fascinating.

"Jud for afew minutes™ Lot admitted. "Sorry."

"It's okay," Kiyo sad. "But Urban showed us how to use the bridge. We're reedy.”

Together Kiyo and Hailey had learned to wak and tak and glide and ghodt, and to use the
charismata. Lot dlently thanked Deneb yet again for giving them that sense. From the time they were
babies held taken them with him out to the hull. He would lie with them, one in each arm, and let them
fed the ganding waves of debate that flowed between the cells.

When they were babies they had grown tense and dlent under the Chenzeme influence, smdll
frightened mammadss huddling out of Sght of greater forces. Given time though, they would relax, sucking
on ther fingers, pulling on Lot's hair, their eyes unfocused, asif they listened to some inner music.

Asthey grew older, Lot would ask them, "What do you fed?"

Sy Kiyo—ever fearful of being wrong—would remain quiet, letting Haley speak fird: "It's like
dream scenes. Colors that make mefed things”

"Can you change the colors?’

Halley frowned, further obscuring blue eyes aready hdf-hidden behind their crystd lenses. She
shook her head. Her kisheer rustled againgt Lot's cheek. He fdt her puzzlement escape into the cdls,
building a ripple of confusion that played agangt the Chenzeme themes. "Do you fed that? "Lot asked
"You did that."

"But it doesn't mean anything," Halley said.

"It's datic,” Kiyo agreed.

"No, it's not. The cdls are trying to—" Lot caught himsdf. It did no good to explan what the
cdls were doing. They needed to understand it on their own. The girls handled the charismata of humen
emoations as naturdly as breathing, but neither of them had ever made sense of the Chenzeme verson, so
on that score, the sensory plexus Deneb had made for them was afalure.

Kiyo fdt his disgppointment, and iffened a hisside. "Lot—?"

"Don't worry,” Lot said, tickling her kisheer. "WEell figureit out."

It hed finally come to him to let them try Urban's virtud interface.

Urban had made the interface as a metaphor for Chenzeme neurd tissue. It was supposed to
function as a bridge, dlowing his ghost to cross the divide between human and Chenzeme thought. With
the hdp of sensors embedded in the wound, he could interpret the generd thrust of Chenzeme
conversation, though he was 4ill traning the interface to follow discrete didogues dl the way through
their loops, and to diginguish conversations that blended, or plit.

In the other direction the virtud bridge didn't perform as wel. Urban's attempts to speak to the
cdls were little more than unintdligible interruptions. Sill, the bridge was one more window onto the
Chenzeme world. So Lot had sent the girlsto borrow it.

"If Urban showed you how to useit, then | guess we're ready,” Lot said. "So let's go!" He kicked
himsdf into the trangt bubble while the girls dove squediing, out of his way.

In the wound, Lot let himsdf descend into the cdls while Kiyo and Hailey dung like bugs to the
wal of the trandt bubble. They grumbled about the cold. Kiyo had her kisheer scrunched up around her
neck so the cdls couldn't touch it. Lot grinned at her dainty efforts, made a fant for her arm. "Come
down in the cdlswith me!"

She squedled and knocked his hand away. "I am not going to let them touch my mouth.”

He made a mock grab at Haley too, but she just shoved a loose mass of cdls in his face. He
sputtered free of it, laughing. "1 wish Deneb had given you both sensory tears. She pruned too much.”

Halley squinted thoughtfully. "Maybe we could give oursdves sensory tears?'

"I dready asked,” Kiyo said. "Deneb sad no. It would make us too much like Lot.”



"That'swhat she told you?' Lot asked. Her kisheer scrunched tighter. He caught the taste of her
uneasiness. "Not supposed to tak about it?' he asked gently.

She nodded. "Deneb sad it's not polite”

Not for thefirg time, Lot wondered if ther difficulty with the cdl fidd might be just a problem of
resolution. They could sense the charismata only through the mucous membranes of their noses and
mouths. It might not be enough. As an andogy, would he be able to learn a new languageif he heard only
inconsstent fragments of it? Urban's interface could monitor cdl-talk better than they could. Maybe it
redly could close the gap.

He closed his eyes. "Okay. I'm going to be quiet for awhile and ligen to the cdls. You two hook
up to Urban's bridge. If you can sense anything, talk to me about it— softly. | don't want to get scared.”
They giggled.

He 4ill fdt their presence close beside him, but as his consciousness sank into the fidd, they
became only garting points in conversations that went nowhere. Seeds of potentid that did not grow. All
around them flowed looping scenarios, as the cells explored the meaning of ther last dust drop, now
amog eight years old; as they examined an ancestral memory of an attack on another courser; as they
explored the nature of Hailey and Kiyo.

Halley gasped. Lot fdt himsdf buoyed by the noise. He opened one eye a dit. Her kisheer
trembled in awad a her neck. "Haley?' he whispered. "Tdk to me"

"It'sangry,” she blurted.

"Sooth. That's the Chenzeme way."

Hefdt Kiyo'sfingers againg his chest. "'l can see mysdf.”

"Can you?' The triumph he fdt flowed into the cdl fidd. The cdls understood it. They echoed the
sentiment by dredging up triumphant memories. It was a celebration of vicious assaults, a conflagration of
ancient victories. Halley screamed. Her terror inspired intricate patterns of didogue, as if the cdls
remembered the last emotions of the dead.

"Lot, wake up. Get out." Kiyo'slittlefist pounded at his chest. "We want to go back right now!"

He opened both eyes to see panic on ther faces.

He lifted his head out of the flowing cells, and then he could fed ther fear, cold sings agang his
sensory tears. He dug hisfingersinto the wdl of the trangt bubble. "Hark. Close up.”

The bubble sealed, but it didnt move. Lot held the girls, waiting for them to cam. "It worked,
didnt it?' he asked after aminute. Kiyo started trembling dl over again. Halley punched him in the thigh.
Lot chuckled. "The Chenzeme are fierce murdering bastards. Y ou know that."

"I don't like feding that way," Kiyo said. "It's like being dirty and thinking you can never be
cleen." Lot fet her kisheer fold like a second glove around his hand. He fdt scared too, and at firs he
couldnt tdl it it was his own feding or an echo of theirs, until he thought about it for a minute. Then he
knew it was redl. It had worked. The girls had vividy understood the cell-tak. They weren't guessng,
like Nikko guessed. They weren't stuck in a Sngle loop, like Urban was when he plugged into the
interface. They had sensed the breadth of the fidd, dl those separate memories of murder. They had
done what only he had been able to do... until now.

He had become replaceable.

He held them tighter, trying to cover his resentment with fierce charismata of love.

He lay with Clemantine that night, not deeping. He lay on his side, and he could see the glitter of
fdse garlight in her wide-open eyes. "How are you feding?' she asked, without any padding or prelude.
She hadn't asked in awhile.

"I'm pleased.”

"You know that's not what | mean. You had that ook on your face tonight. The cult is eding at
you again, it it?"



"It's dways eating & me" He imagined touching her again with the cult, the way he used to. She
would fed what he willed her to fed. The cult would live. If he let it, it would grow around them, an
expanding entity that could swalow suns, and he would be its heart and its skin and dl the rushing
thoughts that filled its unfathomable mind. If he could only bring this structure into being, he would be
complete. The dedire of it burned in him. His charismata permesated the air, carrying a foul mix of love
and anger, deception, frudration, and fear. An ugly stew. "I've been thinking | would go back into cold
Sorage."

Her sudden fear sung in bursts of cold againg his skin. "Why?"

"I want to know where the courser isgoing. | want to know what lives a Nightlight.”

"And you will, intime" She sighed. It was alondy sound, like a wave running up the wet sand of
an empty beach. "It's getting worse?"

"Do you have amemory of how it fet when you fird desired sex?'

"Sooth," Clemantine whispered.

"It'sadedre like that. It just grows and grows. | don't even want to know where it's going.”

He thought of hisfather. All his life, Jupiter had touched the cult—with his prayer circles and his
Communions he had fed on it lightly—never dlowing it to ignite, just enough connection to keep him
sane. Not Lot. He had lived without it, but debt accumulated just the same.

"How long can | trust mysdf?' Lot asked. "Jupiter findly gave up everyone he ever loved.”

"You are not Jupiter.”

"Yes| am!" he snapped at her. "And I'm dl the other charismatics too, and you can't change it, |
know you've tried. So we ded with it, okay?"

There was no trace of softnessin Clemanting's aura. "Okay."

"Anyway, it's a good time for me to go into cold deep. While I'm down, Haley and Kiyo can
learn the cells, and you can wake meif you ever need to."

"Damn," she breathed. "God damn the Chenzeme."

He closed his eyes. "I'm sorry.”

Chapter 23

Point zero: initiate. A sense kicked in. Something like vison. Not because it emulated sght, but
because it reveded. Himsdf: Nikko Jang-Tibayan.

Point one: identify.

Persondity suspended on a machine grid. He is only one mind within the great ship Null
Boundary, his existence contained in discrete ninety-second loops.

It seems just a few minutes snce Clemantine and Deneb, Urban, Kiyo and Hailey, dl followed
Lot into cold storage, nine years after ther trangt of Alpha Cygni. He checks his records. It has been
219 years. The courser isamote in his telescopes, requiring days of observations to resolve. Its heading
hes never varied.

Point two and counting: status check.

Null Boundary has penetrated a peninsula of the Swan Cloud. It's a tiny finger of materid
reeching out from the cloud's main bulk, yet this finger is larger than Sol System. The densty of particles
outsde the ship has climbed from less than one per cubic centimeter in "open” space, to five thousand per
cubic centimeter. The materid is mostly hydrogen, but there are trace amounts of other molecules too, dl
damming againg the prow as Null Boundary forges through the cloud. A ghosly plasma cone has formed
over the nose of the ship.

He checks the mgp of unidentified transmissions. It has grown in detail. At Nightlight, enough
burgts have been recorded to outline athin band around the waist of the star. He listens, but dl he hears
isthe radio chatter of newborn stars and the whisper of complex organic molecules collecting within the
cloud. Ingde the ship, dl isill, and very quiet.



Point twenty: additiona subminds report in. Their assessments are pleasingly dull. Reef function is
nomind. Air qudity is—

An excited submind dumps itsdf into his awareness. A new radio burgt is arriving, on a chillingly
familiar frequency. It isfrom a point haf a degree off their present heading, so it does not come from the
courser—yet he recognizes its Sgnature even before the hull cdlls react.

It is Chenzeme.

Full awareness snapped over Nikko. He broke the loop, extending his senses outward through
the ship's neurd system to "hear” the Sgnd himsdlf. Definitdy Chenzeme.

The hdl cdls confirmed it. They tdl into a brief state of utter inactivity—dartled? wary?
ligening?—Nikko couldn't say. Then debate erupted. Charismata swept between the cdls in a crazy,
aurging, chaotic tide. The meaning of it was beyond Nikkao's ddlity to track, so he sent a submind to
waken Lot—but in hardly more than a minute the sorm of debate was over. Opposng waves
coordinated in aralling consensus achieved with frightening ease. The activity of the cdls did not decline,
but it was concerted now. Nikko fet a nascent radio emisson building. He sought to stop it. He did not
want the cdlls going independent again. He did not want them speaking without permission.

So he made arough code with a brutd meaning—-negate that—and he sent it to cardinds near
the hull, where it was duplicated and released. He waited for some response from the hull cdls to this
demanding opposition... but there was none. Whether it was ignored or excised or Smply not detected,
he couldn't tell. The cells consensus did not reved even a flicker of doubt. Climax loomed a moment
away.

Now

A radio sgnd burgt from the cdl fidd's unified ranks. Nikko recognized it as a greding:
dangerous and joyful, submissve and threatening. It was amed in aline hdf a degree off their course. He
put Null Boundary's insgruments to work, searching for any visble object at that point in the sky. He had
no way of knowing how far away it might be.

He found nothing. The only visble object anywhere near the radio source was the courser, and
that could bardly be seen. Even as he watched, the faint gleam of itshull clls faded benegth the threshold
of detectabihty—stedthed like the dark courser? Why?

Wha was out there? A predator? Or prey?

His own hull cdls subsided into a frightening quiescence now that their message was sent. Never
had Nikko seen them so inactive. He watched them wanly, while he sent subminds to waken dl the ship's
dormant ghosts.

Lot rose to a groggy awareness within the dissolving tissue of his cold-deep cocoon. The
trangparent, mudilaginous capsule was suspended across atiny chamber in his core gpartment. Its surface
layers shimmered as its tissue flowed away across the anchoring umbihcas, disappearing within the walls.

Movement caught his eye.

He turned his head—as far as he could within the condraining tissue—to see Kiyo's auburn face
disappear behind the rim of the chamber door.

"Kiyo?' The cocoon was dissolving to threads, but his hands remained pinned. He shrugged a
shoulder to rub at his sensory tears. Why was he waking?

"Kiyo?' he cdled agan.

She reappeared at the doorway, looking alittle bigger, alittle older than he remembered, but not
much. So not much time had passed. This concluson left him relieved and annoyed and frightened... not
apleasant breakfast cocktail, though its impact was eased a bit by Kiyo's charismata of pleasure.

"Why am | waking?' he asked.

"Everybody's waking." Thistime she came dl the way into the tiny chamber. "Nikko woke us dl



up. Lot, werein the doud.”

His heart skipped. If they werein the cloud, then he had no idea how much time had passed. A
hundred years, at least. Maybe alot more.

Kiyo touched his hand. "Hurry. Something's wrong with the hull cdlls. I've never seen them like
this before. They've gone quiet. They remind me of the way | fdt when | was snking into cold deep.
Nikko wants you to look at them. Hurry." She dove out of the chamber, then returned a moment later
with his spider and a skin suit.

He tugged at the lagt of the suspension threads and findly freed himsdf. Kiyo touched the spider
to his ear, while the skin suit's formless, slvery mantle folded around him.

"On-line?' Nikko's voice demanded.

"Sooth."

"Get out to the hull, then. | need you there."

Kiyo went with him.

In the trangt bubble Nikko let him fed a replay of the radio Sgnd. Lot pondered its meaning
while he sank into the cold tissue of the wound. The cdlls lapped over his sensory tears, and abruptly he
fdt himsdf invaded by a powerful lethargy. His eyes closed. A sweet, peaceful grayness flooded his
Senses.

"Lot!"

Digantly he heard Kiyo. He fdt her dgpping a his hand. Clemantine's voice spoke in his ear,
gently chiding. "Wake up now, son."

"I'm pulling him out," Nikko said.

No. Lot did not want that. He was content. A fulfillment was coming.

Kiyo's child voice screamed a himin awoeful panic. It hurt im to heer it. It disturbed his mood.
He raised a hand. He fdt her grab it. He started to pull her down into the fidd with him, for now no
dissent was required. She fought him, her dender limbs pulling, kicking to escape.

A knifefdl, shearing him loose.

Emptiness poured in.

Awareness flickered.

He blinked at the wdl of atrandt bubble inches from his eyes. Nikko's angry voice buzzed in his
ear: "1 am not putting him back.” And Kiyo: he fdt her fingers on his cheek. "Youre bleeding,” she
sad.

"Laot." Now it was Urban's voice issuing from the spider. "Weére getting a repeat of the Sgnd
Nikko detected earlier. The cels are awake again. They're reecting to it."

"Put me back,” Lot said, hiswords durred. He fdt hdf lost in deep, aware but unable to awaken.

"No," Nikko said. "It's too dangerous.”

"We need to know," Lot said. "Do it."

Urban's voice again: "WEell take him out if the cells go quiet. Itll be okay."

"Leave Kiyo out," Deneb warned. "She can ligen through the interface.”

"Separate them then!" Urban sounded angry and impetient. "Come on. Before the cdl response
fades"

"l want to stay with Lot!" Kiyo protested, but they didn't leave her a choice. The trangt bubble
pinched in two and took her away. Without quite noticing the change, Lot found himsdf back among the
cdls

They were no longer quiet. Their excitement chased hislethargy away. He fdt arisng crescendo
of unanimous agreement.

—don't trandate—



And he let himsdf be swept up in it as an answering radio Sgnd once again exploded outward
from the cdlls

Later, Lot washed the blood off his face in Clemantine's house, usng the moment to think about
what he had fdt and what held learned. When he returned to the living room, everyone was there, even
Nikko, who stared a him, his mood severe, asif he expected some permanent damage.

"I'm okay," Lot said.

Nikko snorted. Clemantine stood beside him, arms crossed over her chest and a cool haf-amile
on her face as amusement velled a sharp concern.

Kiyo crouched on the couch next to Deneb. She stared at Lot, looking asif she wanted to soring
up, but Deneb's hand was a firm weight on her shoulder. "You should not have had her out there with
you," Deneb said. "She told you something was wrong with the cdls. She shouldn't be out there at dl!
The interface is a better link for her."

Lot looked away. Deneb was right, of course. Had he redly tried to pull Kiyo into the cdls with
him?

"So you're sorry," Urban said. He sat behind Deneb, balanced on the sofa back. "You didnt
mean to do it, et cetera. Now, do you have any idea what's going on?'

Lot glanced a Kiyo and found himsdf the recipient of a warm smile. No grudges there. So he
turned to Urban, and tried to explainit: "It's smple, redly. The cdls are being cdled to the radio source.
If this were a Chenzeme vessdl, our course would have been adjusted right after the firs sgnd. But our
cdls cant turn the ship. That's why the cal was repeated. It's a command, but it's up to us to carry it

Urban stood, his whole posture tense with anticipation. "Then this is what we came for. This is
the controlling dement behind the warships™

"Maybe" Lot looked a Kiyo, and then a Halley, leening over the sofa back. Doubt touched
him, and he frowned. "I think we need to decide soon if we're going to respond—in the next few minutes.
Weve dready been sgnded twice. If we don't givein to it and turn the ship, we might not be offered
another chance.”

"A chance at what?' Clemantine asked.

Lot shook his head. "I don't know. The cdlls don't know. But look how they reacted. There was
no debate. Only consensus, then acquiescence. They have to be reacting with hardwired indinct.
Whatever sent that 9gndl is dosdly tied to the Chenzeme ships—maybe in control of them.”

"The next step up in the Chenzeme hierarchy,” Urban said grimly. "Do you think it's aready
summoned the courser?’

"Probably."
" say we go. Judging from the time between sgnd and response, it's no more than a few months
avay."

From her post beside Nikko, Clemantine nodded thoughtfully. Her gaze fixed on Lot. "A true
Chenzeme ship would be endaved by this source, wouldn't it? That's why the cdlls have gone lethargic...
30 they can't further amend the course.”

Lot nodded, feding a blade of aggression within her caution. "I'd guess s0."

"We're not endaved,” Clemantine pointed out. "We can turn away a any time. So why not take a
closer look? It's what we came for. And well want to find the courser again anyway."

"Sooth," Urban said. "It's 0."

"I think s0 too," Halley said. Kiyo backed her up, though she sounded more timid: "Me too."

"Hush," Deneb told them. ™Y ou're too young to understand the choices.”

Lot exchanged a sharp look with Urban. Then he took his life in his hands. "You can't dismiss
them for that.”



Deneb's kisheer bunched around her neck as she turned to glare a him. "I am not dismissng
them." Her fingers were twitchy. Lot fdt the mixed drift of her fedings curiogty and caution, and a
low-leve quilt.

"Deneb?' Clemantine asked. "What's your opinion?"

Her grip tightened on Kiyo's shoulder. "We don't have a choice, do-.we? We need to know
what's out there, before it finds usfird."

They dl looked at Nikko. He leaned againgt the wadll, his arms crossed over his chest, his gaze
unreadable. His kisheer rustled once. "It's done then," he said.

Lot thought he fdt a strange, varying pressure. He imagined the steerage jets, pushing them
dowly, dowly onto thelr new course. Long before that was finished, the philosopher cdls obeyed thar
apparent programming and went dormant. Within a few hours, ther illumination faded away. When the
course correction was findly done, Null Boundary was as dark and stedlthed as the vanished courser.

Chapter 24

There was nothing immediatdy ahead of them. Nothing that Nikko could see, on any wavelength.
In the library he skipped through dl the collected records again, just to be sure. He pulled up the imege
hed made of the origind sgnd. 1t was only a point source.

"Soit'sgmdl,” Clemantine said, gartling him.

He turned, to find her ghogt had taken form on the white path behind him.

"We should see something by now," Nikko indsted. "Even if it's only the Sze of a Cdedtid City,
if it has any illumination..."

"Why do you think it needs to be that large?'

Nikko looked again at the point-source image. "It had to generate a Sgnd. It had to detect a
response. The power source—"

"Would be the zero point fidd. It could be very smdl.”

"It could be," he agreed grudgingly. "How did it come to be amogt directly on our course?!

"I don't know."

The 9gnd that had slenced the hull cdls was the Sgnd of a Chenzeme warship—not at dl like
the 9gnds Nikko had picked up from the vidnity of the young star he cdled Nightlight. Could the two
sources be related? Or was he ligening to the emissions of distinct dvilizations? The winners and losers in
an andent war, perhaps? One dedthy and vicious, the other unconcerned. Or was it something
atogether different? This doud was so0 vadt, reaching where his imaginaion could not follow. He shook
his head, musing aoud, "Can we be as myderious as they are?'

Clemantine nodded somberly. "You are to me" she said. "Nikko, my friend, you certainly are to
me"

Nikko had a ghost dways on watch, so he witnessed the event as it happened: a sparkling,
infrared flash on the threshold of detectability, lighting a point in the void directly ahead of Null Boundary.
Watching the display, he fdt a chill. That firg time he had seen a Chenzeme ship he had watched it drop
dust. Its heat Sgnature had looked like the Sgnature of this flash. The concdluson came eesly: Something
was laying down a message for them. It could not be the courser, or he would see the illumination of its
hul cells. So it must be whatever thing had cdled both ships this way.

Lot readied himsdf to go out once again to the hull cells There was dill nothing to be seen in the
void ahead, but Nikko had made a guess at the postion of ther target. He knew the veocity at which
dust could be gected from a Chenzeme hull, and he had modeled the dispersion rate of that dust within
the cloud. Null Boundary's course and speed were easy to factor into the equation, and now Nikko
believed they were very closg, a last.



For Lat, it had been along, hard wait. The cult craving wore on him, demanding a satisfaction he
could not give. He distracted himsdf with the synthesizer, practicing the Chenzeme speech with Halley
and Kiyo, but it was a weak imitaion, leaving hm hungry for the intense, flowing waves of true
Chenzeme thought. So when Nikko caled him, he quickly retrieved a skin suit and hurried to the hull.

Kiyo and Hailey wanted to go with him, but Deneb wouldn't hear of it. "You don't need to go,"
Lot told them. "Ghogt it. Use the bridge. Y ou won't amiss athing.”

"But you shouldn't be done," Kiyo said. "Remember last time”

Lot remembered wdl enough. "Nikko will be watching."

Sill, he did not go quite dl the way to the hull. He had no desire to be sucked down again into
the cdls torpor, so he huddled in the trangt bubble a few feet below the philosopher cdls, wating for
some sgn that their dormancy would break. Severa hours passed. Clemantine came to St with him. She
brought food, and he ate greedily, but his attention was not fixed on the med. She fdt it and smiled. "Not
tired of meyet?'

"No way. Want me to prove it?'

She chuckled softly while her presence drifted in easy packets againg his sensory tears. "Yes, |
think | do."

Nikko was the voice of the spider. "It's garting,”" he announced somberly. "We have now got a
detectable metabalic rate in the cdl fidd.”

Lot opened his eyes. His head was pillowed on Clemantines breast. She hdd him close, her
hand stroking his buttocks in a haf-conscious rhythm. "Finally," he breathed. He raised his head, and
she let im go. He turned to grab his skin suit. "Can you see anything out there?" he asked her, as the it
folded around him.

Her gaze was far away. "No. There's dill nothing visble, but then we've only reached the edge of
the dust. It could be hours yet, before we redly get there... wherever ‘there is”

"Hours, huh?" She was dill naked. A floating vison, he thought. A warrior angdl.

"Huh," Clemantine said. "l can hear your pulse”

He grinned. "All for you."

The trangt bubble started to pinch shut between them. Clemantine reached through the shrinking
orifice to touch her fingertips to his sensory tears. "Be careful, Lot."

"Sooth," he said. "Waich me close?!

"You know it."

There had to be something out there.

Nikko pirouetted at the center of the core chamber, surveying firg the raw observations gathered
by Null Boundary's indruments maps of emissons across the elec- tromagnetic spectrum. Next he
shifted the display through a series of views filtered and enhanced by a DI. No solid objects were
revealed within a scope of severd light-years. But if an object was samdl and cold and dark, he could
detect it only at very close range.

The philosopher cells were quigt, but awake. Waiting? Maybe.

Nikko used radar to probe the darkness. For weeks Null Boundary had dumped veocity until
now the ship ran a hardly five percent lightspeed. It seemed brutdly dow. And ye, in less than three
hours the ship would traverse an astronomica unit. An AU was the distance that had once separated
Earth from the Sun. It was not a smdl measure of space. Kept quiet and cold, a planet-sized mass could
vanish essly into such avadt, dark night.

There has to be something concrete out there. Something with an antenna large enough to
capture the feeble traces of an attenuated radio Sgnd, or it would never have heard ther answer. Nikko
told himsdf he would be able to detect something that big. But could he locate it soon enough to make a



difference?

He dill didn't know what he would do when something was found.

He scanned the image walls again, while ghosts on continuous pilgrimage dropped in and out of
his arium. He'd edited impatience from his persona a dozen times before an darm sounded its gray
ringing announcement over the atnal channels. At lagt, the radar had collected a probable return.

Theimagewadl refreshed itsdf.

A ghodly, pockmarked expanse emerged from the darkness, looking like white chak drawn
broadly on a rough black surface. Its edges flowed in too many lobes to be cdled circular. Nikko
surveyed the time from sgnd launch to return, finding an average of 134 seconds, indicaing a range of
some twenty million kilometers—a distance they would cross in twenty-two minutes. The object lay
precisaly in Null Boundary's path.

Love and nature.

Urban's voice was tense in hisatrium: *What is that?

"No idea"

*Look at it! It's huge. What's its diameter? Seven thousand kilometers? Nikko, it's
centered on our course. We have to veer now, or we're going to hit it.

"It's dready too late for that." Even with the reef, they didn't have that much maneuvering power.

*Rotate the ship then. Fire up the fusion engines. It looks soft. If it's not a planetary
object, we can use our exhaust to burn a path through it.

"It won't work! It's too late to bring the engines on-line, and there isnt time to reorient the ship.
Wed hit broadside.”

*We have to do something.

They had no guns.

The next radar pass unrolled and the ghostly smear gamed definition.

*Shit, Urban whispered. Nikko could not think of anything more ingpired to say. From left to
right the object was hardening from an ary blur to a low-resolution sngpshot of a swvarm of dosdy
packed ships, each vessdl's round prow pointed squardly in Null Boundary's face.

"Get everyone into the core," Nikko said.

*Qure. But look at the scale. Those can't be ships. Each prow is only twenty meters across.

Nikko stared at the projection. He dill saw ships on the right-hand side of the image, where there
was the most detail, but Urban was right; they were unpracticdly smdl. "What else could they be?"

*| don't know. We need more detail!

"It's coming."

Nikko's kisheer bunched around his neck as he waited for the data from a new set of returns to
be integrated into the display. The echoes they received carried only a minuscule fraction of the strength
of their initid sgnd, but that was enough to paint the image in finer and finer detal. Nikko watched each
pass with rapt attention.

Theary left Sde of the swarm gained resolution. Individud ships dfted out of the blurred image.
Each prow was dill no more than an undetailed smear, but dearly they were larger than the ships on the
swvarm's right-hand side, thirty meters at the smallest and incressing in Sze toward the center.

Nikko fdt staggered by the sheer quantity of objects. If this was an armada, it extended over
seven thousand kilometers in at least two directions. He paused to consder the logidics of such a
flest—how could so many ships run so close together? Any dight error in navigation would be fatd. It
reminded him of the Dyson swarmsin the Hallowed Vadties.

New data continued to load, rewriting the right-hand side of the image now. Nikko fdt a flush of
shock; his kisheer shivered as he took in the results. The "ships' in this quadrant, which had been only
twenty meters wide seconds before, had expanded to at least forty-five meters across. There was no
improvement &t al in surface detail. "Our initid estimate couldn't have been that far off," Nikko said.



*No way, Urban agreed, his tone one of cold satisfaction. *Whatever we're looking at, it's
expanding in size— like an antenna opening up? Maybe a cluster of recording stations. Not like a
fleet of ships. Whatever they are, they can only get so big. We can till dide between them.

Tha hope lasted until the next radar pass, when the returning echoes no longer described a
swarm of discrete objects—mapping instead an unbroken wall of planetary scae.

Nikko stared gimly at the display. "I want everyone in the core. We might Hill weather a minor
impact.”

* Sooth. Urban agreed, but he did not sound asif he believed it.

Waking came dowly to the cdl fidd, but it came as a smooth, inevitable dide into heat and
quickening activity. Lot tracked the progress, anticipating an explosion of chaotic debate.

That never came. As the cdls awoke, each one emitted the same pattern. It was not a thought,
only an empty tond sructure like a carrier wave devoid of information. Lot's bresthing grew shdlow. His
limbs fdt remote. Vaguely, he saw himsdf fdling into this unprecedented regimentation, but soon he
forgot it, and waking became no different than deep.

* % *

A crawlway opened. Nikko looked up, just as Clemantine dropped into the core chamber. "So,"
she sad grimly. "I guess our target is not hiding anymore.”

Kiyo and Haley spilled in after her, with Deneb in the rear. Fear clogged the tiny sensors
gudding the image walls, so Nikko shut them down. "The object can't be dense," he said. "It didn't exist
aminute ago. We could punch through.”

"Sooth," Clemantine said. "Maybe."

"It wants us to hit it!" Kiyo shouted. "It wants usto crash.”

"Why?' Hailey asked, her head cocked as she puzzled over the question.

"Because were not redly Chenzeme!™

"Or because we are Chenzeme," Clemantine said.

Nikko glared hdpledy at the display.

"Come on, fury."

Lot squirmed, as Urban's voice intruded like a hard line drawn draight through his easy,
unstructured world.

"You're too young to introvert. Focus. Focus. That's right.”

Lot fdt a flush of heat, before red vison broke through his gray surrounds, bubbling up like
water through a bore hole, spreading a swirl of imagery tofill in the fidd of his perception. He recognized
the curving wall of atrangt bubble, and Urban's face, set in an impatient scowl. "You know, fury, | don't
think you can handle those cdlls anymore.”

Thecdls

Lot turned his head, as if he could look back over his shoulder and see the past few minutes
Every sensation experienced within the philosopher cdlls existed in his memory. Y et while held been part
of it, he'd been utterly unaware of what he participated in... asif his conscious mind had been shut down
adong with his dbility to choose. He had become a conduit of information, unconscious but awake.

He looked back at Urban. "Theres alot of dust out there. It's dogging our receptors.”

"Sooth. It's thick."

Lot frowned, trying to order his concerns. "It's a drug— the dugt, | mean. It's overriding our
indincts. It'sin absolute control of our cdls”

"Get yoursalves secured,” Nikko said, as Lot and Urban dropped into the core chamber.



Lot's brown cheeks were flushed, his eyes wide. He scanned the chamber like a migrugtful
security camera; then his gaze locked on the girls. "Are you linked to the bridge?"

The girls hesitated while Nikko looked on with growing misgivings

"The neurd bridge!" Lot ingsted. "There's dust everywhere, so thick it's dogging the receptors.
Go on! Ghost it. Get on the bridge. Try to follow the didogues. Tdl me what's going on.”

He turned to Nikko. "It's reading us. It's sucking every bit of history out of our cdls”

Nikko could not suppress a triumphant twitch of his kisheer. "Then it's dso taken the vird
thoughts of the Well."

Lot nodded. "Soath. It will know we're different.”

"It?" Urban asked. "What isit? Will it care if we're different?”

Lot laughed at that. "It will if it's Chenzeme. Maybe that's what it's for. Nikko? What do you
think? What if it summons every Chenzeme ship that comes this way? What if it sucks the history out of
every one of them?"

"A Chenzeme library?' Deneb asked.

Clemantine shook her head. "More like a Chenzeme checkpoint, 1'd bet—evauding every ship?'

Hailey's sill voice made them dl jump. "I don't like this!" she screamed. "It's dark. It's trying
to scare me. Kiyo, where are you?'

"I won't do it!" Kiyo cried. She dove away from Hailey, to take refuge in Deneb's arms.

"Kiyo," Halley pleaded. "Come back. Don't leave me done”

"I won't go back!" Kiyo shouted a her. "I won't, | wont." And she buried her face aganst
Deneb's kisheer.

Deneb hed her tight. "Halley, break the bridge," she urged. "You don't have to do this"

"No," Lot said. He dropped close to Hailey's sde. "Ligen—"

"Leave her done" Deneb shouted. "She doesn't have to do this for you." She toed the wal,

diding toward Lot. Nikko got in her way. He bumped her back. She glared a him, outraged. "You can't
let im do thisto her. She's just a child.”

"We have to know what's going on," Nikko said. His kisheer bunched a his neck. He fdt hot
and dirty. "Judt for atew minutes, Deneb."

Behind him he could hear Lot talking, crooning, his voice low and hungry. "Halley, it can't hurt
you. Tdl me what you fed. Isit taking now? Isit?'

Nikko glanced cautioudy at Urban and Clemantine, but they were slent, undecided. He guessed
they would not interfere. He turned back to Lot.

Haley stared at Lot, her eyes huge behind their lenses. Her kisheer shivered. She raised a hand
to touch Lot's gligening sensory tears. Nikko fdt like a voyeur.

"You amdl like the cells" Hailey whispered.

Lot's answvering amile was Chenzeme-cold. "What does it say to us?'

Halley closed her eyes. "It tdls us what we dready know. It tdls us what we told it, only...
strange. Do we remember it wrong?' She reached for Lot with sheking hands. He took her in his arms.
"We mug remember it wrong,” she whispered. "All thisis our knowledge. Thisisdl we know, only... we
know it better now. Now it doesn't conflict. It doesn't trouble us. We have no doubt. We are right. We
are clean. We are pure—"

She caught her breath. Her kisheer went ill.

"Tell me," Lot whispered fiercdy, hislips beside her ear.

"No!" Deneb shouted. "She's done enough.” But again Nikko blocked her lunge toward Halley.

Hailey screamed: an incoherent wall that abruptly crashed, shattering into words. "We have to go
back!" Her figs pounded on Lot's shoulders. "Lat, we have to go back, or well die in the cloud. We
have to be quiet, or wewill die”

Nikko reached out with dl his senses. He fdt the hest of the cdl fidd; heard the radio mutter of



the dloud; saw the radar image of the gpproaching wall. "How will we die, Haley? Why will we die?
What's out there besides the wdl?'

"I dont know." Halley's hands twitched. She twigted in Lot's grip. "We don't like it!" she
screamed. "We defy!™

Deneb's long fingers closed in a panful grip on Nikko's shoulder, squeezing his kisheer. "Get her
out of there," she warned. "Now, Nikko. You bastard. Break her link."

Nikko did it. Confuson blossomed on Hailey's face. Deneb saw it. She shoved Nikko hard
agang the wdl. Dropping Kiyo, she dove for Hailey, sveeping her up in her long arms.

"Hve minutes," Urban announced, "before impact.”

Null Boundary plunged toward the barrier. Nikko shed his body, dipping fully into the structure
of the ship. We will die in the cloud.

Here? he wondered. Now?

He watched through an infrared camera as the wal grew closer, details risng into vishility. The
surface was an amagam of overlgpping cups of different Szes, each with a whip-thin receiver protruding
from its center: the characterigtic flower shape of a parabolic antenna. So Urban had been right.

Nikko checked the security of his passengers. "It'stime™ he announced. He made sure each one
of them was furled into a shock cushion. Then, as the moment of impact loomed, he gave dl his atention
to the ship.

Urban chanted a soft countdown: *Five, four, three, two—?

His voice fdtered as a parabolic flower in front of the ship snapped shut, itsribs firg folding, then
collgpang on its central axis like a dosng bud. Nikko watched the lithe spindle dart aside on a burst of
reactionless acceleration, an indant before Null Boundary's prow diced into the resulting bore hole. In
the same moment, flowers on every side collapsed in an identical sequence of snap, fold, shut, and go,
darting out of Null Boundary's path like fish evading a stick thrust into the water.

*Nikko...? Urban's confused voice croaked in his sensorium.

"l don't know."

More flowers loomed behind the firgt layer of the swarm, but they too vanished in the white hest
flash of closure, legping past on dl sides, flesing fishes—

Null Boundary broke through. With astonishment, Nikko looked out on a void thet glistened only
with the heet of distant stars.

Immediately, he reversed his view.

The collgpse of the wall continued, ralling outward from Null Boundary's bore hole, a circular
wave of darkness edting through the structure. Shimmering points lingered in the new void, while the
wave advanced toward the swvarm's perimeter.

A checkpoint?

It tells us all we know, only we know it better now.

Lot went back out to the hull. He lay with the cdls, and as the last flowers folded, he confirmed
what Nikko had dready guessed. After the svarm had taken dl the higory embedded in their cdls, it
hed poured back a purified higory, purged of clutter and faling strategies, of hereses and mentd
pollution.

...we know it better now.

This was how the Chenzeme ships remained committed to war, when it would be to the
advantage of any one of them to make peace. They were reeducated by the swarm. Peace was a
heretica notion. It could not spread in the Chenzeme fleat because it was purged, if not by the swarm,
then by the ships recently returned from the swvarm.

And how many swarms existed within the cloud? That Null Boundary had found even one, the
number mugt be immense. Whoever the Chenzeme were fighting, they'd programmed ther war to go on



and on and on.

The lagt dde traces of heat bled away. Once agan, the swvarm was undetectable. Stedlthed.
Nikko imagined the Wdl influence lying quiescent within it, wating a thousand years, or ten thousand
years, for the chance to jump to another ship, while Null Boundary forged on.

We have to be quiet, or we will die.

Nikko looked for the courser, but it could not be seen.

Chapter 25

Urban could lose himsdif, riding on the senses of the ship. The bright-hot impact of dust dong his
sdes scoured hmwith a sense of maotion. Dopplered radio emissons let him track myriad shock waves
and currents within the cloud. Runaway stars drilled ther own paths, flung from ther orbits when thar
binary partners exploded in cataclysmic supernovas. In the radio spectrum, he listened to the roar of the
gdaxy's heart.

All these things were far away and unthrestenmg; it was the near-dark thet made Urban unessy.
Every day he searched the ship's sensorium for some sign of the vanished courser. He remembered the
way the dark courser had dipped close, coming out of nowhere... Anything could be out there, hidden in
the dark.

Anything.

The evidence was dear: The swvarm had been aware of their postion long before it could have
resolved the light of their hull cdls. How had it known they were coming? Had it been derted by some
unseen watch station? Null Boundary ran slent, but that did not make them invisble Halley said they had
to be quiet... but what if "quiet" wasn't quite the right word?

"Nikko?'

"Here"

Urban hesitated. Was he only scaring himsdf? “I'm thinking... maybe we should send the hull
cdls into dormancy again. We would be a dark courser, effectivdy invisble No more traps could be
sprung in our face—and we would dill have the cdllsif we ever needed them.”

The mood Nikko srung between the cardinds was thoughtful and dryly gpproving. "We could
try it... if we knew how to darken the cdlls”

"Lot could doit."

"Maybe. You'd have to convince imto try."

Urban cornered him in Clemantine's house when he came in to rest after spending hours lying
with the philosopher cdls. He had Clemantine, Deneb, and Nikko for backup. Lot looked them over
suspicioudy. "We need to tak," Urban said, dipping a glass of wineinto Lot's hand.

Lot ligened, but he didn't like the idea. He didn't want the philosopher cdls to go dormant again.

"Will you risk Kiyo and Hailey then?' Clemantine asked maiter-of-factly. She sat next to him on
the couch, cradling a glass of winein her interlaced fingers. "We survived the swarm, but next time, your
gaudy hull cdls might attract something less benign.”

"That's right," Deneb said, neetly curled in a char. "We know there's something out here the
Chenzeme fear. Going dark is the only prudent thing to do.”

Urban perched on the am of the couch, sudying his target. Lot looked tired and confused.
They'd caught hm at a good time. Urban leaned a little harder. "Think about it, fury. The courser itsdf
must be stedlthed, or we would have seen it.”

"But we agreed to follow the courser home" Lot said. "What happened to that™

Urban nodded. "It's done. The courser led us to the swvarm. Now it's either waiting to ambush us
or it's headed back to the frontier. In either case, we're better off without the hull cdls”

Nikko spoke from behind them. He stood in the doorway, arms crossed over his chest, while his
rich voice filled the room. "I want to go to Nightlight. Something's there, and it's not like the Chenzeme



weve known."

Lot's chin came up. He turned to look at Nikko, and Urban smiled, knowing they'd found a lever
that could work. * Push it, he whispered in Nikkao's atrium.

Nikko's kisheer twitched. "I don't have to fake it," he said. "I won't have the courser following
meto Nightlight. | made that mistake at Heyertori, but | won't make it again. We need to be sedthed.”

Urban shrugged, not dlowing hisirritation to show. "Who could argue with that? Fury?"

Lot sighed. "How long isit to Nightlight anyway?"

Clemantine answered: "As short as you want it to be, if you pass the timein cold deep.”

So Lot agreed to try it. He experimented, usng a record of the 9gnd cast a them by the swvarm.
Eventudly he pieced together the dormancy code, though he only discovered this afterward, when Nikko
diced him free of the deegping fidd.

To Nightlight.

Kiyo was waiting the firg time Lot awvoke from cold storage. When he saw her at the chamber
doorway, he was dill tangled in the sugpension threads. He stared, hardly comprehending. She had been
achild when he kissed her good-night.

Now her face was narrower than he remembered, and her breasts were just beginning to bud
upon a petite chest. Her skin was auburn, and 4ill, she looked so much like Deneb, he had to look twice
to be sure.

She did not amile: the Hillness on her face was inexpressibly sad.

"Kiyo?'

Her mood turned over. Fury condensed in droplets out of the air. The charismata touched Lot's
sensory tears, and panic seized him. He yanked at the threads. One broke with araw snap. "What's gone
wrong?' he shouted.

But Kiyo was gone.

Later, Clemantine laughed it off "Of course she's angry with you. You left us for dmogt three
years”

By the next morning Kiyo had forgotten her grudge. She was amiling and gracious and eager to
show off her new skills. She'd learned to cook, and she made breakfast for im and Clemantine and
Haley.

Lot watched her, but his thoughts chased after Nightlight. He wanted to see it. He wanted to
know what was out there, and where he had come from. And why. He pretended this was his obsession.
He built himsdf a fiction around it, so that he would not have to acknowledge the merciless craving for
the cult that ate at him dl the time now.

To Nightlight.

It became his mantra. He wanted it now.

But time would not be rushed, it could only be skipped over. So he went back to cold storage
within afew days.

"Urban! Watch me!"

Urban turned at the child's shout. Seth was three years old and learning to somersault just today.
Urban watched him, feding mildy bored, mildy irritated, mildy amused. Seth tucked his head and rolled,
but his long, prehendle toes spilled over Sdeways as he tumbled in the grass. His blue scdes flashed in
the atificid light. "Ouch!" he cried, as the edge of his kisheer was crushed under his shoulder.

"Bunch it up before" Noa advised in his serious way. He was smdler than Seth, but just as
determined. He crouched, a look of intense concentration on his face. And indeed, he managed to hold
his kisheer close to his neck as he tumbled, though he landed with an oof! flat on his back, his mixed blue
and green scales glinting like asink of deep water among the meadow grasses.



Urban winced in sympeathy. "Tuck your kneesin," he said, squetting to show them how.

Sath objected: "How can | hold my knees and my kisheer?' He tumbled again, but only
succeeded infdling over sdeways.

Urban laughed, touding the rippling edge of Seth's kisheer. "Keep trying," he advised. "Il
watch." Then he retreated to the blanket where Deneb reclined on one elbow, watching their sons. He
lay down beside her, his free hand moving possessively to her hip. He stroked her skin's china surface,
fascinated 4ill by its hard-yet-phant fed. She amiled without looking at him. He leaned forward, laying his
cheek againg her kisheer, Ietting it Iap againg his face, softer than any hand. He sighed.

He didn't know what to do with himsdf mogt of the time. He thought of Lot in cold storage and
envied him. Lot could skip over these years. For him, only a few days would pass before they reached
Nightlight. For Urban, it would be tedious years. "Nightlight is dill so far away. Sometimes | fed welll
never get there”

"WEell get there" Deneb said.

"Time moves too dowly."

"The boys need thistime to grow."

Urban watched them. They were the only reason he had not givenin to cold storage. Deneb must
know that. Damn, but Lot had taken the easy way oLt.

Deneb dghed and stretched beneath his hand, ralling onto her back so that she looked up at
Urban. "We waited too long to have the boys. Did you know that Kiyo isin love with Lot? She's pining
for im to come out of cold storage.”

Urban snorted. "Kiyo's been in love with Lot since she was five years old.”

"Shel's reached the age where these things metter."

"Then it's not our business anymore.”

Deneb sat up, scanddized. "How can you say that?'

"Becauseit's true. Kiyo's as old as you were when you went to Nikko."

Deneb's gaze clouded. She looked back at the boys. They had spotted alizard and were chasing
it, crushing crazy paths through the tal grass. "I don't remember that."

"Sill it happened. Nobody stays a child forever. If Kiyo's unhappy, she can edit her fedings So
can you."

Deneb continued to watch the boys at their play, but her face had gone as ill as Nikkao's. "I hate
it when you tak like that," she said. "It's as if persondities are only costumes to you." She looked a him
with a migrustful gaze. "You don't like what I'm saying now. Y ou'd change this part of meif you could."

"But | can't—"

"Love and nature! Y ou could at least pretend the idea offends you.”

He laughed. "Deneb, you know who | am. Why do you want to play this game?"

"It's not a game, Urban, and you scare me"

The boys had made their way to the koi pond. Seth balanced unessily on the firs stepping-stone
to ford the pond.

Urban watched him, while indde he wrestled with a deep impatience. They had come this way to
find the Chenzeme. They had survived the courser, they had survived the swarm, they had survived
centuries of travel. They had gotten farther than dmost anyone before them—except Lot's ancestor?

Urban tried to imagine that firg charismatic. Who had he been? And how had he become
infected with the cult?

Lot believed him to be some hapless early explorer who'd had the poor luck to sumble across a
hidden sanctuary of the Chenzeme. They'd made him into a tool, a living weapon, a hybrid device
designed to spread the cult.

Urban wondered if Null Boundary might be retracing the route of this forgotten man. Had his
expedition heard the enigmatic Sgnds at Nightlight too?



It could have happened that way.

Urban sghed. He couldnt talk about these things with Deneb anymore. She'd let the children
change her. He remembered the way she'd looked just before they boarded the dark courser, so eager
to touch the dien.

She was a mother now.

He was a father, but he dill fdt the same. "l love you," he said softly.

"And 4ill you're bored. So why don't you edit your own impatience?"

"Deneb—"

"Urban, why can't you see that this is what lifés about?' She nodded at the boys. "This is the
reason were here” Then, in a soft whisper of confesson: "I'm afraid. | don't redly want to go to
Nightlight anymore."

"Don't say that."

"Urban, we don't know what's there. It could be anything."

"That why we have to go."

"l don't want to see them die”

"I don't either! Deneb, you know that, but—"

Noa stepped out on the stone, forcing Seth to jump to the next one. Deneb got up. "Seth!” she
cdled. "You be careful .

"Deneb."

"They could fdl in," she said, her voice shaking. She strode after them. Noa turned to grin at her.
Seth took her hand. Deneb helped them across the stepping-stones while Urban watched, puzzing over
his own fedings. Why did he want more than this?

Kiyo was not walting the next time Lot awoke, and he fdt oddly disappointed. Now her
adolescence wasin full flush. She'd left Deneb's house, moving into a house of her own with Chenzeme
receptorsin the wals, so that she and Hailey could practice the language of the dormant cells.

"I wish we could wake the philosopher cells” Lot told her when he stopped to see her one
afternoon. The smple nature of her house surprised him. She had no muras on the white wals. There
was alow couch, and two honey-brown tables with curving legs. One supported a vase with a nodding
dutch of columbine.

Shunning the couch, they sat ingtead on a tatami. Siding doors had been drawn open on a
sheltered garden, and Lot could fed the reflected warmth of fase sunlight. Smdl golden flies darted over
the flowers.

He turned from the view to look again a Kiyo. Her kisheer lay ill upon her shoulders. Her
mood was tangled: cool-warm and eager, hard to read. "Do you remember how the red Chenzeme
language feds?" Lot asked. "It's so different when you're immersed in the cdll fidd.”

"I have some stored memories. And Hailey's been improving the neurd bridge. It can synthesize
ome conversaions.”

He nodded his approvd. "In the cdl fidd you're faced with a series of thoughts. It feds like
endless, bickering debate.”

"But when the cdlls agree, the talk ends" Kiyo said, her gaze srangdy intense, as if she spoke to
someone hidden just behind his eyes. "That's when action is taken.”

"Sooth," Lot agreed—nhestantly. He found himsdf suddenly aware of her posture: the curve of
her shoulders, hdf turned away from him. The shape of her breasts, dark nipples partly veled by the
pliant scaes of her auburn skin.

Halley was somewhere else.

"I want to equip the bridge with an encyclopedia of Chenzeme syntax,” Kiyo said. "Bring it to the
point where any one of us could understand the philosopher cdlls. I've dready included everything you



taught the synthesizer, but that's just a beginning, isnt it?"

Lot nodded cautioudy, feding himsdf surrounded by the charismata of her presence.

"I thought—if you would stay awake for a while—you might help me expand the vocabulary?*

He didn't want to agree to anything. He looked past Kiyo, to the garden, where a smdl bird with
trailing, iridescent tail feathers climbed the trunk of a weeping orange tree.

Kiyo leaned alittle closer, so that her smoky-red kisheer rippled againg his shoulder. "It's just
that the cdls have a genetic memory. They dmogt dways process higoricd incidents”

"Sooth. You're right about that." Maybe he could hep her. A conversation with her in the
Chenzeme way might lead to a more complex didogue than the synthesizer could ever inspire. He looked
a her again, at the smooth scales of her face, the bemused turn of her lips, wondering if it could work.

She returned a thoughtful gaze. "Of course, when you use the charismata, there isno history. Lo,
why don't you trade memories like the philosopher cdls?"

It was a grange question. "Why should 1? | wasn't made to argue with the cdls”

"No." Her smile was fant, but her charismata touched his sensory tears with a stronger emotion.
"You were made to interact with people.”

"Sooth."

But not like this. Hed been designed to infect the minds of others, but snce held left Silk, that
trait had evolved into something else. Now he was vulnerable. The charismata that Kiyo made fdl againgt
his sensory tears like amdl explosions.

"Come back, Lot," she whispered, her lips inches from his ear. "Come back. I'm dill here.”

He flinched, pulling away in surprise.

She laughed in an adolescent syle that he remembered with sriking darity, as she settled back
on her heds. "You look so funny when you phase out like that.”

"Sorry."

She faced him with her shoulders a a quarter turn, her eyes sparkling. It was a pose that sirred
an old excitement in him. Desire, mingling with confusion.

"Kiyo, I—"

"Have to go?' She treated him to an overacted look of deep regret, and despite its dlliness, it
worked on him. He couldn't laugh. Somehow she'd cut him off from any anchor of normacy.

She raised a hand to touch his sensory tears. Did she know how arousing that gesture was?

"I've learned how to make these"

At firg the meaning of these words escaped him. Then he played the moment over again in his
head. "What? But Deneb didn't want you to eventtry..."

She amiled, her coy gaze darting away.

"Kiyo?'

"I'm not alitle gil anymore, Lot. So it's not for Deneb to say. | could make the sensory tears for
mysdf, and then I'd be different from Halley. I'd be more like you.”

A new excitement gripped him. "Kiyo, are you sure you know how?'

"Yes... but—" She heditated, catching the shift in his mood. "That's not what you want... isit?'

"Could you take the sensory tears avay?'

Confusion clouded her face. "Why would you want that?"

Lot frowned. He needed the sensory tears, didn't he? To speak to the philosopher cdls. He
couldn' link to the bridge; he had no ghogt. "I don't know. | just thought, if you could—"

"You want a red arium, don't you?' Kiyo looked distracted, as if she were dready meking an
intrepid ghogt to set upon the problem.

Lot amiled. "You were dways so determined.”

"Nikko says that's good.”



"Itisgood. But somethings... Kiyo, some things just aren't possible. Clemantine has tried—"

"Il try harder." Her affection burst againgt his sensory tears in faint, sweet explosions, drowning
his objections. The proximity of her body became an unignorable fact. He shifted, fairly sure he should
leave.

"Lot? It's okay."

Wasiit? He touched her kisheer, letting it Igp againg his hand. He touched her smdl breasts. She
looked into his eyes, and he could not tdl if she was looking a him or at the tangled Chenzeme structures
inhisbrain. "It's okay," she said again.

She was only fourteen.

It didn't seem to mtter.

He left over the wdl a dusk, when Haley came. He dropped into the meadow grass on the
other sde and crouched there, swegting in the gathering dark of ship's night. Crickets had begun to sing.
Kiyo's voice drifted over the wdl as she spoke softly to Halley. Lot listened without heering the words,
moving off only when Hailey's voice intruded.

Ah god, he fdt so high, every cdl in his body vibrant with a fertile hesat. The grass brushed his
hands as he strode through it. The seed heads drummed his thighs. Somewhere Seth shouted and Noa
answered back and Lot knew he couldn't bear to be with anyone but Kiyo, not yet. Her charismata dung
to hishar and his sensory tears, saturating his emotions.

He cycled out of the gee deck, into atrangt bubble. He got a skin suit and he went outside.

On the hull there was nothing to be seen within visble range. The cdls were dark. The hul was
dark. Lot drifted on a tether, careful not ro touch the line All was shadow, and he was invisble to
himsdlf.

His eyes ached from trying to see.

He saw only blackness, neither vast nor close-pressing: the dimensionless dark that exids as the
beginning of cregtion myths. He fdt himsdf embedded in this nonworld. He fdt himsdf burning in it,
vidently dive, a spark, a santilla of organization and warmth, a defiant dien in an amorphous and
UNCONSCIiOUS Sea.

He closed his eyes.

It made no difference.

Vetigo seized him. Eyes open, eyes closed. No difference. No up. No down. No here. No
there.

And yet he existed.

He could fed his existence even if he could not see it, and it amazed him: that he could be here,
asif a the beginning of the world.

Sometime later—an hour? maybe longer—L ot retreated to the ship and stripped off his hood.
Hismind had begun to cool, and now he fdt shaken by the magnitude of his fedings. Kiyo's charismata
dill clutched at him. He wanted to go back to her, but she hadn't called him yet.

"Lot." Urban's voice issued from the spider. "You or-lineg?'

"Sooth." Lot answered cautioudy. Things would change now, wouldn't they? Relationships would
hift. It seemed dmogt certain someone would object.

"Where?'

"I was on the hull."

"Yeeh?' There was only curiogity in Urban's voice. "What for?"

"Jud to do it

"Come to Clemantine's house, okay? | want to show you something.”



"Is Clemantine there?"

"No. | think she's with the kids... Why? Did you have afight?'
"Not yet."

Urban chuckled dryly.

A few minutes later, Lot found him pacing in Clemantines living room. He stopped when Lot
stepped through the doorway. "Good. Y ou're here. Now ligen to this”

Sound issued from speakers hidden in the wdls. It had an odd, metdlic texture, and at first Lot
didn't know what to make of it. But as he continued to listen, training his ear to the new noises, he heard
something like words in the shifting garble If they were words, they were oddly distorted, their overtones
stripped away or crushed.

"Isthat avoice?' Lot asked.

"I don't know."

"What file did it come from?"

"I didn't get it from the library. It was recorded today by the DI that monitors radio noise out of
Nightlight—but it's different from the 9gnds we've heard before.”

Nightlight. Lot's heart beat a little faster. The cult hunger moved like a shadow under his skin.
Were there people out here? He had imagined a long-ago expedition, venturing unknowing into
Chenzeme territory, dumbling across some dien sronghold, and only one of them surviving the
encounter, the one man who had been made into a weapon of the cullt.

He had never imagined any other member of that expedition surviving, to make a home in the
cloud. He looked at Urban. "Do you think it's a voice?"

Urban would not be coaxed. "How could it be a voice?"
"Those are words" Lot cocked his head. "Ligen. Did you hear that? It's a word that means
idand.""

Urban scowled. "What word? How do you know that?'

Lot amiled, feding asif held been granted a reprieve. "It's the language | used to speak.” The
same language his ancestors had spoken.

"It could have been noise”

"There" Lot said. "It sad 'for the city.' That was clear.”

" didn't hear it."

"Sat a Dl to ligen for you in the proper language frame”

"It was supposed to find the closest match.”

"Oh. Wel maybe it's because you havent had practice with this language. Is this the best
enhancement you can do?'

"Without losing meaning, yes."

"Therés not much meaning here” Lot said. "Can't we step up the enhancement and trade off
some accuracy?"

"Sure we could, but then the DI would create sense, rather then interpret it. We could wind up
hearing articulate Bible stories, but that might not reflect anything about the source.”

"Bible stories?’ Lot asked.

"Never mind. | just don't want to do it. It wouldn't mean anything."

"Runit again from the gtart, then.”

Urban frowned. "If you hear anything now, it'slikey just patterns made up in your mind."

"It might be people taking."

"Dont say that, Lot. We have to be careful. Were so far from home. It's easy to imagine things”

"Runit again from the start," Lot urged.

"It doesn't mean anything."



"Not yet."

Lot listened again to the recording. He heard the word idand again. He thought he could pick
out other words too, but he wasn't sure. Urban could be right. His mind might be making words out of
the noise, inventing patterns where no patterns existed. Then he heard it agan—a phrase now crysd
clear: for the city. Urban looked up to meet his gaze. HE'd heard it too.

Lot fdt aflush of heat. It started in his belly, moving outward in a circular wave. "It isa voice" he
whispered. "A human voice."

"A mechine voice, maybe" Urban dlowed.

Lot consdered this. "A probe? Tdking to...?"

"Dammit! | don't know."

"Machines don't need human voices to tak to one another—"

"If it is a human voice"

"If. Yes. | want it to be human."

To Nightlight.

The cult stirred, flowing under his skin, awake and very hungry.

Urban watched him dosdy. "Youre thinking theyll be like you? Maybe from the same
expedition as your ancestor?"

"No. If they were like me, they would have gone back. No charismatic would have chosen to
day in the cloud. They might be survivors of that expedition, though. Or ancther expedition. We can't
know unless we find them.”

Urban's tengon chilled the air. "Whatever they are, they're anfully noisy.”

Lot thought about it. Along the frontier, communicatiion had been drictly limited, so as not to
draw the Chenzeme— but whatever existed at Nightlight obvioudy had no fear of discovery. "So they
aren't vulnerable to the Chenzeme," Lot concluded. "That's the best reason of dl to find them.”

It was then he noticed Clemantine standing in the doorway. Her presence registered like an
eectric shock. How long had she been there? Her aura touched him, dense and potent with a stew of
emotions.

Urban grinned at her. "I heard you're scheduled for an argument. So I'll go.”

"Go see Deneb,”" Clemantine advised, her voice dry, and emotionless.

Urban's grin faded. "Why? Has something happened?' Lot watched hisface, and found he could
mark the precise moment when a ghost brought Urban the news. Confuson swept his features. His gaze
fixed briefly on Lot. Then he ducked past Clemantine and out the door, running hard in the direction of
the trangt wall.

"Halley has gone into cold storage.”

Clemantine sad this as she moved away from the door. It wasn't the news Lot expected.
"Wha?' he blurted. "Why?'

"Kiyo told her what happened.”

"But... cold storage?"

"Why did you do it, Lot? What were you thinking? You had to know this couldnt stay just
between the two of you."

He shook his head. Haley had gone into cold storage? "I didn't plan it, Clemantine. It wasn't
about thinking."

"A rutting adolescent.”

"Sooth. It was like that."

Clemantings anger findly exploded. "This is not SIk! Where was Haley supposed to find a
lover?'



"l don't know."

"How do you think Deneb feds?'

He shook his head. The press of her fury made him sullen and defensive. "I would do it again.”

"And she's my daughter too. Did you forget that?"

"No, but it doesn't matter!"

"My anger hurts you, doesn't it?"

He turned away, unbaanced by this hift in her attack. He paced toward the door.

"Look at you! Always bent on escape whenever we disagree. My anger hurts you. You can fed
other people's emations so much more intensdy then they can fed yours”

That was truth. Things had changed from their daysin SiIk. Turned right around.

He stomped onto the patio. It was night. He could just make out the roof of Kiyo's house around
the curve of the gee deck, slhouetted againgt fdse stars.

"Jud like a rutting adolescent,” Clemantine said. Lot looked back, to see her outlined in light as
she leaned within the doorway, ams crossed on her chest. "I can fed it geaming off you. You're making
me hat."

"Thisisn't wrong," he said huskily. "Urban was your lover too, in the early days. It worked for
lel

"We were only three then."

He shook his head. Why did that matter? "'l dill love you,” he told her. "It's not changed between

"Then come indgde. Come with me"

"No. You can't eraseit.”

"Kiyo has gotten very skilled with the charismata.”
"Sooth."

"You know what she's done to you."

He knew, and it didn't matter.

Chapter 26

As the days passed, Nikko scoured his data paths, seerching for some 9gn of Hailey's ghost. He
would not believe she had put dl her aspects down. An adolescent temper tantrum had to be abridged
by some curiosity.

In time, his suspicions focused on a truncated persondity. The ghost was oddly pruned: ary and
isolated, with limited inputs, it might have been an anonymous utility made by Deneb. Nikko replayed its
passage. Was this Halley? If so, she wanted to be invisble

He strung a net that fdl over the ghost the next time it passed. The net said nothing. It was only a
fant sensory congtruction, bearing a digitized charismata of keen affection. Nikko wasn't sure there was
enough persondity in the ghost to register the net. The ghost dipped through the cardinds, then vanished
into a proscribed space that Nikko had not been aware of.

Ancther weak radio trangmisson was gleaned from the neighborhood of Nightlight. The bulk of
the sgnd was untrandatable, and Nikko theorized it was encoded data. The parts that could be
interpreted, though, were a confounding mix. They heard tha in the new archipeago the fishing was
good, though the busness of daughteing an idand was acknowledged to be dark and ugly.
Name-untrand atable was soundly taken down for being late out of the pond when the quake hit. The
brat was acknowledged master of idand mood.

Deneb sat on the couch in Clemantings house, ligening to the transmission replay in her atrium,
once, then twice before she cut it off. Human. Undenigbly human. Here, far beyond the known frontier.
She had bdlieved their world confined to thistiny bubble of warmth within Null Boundary's hull; but now



new possihilities played in her mind. Enticing. Frightening. * Hailey, are you listening?

No answer.

*Hailey, our world is changing.

Deneb fervently hoped some part of her was awake and aware. *Hailey, | woke up aboard
Null Boundary a stranger, displaced in time, plunged into a foreign culture, yet | survived it. |
thrived. | could do it again. You could do it too.

In the bedroom, Clemantine sang a funny little song for Seth. He had napped on her bed and
woken up cranky; he needed time to settle. Everyone dse had gathered on the patio, because Urban
wanted to tak. Watching Clemanting, Deneb fdt like a traitor. The murd of Heyertori showed a
storm-tossed sea, whitecgps blown off the swels by a fierce wind, dl semblance of order pounded out of
the waves.

She stood. Clemantine looked up & her. *Listen for me?

"I will."

Outgde it was dusk. Crickets sang, and for a moment dl seemed blessedly norma. There was
Lot, Stting on the edge of the patio, his back againgt a supporting post. He had Noain his Iap. They both
stared intently at the synthesizer's glowing flatscreen. Deneb could not see the image, but as she walked
past them, she could fed the disturbing dien cdl-tak in which they engaged. The synthesizer caught the
charismata and interpreted them according to some formula Lot had devised, responding with a
counterargument that Noa mugt overcome. Success was measured by the shifting colors of the pixds.
Now the glow on their faces was amix of red and blue, though Deneb had no idea what that might mean.

Her gazeflitted to Kiyo. She huddled on the bench next to Urban, afecting a little girl's posture
as she sat within the cirdle of hisarm, her legs demurdly folded on one side, her head againg his chest as
she stared at the firdight. Kiyo had come to regret her rush to grow up, but it was not a thing that could
be erased. Halley was gone away. Kiyo had cried over that for days, and how it had torn a Deneb's
heart! She'd held Kiyo and assured her over and over | forgive you, it's not your fault, you're too
young, you couldn't know. Lies. Deneb wasn't ready yet to edit her anger. And Kiyo knew it, of
course. Poor Kiyo. Clemantine would not forgive her ether while she continued to play with the
charismata

"That's not fair!™ Urban had shouted in one of a multitude of sunningly intense arguments that had
flared throughout the ship. ™Y ou two endowed her with the charismata. How can you ask her not to use
it? It would be the same if you asked her not to use her eyes or her ears or her sense of touch.”

Could he be right? Were the charismata just another sense to Haley and Kiyo? And what about
Noa and Seth? And Lot? And the mysterious voices out of Nightlight... she wondered what their opinion
might be. What would they think of this dien influence?

Everything was changing. Kiyo sat cuddled in Urban's arms, playing the role of little girl. But later
tonight, when this gathering broke up, she would be down in the grass with Lot again, under the light of
fde dars.

Deneb took a seat beside Nikko. He sat with statuesque patience in his usud chair, his back
graight, his posture both dert and dreedfully ill. Ligening or looking at something ese? With Nikko it
was impossible to tel. He had hardly acknowledged the turbulence Kiyo had caused, overlooking it dl as
if it were some unpleasant melodrama the rest of them inssted on producing.

"Clemantines ligening,” Urban said. "So we're dl here. We've dl heard the transmisson, and |
don't think there can be any doubt we are hearing human voices. Ever since we left Deception Wll,
weve had no way to know if anyone dill survived on the frontier. Between the cult and the warships,
they might dl be gone. | don't believe that, but it's a possbility | can't ignore.

"Now, though, we know that someone ese has survived. | don't think these new people will be
able to tdl us what's going on a home—they mus have left long before we did—but they will be able to
tdl us other things, like who they are, how long they've been here, and how they survived the Chenzeme."

"And if they've avoided the cult," Lot added from his seat outside the circle.



Deneb could fed the desirein his charismata. She sent him a soft warning. Aloud: "They sound so
unfettered. | don't think the cult has touched them... yet." And if it had, surdy these people would have
aready gone the way of the Halowed Vasties? Burned out to insensate dugt, to mingle with the dust of
the cloud.

"Sooth," Lot said. "You're right." Contrition was in his voice, and she fdt it on the ar a moment
later. She told hersdf it was not hisfault.

Not yet.

"WEell have to be careful if we approach them," Urban said, "but we should try it. | want to try it."

"l do too," Deneb said. "Nikko?'

"y es"

"And me" Kiyo said.

Clemantine stepped into the circle. Seth dung to her hand, looking shy and tired. "Count me in
too—though it will mean more adjustments. It won't be easy to graft ourselves onto a foreign culture.”

"We're not after anew home," Urban said. "Jugt information.”

Darkness was fdling. Deneb sent a command to start the fire. "I don't think that's been decided
ye." She made hersdf look up, to meet Urban's angry glare.

Clemantine laughed. "Maybe thisis what we've missed: the day-to-day friction of ared culture”

"I've had enough friction laidy," Deneb observed.

Urban's arm tightened protectively around Kiyo. "There's enough blamein that to go around.”

Deneb fdt the argument garting dl over again. She found hersdf diding irresdtibly into her role.
"Not everybody responds the way you do, Urban. | know what you think: If Hailey's unhappy, she can
just rewrite hersdlf. But the best thing we can do for her isto give her some prospect of change.”

"Somebody new to play with," Kiyo said softly, "when you get mad at your friends.”

Clemantine scooped up Seth and carried him to an empty seat on the bench. "Strangers” she
mused. "Strangers and their unpredictable behavior. City adventures. It's been along time”

"They might not be friendly,” Nikko pointed out.

Deneb shook her head. "WEell have to find out, won't we? We have to give Halley this chance.”

Nikko's long fingers tapped at his chinathigh. "Thisisjust a bump, Deneb. Hailey will get over it,
one way or another. She's no more fragile than the rest of us™ He was looking in the shadows beyond
Deneb's shoulder when he sad this Her heartbeat quickened. Whom did he see there? She dmost
turned to look too, but she restrained hersdf. The sense that she caught from Nikko bore a quiet
afirmation.

The cloud was anursery of stars, but it was dso a graveyard rich in the heavy ashes of massve
auns. All the dements of the periodic table existed here, in the cloud, brewed from primordia hydrogen
during fuson processes in the hearts of stars, or formed in the violent explosons of supernovas. Urban
thought about that, and about the mass Null Boundary had logt inits encounters with the two coursers. If
they could replace that mass, they would be better prepared to meet any future conflicts. If they could
add to it, they would have more options in their own defense.

So while Null Boundary fared toward Nightlight, Urban developed a scenario to harvest matter
from the cloud. It called for the converson of dmog a quarter of Null Boundary's remaining mass into a
digphanous membrane that would filter rare dements from the particles of the cloud. In the library, he ran
asmulaion. Nikko watched it twice. Urban fet the burn of his subminds tearing furioudy at the mode's
assumptions. "It could work," Nikko admitted at last. He waved his hand, and the amulation faded. "It's
arisk, though. If we lose the membrane, well have no margin left.”

"ltisarisk," Urban agreed. "We could gan alot, though."

"Why do you redly want to do it? Do you want to make wegpons?"

"No. That wouldn't look friendly. | wouldn't trust strangers who showed up in my home fully



armed. | just want to be able to make weapons, should the need arise.”
"The coursers were both bigger, faster, and stronger than us.”

"Sooth," Urban agreed. "And we could meet them again. If we do, I'd like to have an expanded
reef. Will you let metry it?'

A hairline seam of gowing warmth dit the hull, only to fade a moment later. Crouching on the
hull, Lot craned his neck to better see thisfirg evidence of the pending growth of the filtration membrane.

But there was nothing to see—not for a long, bresthless moment. Darkness mobbed his reting,
50 that he dmogt dismissed the firg glimmer of red light as the ddlusion of a brain starved for visud input.
But the faint gold gleam vanished when he blinked. It returned when he opened his eyes. It was an arc: a
shimmering, barely discernible bow of light. It drifted toward him and his eyes widened in darm. He
hunkered down againg the hull. Then his cheeks warmed, as he redized his misteke. The arc was the
leading edge of the filtration membrane. 1t was not bending toward him. It was inflaing, growing larger in
a space tha it defined with its own light.

Beneath the fant arc, even fanter traceries could now be seen on the membrane's expanding
surface: gold lightning bolts, branching trees, drainage patterns. Lot forced himsdf to rise. He stood now,
anchored to the hull by the soles of his boots. One hand on the tether.

He looked away, letting his visud cortex rest. He looked back. The arc curved down around
Null Boundary's short horizon. With dow grandeur it continued to expand, rigng past his head. Huid
pumped through channds only micrometers in diameter, ferrying building materids to the lighted
perimeter. Embedded Makers constructed new layers of tissue, millions of layers, in the time Lot took
one dow breath. The Makers copied themsdlves, and the arc expanded.

Lot considered kicking free of the deck, but he did not want to drift into the arc. He might break
through it. Or he might adhere. Then his skin suit would be dissociated and sorted into its dements...
unless his Makers could defend him? He should ask Nikko what would happen. But not now.

He sat cross-legged on the hull. The suit DI secured his posture. Later helay back on his elbows.
The arc continued to rise, pulling behind it a plain laced by dim drainage patterns that faded from sght an
indeterminable distance overhead. Lot fdt as if he looked upon a vast planetary surface, from severd
hundred miles up.

By the next dav, the setting had changed. The arc had become a hdo, and it no longer grew.
Instead, Null Boundary shrank within it, contracting to atiny center point of mass, of heat. Lot had to
gare along time, just to make out the halo's light. He had to be very 4ill to compile the long exposure.

Kiyo had come with him this time. With her kisheer sedled over her nose and mouth and ears,
she had aveled look in the fant glow of the membrane. He loved her so much. It was only her presence,
the gentle ram of her charismata, that kept the cult hunger at bay.

"Lat?" Kiyo spoke through her arium, her voice arriving by radio. "Look over here. Can you see
this?" She stood close to the membrane. The tips of her toes dug into the pliable hull as she stretched to
look a something just over her head.

Lot joined her, his boots dinging and ripping on the hull's surface. His gloved hand touched the
gmdl of her scaled back as he leaned close to get a look. He was ill a head and shoulders tdler than
Kiyo, so it was easy for im to see. "Damn."

"What isit?'

"Wadl, | don't know, redly. But it looks like gnomes.”

In the stony nebula that surrounded Deception W there had lived tiny entities of atifiad origin.
They had been cdled butterfly gnomes, for their winglike solar panels, and they'd been just large enough
to see. Lot had looked at a display of them once, in the city library.

These... cdloud gnomes, they were larger, dmogt the sze of a st gram. Ther white wing panels
clustered thickly at opposite ends of a short, tubd body. Lot could see their shape only at the edge of the



colony Kiyo had found on the filtration membrane. Ingde the colony, the cloud gnomes clustered so
tightly together they looked like athin, glittering minerd deposit. The colony was afluid shape, dready Sx
inches across at the widest point.

"It's feeding on the membrane, isnt it?" Kiyo said. She took a loop of her tether and jabbed at
the colony's edge.

"Dont," Lot sad. "You could make it spread.”

"Dont worry. We can decontaminate.”

"Kiyo—"

"Look. There's another one.”

She hurried farther around the hull, waking on her hooked toes. Lot followed more dowly,
annoyed at the blight resistance in his boots.

Kiyo stopped at the next colony of cloud gnomes. It was much smdler than the first, only an inch
or so across, but at three feet above the hull, it was more accessible. She squatted beside it. Then she
leaned back, swatting at something just in front of her eyes. "Lat, look." She duckwalked backward, but
her pointing finger remained in the same space. She moved it dowly, asif she were hooking a spiderweb.

Lot saw it then. A thin filament bardly visble in the membrane's fant light. "Don't touch it! You
don't know if—"

Kiyo's finger touched it. Lot expected the strand to dide through, expected to see blood
ayddlizing on a severed finger.

"It's everywhere around us" Kiyo said. "If it could cut us, we'd dready be dead.”

Lot crouched beside her and looked up, as she was looking. It took a moment, but then he saw
it a network of filaments like the thinnest spiderwebs, crossng, touching, tralling off into darkness. Tiny
white points floated at the filaments intersections. He looked toward the closest one, urging his eyes to
focus. Sooth. It was a cloud gnome. He watched as it was drawn in by the filament, until findly, it joined
the growing colony on the membrane's face.

"Lat, they're on your skin suit." Kiyo raised a hand to touch his chest. Lot saw gnomes glinting
like sdt crystals on her arm. Filaments drifted between themin lazy arcs.

"Dont let them attach to you," he said, anxious at the thought of contamination. He brushed at the
gnomes, and they came off eesly.

"Our Makers can handle them,” Kiyo said. "Ther defenses probably aren't much. The cloud mugt
be afairly benign environment.”

Now Lot used aloop of histether to brush at the growing colony on the membrane's surface, but
the gnomes that clustered there were stuck fast. "'l guess the membrane doesn't have defensve Makers.™

"No," Kiyo agreed. "That would have demanded too much of the metabolism." A frown creased
her brow. Above the val of her kisheer, her expresson became a myserious andgam of devotion and
doubt. "I wonder how common these colonies are.”

More filaments caught againg her, so she ducked and twisted, dlowing them to dide free. Still,
she gligened with tiny crysa points. It was an enchanting sight, yet Lot could not stop worrying about
contamination. He brushed the gnomes off her in long smooth strokes of his gloved hands, but of course
that became a game, and in a minute she was laughing—or trying to laugh. Choking, redly, with the
kisheer in her mouth

So they retreated afew steps from the membrane and he held her quietly. He could fed her heart
beating beneath his hands. She laid her head againg his shoulder, while webs glimmered past them.

"This could be a problem,” she said. "The gnomes could damage the membrane.”

"We could put up with alittle damage. .. they're pretty, aren't they?"

"Sooth."

They were dlent for severd minutes, admiring the tiny sparkles drifting past, flecks of life going
about thelr business with a dehberateness and a determination that Lot could only admire. No asking for



aninvitation here.

Watching the gnomes, he became more aware of his own existence. He fdt Kiyo's life wrapped
up in hisarms, the fierce energy of it, the pleasure. Here in the cold dark dl life radiated defiance against
the entropy of history. The webs that draped them were made of a quiet kind of courage. He held hubris
in his ams. At the same time he knew there was no choice in it. Life was a repesting and evolving
agorithm, kick-started uncountable times and in uncountable places by the dow evolution of complex
molecules. Stubborn as life.

In that moment, Lot found himsdf supremely conscious of the long, long evolutionary history that
hed produced himsdf and Kiyo.

Never before had he fdt so powerfully attached to the world.

Chapter 27

Urban sat cross-legged in the library, garing a an open window. Within its frame, Kiyo agan
touched the gnome tendrils, drawing them out like fine spider-webs. Lot caled them pretty, but then it
hed dways been easy for him to forget the pain of disaster.

Urban reached into the window, touching the gligening strands for himsdf. They lay across his
fingers, threads of cold, dightly sticky. Thet last night in Deception Well, Urban had seen something like
this. White tendrils had emerged from the rich sail, tracking Lot's scent, burrowing into his body, seeking
the nerve paths, pulling his consciousness outward in an association like the one he would later make with
the hull cdls, but that night it had been stronger. So much stronger, because it was the cullt.

Urban had burned the tendrils off Lot's body. He did it in a panic, but if he had done any
differently, the cult would have flowered in Lot that night. He could not doulbt it.

They never learned if the filaments writhing up from the ground were one thing or many, but when
Urban saw the gnomes linked by ther tangled threads, it came to him that this was what the cult organ
would look likeif it could be exhumed.

Lot laughed a the idea. "The gnomes are nothing like that. Ther threads are a hundred times finer
than the cult tendrils. They're not so aggressive, they link to each other, and where are dl the free ends?'

Urban had an answer for that, at least. "Watch the record,” he said. "Each gnome can grow a
free thread when it needs to."

He ran avideo of a new colony ataching to the membrane. It was an eerie sequence. When he
masked the drifting gnomes behind a black overlay, the tips of white, writhing tendrils could be dearly
Seen, resching for the membrane. "Exactly like the Wel," Urban concluded.

"Except a a hundredth the scae™

Lot was partly right. The cloud gnomes did not show cult aggression. They fed on the membrane,
but so dowly it made little difference. Should the gnomes chance to drift aganst a dump of ordinary
gony matter, they might feed on it for centuries. Ther lives moved a a pace far more languid than
anything a human mind could comprehend.

Sill, the filaments proved to be didinct organiams, specidized tubd crestures living in a
commensa relaionship with the gnomes. They provided an effident pathway for the exchange of
nutrients and reproductive matter, dlowing the colony to spread out when there was no substrate to feed
on, while preventing it from drifting apart. The gnomes in turn harvested complex molecules from the
cloud, feeding both themsdves and the filaments. It seemed innocent enough—except each filament had a
neurd sysem made of a handful of cells of the type found in the cult's neurd organ. Chenzeme neurd
tissue

Is this what remains when a cordon fails?

In the Hallowed Vadties, planets had been torn apart to build the cordons—swarms of orbiting
hebitats so dense they hid ther centrd star. When the cordons themselves collapsed to dust, nothing
remained—or so Urban had dways bdieved. Now, though, he had to wonder: Was it possble for
ample bits of life to survive such a dissster? Even to hdp each other survive, in a commensa



relationship? If so, then the gnome tendrils might be living evidence that the cult had once thrived here, in
the cloud.

The cult was here.

Lot stood on the hull, garing into the blackness of the void, griving to see what could not be
seen. The dvilization a Nightlight remained hidden by distance and dust. It would be years before he
could know if the cult lived there. He hoped it lived there.

If it did, he would join it

Or he hoped he could make it live... and hated himsdf for wanting it so badly.

He sat on the tatami in Kiyo's house, playing the captured sgnds over and over again, hearing
the word idand so often that in his mind it became the name of these people. Idander conversations
were brief and infrequent, lacking the embroidered description that would set the stage for their culture. It
was dl words out of context. Sill, every word was collected and anadyzed for frequency, accent, and
association. Lot studied the lexicon for hours on end. He tried to imagine the landscape these people
inhabited. He yearned to be there, now.

Kiyo brought him tea. He fdt her worry as she lay down beside him on the tatami. "It's getting so
much worse for you, isnt it?" she asked.

She didn't have to ask. All hisfedings spilled fredy into her mind. "Not when you're with me™ he
sad.

Together they stared out a the garden, where insects buzzed in golden light. Once again her
charismatafdl across him, binding himin the invigble threads of a pseudocult, and as they made love he
was able to forget he had ever wanted anything ese. "'l love you," she whispered, but as he closed his
eyes, fdling away into deep, the cult hunger reasserted itsdf, like a separate mind, defying Kiyo's
soothing minigrations.

He awoke at twilight, to find her gone. He got up dowly. His bdly ached. The cult was a
negative pressure, running under his skin. Where was Kiyo? He needed her to dilute this craving. She
knew that. She had not left im aonein days. "Kiyo!"

No answer. He moved his head back and forth, but he could get no trace of her. He got his
clothes and put them on, then stood in the doorway, ligening, but he could hear no voices on the gee
deck. He could get no sense of anyone present.

They had dl left im done. He thought he understood.

From the library, Urban watched Lot disappear into cold storage. His hand knotted into a fid.
He turned to Deneb and Clemantine. "There. It's done. Kiyo has no lover now."

"Urban, stop it," Deneb said. "You know thisis not about Kiyo."

Sooth. It was about the cult. Kiyo fdt what Lot fdt, and she reported that it was like Sarving to
death.

"Think about it," Clemantine told him. "The library says that Sarving was once the worst way to
die, only he won't die. Urban, how long could you fed that way, before you took a trangt bubble to the
hul, with no skin suit on?"

Urban stared at her in shock. "I wouldn't et him do that."

Clemantings gaze didn't waver. "I would.”

Urban shook his head. It wasnt like that. Lot had gone into cold storage, that was dl. It didn't
meen anything. He waved a hand to close the window. "I'm going with him."

Deneb gasped. "Urban, no. Don't say that. Thisis not about Kiyo."

"I know that. | just don't want to put up with the waiting. I'm tired of ligening to whispers in the
dark. So I'm going into cold storage with him, and I'll stay there until we come up on the idanders™



Deneb tried to persuade him, but he would not ligen. For a few days after he was gone, she
went on with her usud routine, tdling hersdf that Seth and Noa were too young for cold storage, but she
missed Urban, she missed Hailey. She missed Lot too. *It is better to deep, isn't it? she whispered to
Clemantine on an arid channd, when the boys had gone down for the night and the evening hung around
them, very 4ill. * And when we find the idanders, Hailey will wake up. | know she will.

Kiyo and Clemantine stayed a little longer. They shared tea in the afternoons for dmost a week.
They didnt speak much, but the mood between them softened. It became clear tha Kiyo did not
understand degth. "How can Lot leave before the rest of us?' she asked, on their lagt afternoon before
they followed the others down to cold storage.

"Arent we redly one creature? I've dways thought we were one creature. Like the cloud
gnomes, tied together by thousands of threads.”

"Threads bresk," Clemantine said, as she stared at the swirl of tea flakes in the bottom of her
cup. "The past fdls behind.”

Her lagt act, before her consciousness faded within the soothing gels of cold storage, was to
reach into the ship's memory and erase the holographic record of the sea diff on Heyertori.

Now that the others were absent, Halley's ghost stirred again. She moved through the data paths
in a diffuse afiliation of subminds, tentacular entities that reached out to digant cardinds to gather the
data collected there. Nikko observed her passage, strung tight with a sense of anticipation. Deneb had
assumed Hailey was sulking, but Nikko knew it wasn't true. Haley had come into his arium once. A
different Hailey, not a child anymore. How many lives had she lived within the sequestered world she'd
mede for hersdlf in ship's memory? He couldn't guess. He only knew she was growing hersdf apart from
Kiyo. As her formless ghost vanished again into her private sector, he found himsaf hanging above a
tentative disgppointment.

"Come out, Hailey. You see they've dl gone away.”

She didnt dir.

"Wdl. You know you're dways welcome.”

He retreated from the data paths, diding into the library, where his ghost manifested. He opened
awindow that charted the radio log of idander activity and sat cross-legged before it. He had enough
observations now to know that the Hotspot of tak was not Nightlight itsdf, but a region in line with that
digant star. Severa days had passed since the idanders had last been heard. The slence troubled him.
He did not think they could be aware of Null Boundary... but why ese would their whimsica banter
cease?

A sense of mass derted him to her presence. He turned, to find Halley stting beside him as afully
composed ghost.

Her gray kisheer drifted over her shoulders, apparently immune to the convention of gravity
written into the library's environmentd files Her scaled, mother-of-pearl skin glistened in the crisscrossing
white light of the data paths.

"So, | see they have left you done again," she observed.

Nikko shrugged. "Things are changing.”

"l fdtit”

Her eyes were dark and unblinking. Nikko could see them clearly beneath their protective lenses.
How had Deneb done that? How had she managed yet another clever trick?

He shifted the window, combing the collected data that mapped the Hotspot, fretting over what
he could not see. The ongoing silence from the idanders worked a him. He remembered how it had been
a Heyertori, when held redized the swan bursters were behind him.

But they'd been behind him. The idanders ill lay ahead. He could not be responsble for
anything that dill lay ahead. Could he?

Haley asked, "Why are you afrad?"



Nikko floundered for an answer. He did not want to confess his own weakness. He should have
edited that long ago—yet he did not trus himsdf to act without this condraining guilt. He had no
confidencein his basc mord nature.

He voiced only his surface worry: "Why has the Hotspot gone Slent?!

"How could we know?'

"We can't. | wonder about it, that's dl."

"No." Anger flared in her eyes and among her charismata. "That's not dl."

He chuckled. "It'sdl | care to admit.”

So much death had dogged his path. Null Boundary's origind crew was gone, and the Celestiad
Cities that had flourished briefly in Sol System, and Heyertori, collapsing in his wake. But his evil
influence could not reach ahead intime, to destroy a dvilization even before he came to it. Could it?

They had not seen the courser since the swarm.

Halley said, "Why do the others believe it's okay to leave you done?!

Nikko's kisheer twitched in irritation. "Because it is okay."

Her brows rose in a skeptica [ook. "They pretend you're only hdlf redl. Is that okay too?"

Nikko glanced at the open window. It would be so easy to be elsawhere,

A new window snapped open before him. Halley sat cross-legged within its frame. "The others
dont think of you as ared man," she ingsted, an edge to her words.

She could not read his expression, but surely she could read his charismata? He let his anger
flow.

"You want to hurt me?"* she asked.

He turned away, ashamed. "Love and nature, no. You know | don't." Why was she riding him
likethis?"l am different from you, Hailey. I'm old. | don't fed things like you do."

She looked at him with eyes that were dark and glossy, perfect windows onto cloud matter.
"Nice try, Nikko, but the truth is, you've lived such an intermittent life. Y ou're not as old as you'd like us
tothink... are you?'

Her adolescent confidence made him laugh. "I'm old enough. Just because I've locked nets of
memory away doesn't mean those things never happened to me"

He redlized he wasn't gazing a her eyes anymore. He was looking on the cloud, seeing heat and
radio emissons. Her voice spoke from ingde his head. *Really? Then why do you thinkof yoursdf as
half a man?

Her presence fragmented, dropping off into a hundred obedient subminds that swarmed through
ship's memory, probing, searching out the sequestered aspects of himsdf. He hissed. How could she
have gotten s0 deep into his private cache? He sent a submind of his own to sew up security, while he
warned her, "Say out of it."

*Why don't you just erase it? She spoke from indde his head, and she did not back off.
Sequestered memories rustled through her fingertips. *Erase it and it won't bother you again.

"Leaveit done”

All her subminds vanished. Once again she faced him, a well-composed ghogt in the library. The
open window was blank. She said, "It wasnt fair that you aone lived, when plague took Deneb, and dl
the rest of Null Boundary's origind crew. It was a horrible trick of fate—and it wasn't even your fault.
Not thet time"

Wha did she want from him? He turned away, his kisheer twitching while his mind did sdeways
dong a path that he must have explored a hundred thousand times before. He had left Deception Well
with Lot and Urban and Clemantine, seeking the source of the Chenzeme. Now he dared to ask himsdf:
What if we should succeed? What if we found the real, physical heart of Chenzeme culture?

It was an outcome he had fantasized for years and years.

What if Null Boundary uncovered some grest city of the Chenzeme? A grand, gleaming



condruction adrift in the cloud, filled with entities. Bio or dectronic, it didn't matter. They would have
memories, and they would speak, whether in words or dug, it didn't matter. They would be dive—that
mattered. He imagined them thriving in a great gleaming castle with no up Sde or down. A hive, thirty
million years old.

Nikko knew that if he ever found such a place, he would run Null Boundary through its heart.

He forced his kisheer to be dill. He had seen too much evil. It ran before him or it followed after
him. In time it would break again through the skin of hisworld.

Hailey watched him, her demeanor patient, her eyes cdm. Nikko sighed, mydtified as to what she
was after. "l worry that something's tracking us. | know it makes no sense, but what if I've pointed the
way to the Hotspot?!

She nodded thoughtfully. "If any Chenzeme ship comes this way, it will hear what we hear, but
that cannot be your fault." She said this with soft conviction. "Besides, we don't redly know where the
Hotspot is, what it's for, or if it's permanent.”

Nikko had explained dl this to himsdf many times. He remained unconvinced. "What ese might
we be introducing to the idanders? We are a commensd organism. We are carrying Chenzeme cdls on
our hull. Lot carries the cult virus. We have the reef growing its own strange world in the bow, and we
have the Well governors, degping like a dormant virusin our tissues. What other infestations might we
carry? We are a sump of parasites. Biopallution. The boundaries that used to exigt between clades are
gone, and not every species will survive the mixing.”

"Sooth, but we're not the firg, Nikko. It's unlikdy the cloud gnomes are Chenzeme, yet the
tendrils that bind them are. Isit an accidenta symbios's, do you think?"

"It could be. Evolution is clever." Far more clever than any conscious mind, trapped in a brief
bubble of time, its vison clouded with preconceptions. Naturd sdection had the advantage of being blind
and unsympathetic and unattached.

He explained this to Hailey, but she refused to be impressed. "Nothing is ever certain,” she
ingsted. "You know that better than | do. You can't foresee the effects of any action you take. You can't
foresee the effects of inaction.”

"If that were so, we would dl be guiltless. But | know that if a Chenzeme ship comes this way, it
will be because | brought it. And it's true. | am only haf a man. The Chenzeme became my other hdf a
long time ago.”

A dow gmile spread over her lips. "I'm sorry to hear that. | was hoping to take on that role
mysdf.”

He cocked his head, trying to Seve her meaning.

She sghed. "Nikko, you are so dense, and so sdlf-centered.”

" know."

"I am not a baby anymore.”

He looked at the shape of her, while an uneasy flush worked through his kisheer. "I can see that."

"And you are not hdf amen.”

Shock rolled over him as he findly understood where this was going. "Halley—"

"Youve fdt sorry for yoursdlf too long! Either die or live, Nikko. The past is not repairable” She
stood up on the data path, her anger fdling over imin virtud charismata

Love and nature! She'd let jedousy tie her up in knots. He fdt used by it. He fdt betrayed.
"Halley, you know thisisdl about Kiyo, not me. Wait afew years. Youll have a better choice of mates.”

Her kisheer floated, serendly detached from the scripted gravity and from her own harsh
emotions. "You are not haf aman."

"Letit go."

"No. | won't. I'm going to the gee deck. Y ou can come see meif you like. You. Not your ghogt.”

She didn't wait to hear more argument. Her ghost vanished, but soon he fdt her dirring in her



cold-deep chamber. She went to the gee deck, as she had promised. He watched her kned by the koi
pond. The fish came to her hand. Unwanted possbilities played in Nikko's mind.

Edit that! he told himsdlf. But he did not.

Chapter 28

Lot was dill groggy from the lingering effects of cold deep when he wriggled through the
membrane at the tunnd's end and dropped into the core chamber. A glance around showed the chamber
to be empty, though the wdls were active, disdlaying an infrared image of the surrounding cloud.
Scattered in thin groups, point sources of heat glowed an atificd ruddy red. Nightlight was the brightest
source. Lot squinted a the image of the giant star. It was dill years of travel time away. The Hotspot
exiged in avast sphere of dense dust and gas around Nightlight, a bubble formed by the pressure of the
young star's fierce radiation.

There was 4ill no vigble object in the region of the radio source. Nikko had marked the
Hotspot's estimated position with a blurred purple fidd. Lot studied it a moment, then rubbed at his eyes
asif he could grind away the remnants of deep. "Nikko?'

The gold spider on his ear had filled him in on the ship's position and higtory as soon as hed
recovered enough consciousness to understand it. The idanders had been slent throughout his years in
cold deep, leading Nikko to worry tha they had moved on, or fdlen vicim to some unknowable
tragedy. But less than two hours ago, the ship's insruments had picked up a new idander 9gnd, far
stronger than any detected before. Nikko had roused everyone from cold storage. Thanks to his peculiar
metabolism, Lot was firgt out of the gd.

"Nikko, do you know how far away they are?'

This time Nikko answered him. His voice came from the chamber's forward end, though his
ghodt dill did not appear. "They're scattered, but this latest source, it's probably no more than twenty
AU

"So close?!

"Not redly. We're sern-first, and dowing fadt. Itll take days to get there”

"Pay the trangmisson agan?'

A DI inthe wdls obliged. Only asmdl opening segment could be trandated, and that was drictly
audio. Lot closed his eyes, ligening to a srangdly accented, jovid masculine voice:

"Greetings from the jewel lands! We are here and awake and everyone of us suitably alive.
It is our pleasure to report that the land is as poor as Velt predicted, but surprise! The fishing is
luxurious. Such an abundance of species has surely not been recorded before. Encoding to follow,
of course. Srkit has commandeered the survey, while Charm has stolen away to find the ready
victim. It would seem that Dieter and | have fallen into housekeeping. Some fun. Don't be jealous.
The gateway will open soon—then we'll have time off in the choir. Ha ha! Until then, love and
obligation. Remember me? Ruby Dimaya Aheong Yan.

Lot laughed. He couldn't help it. Ruby Dimaya Aheong Y an—unarguably human—was o full of
joshing good humor that Lot fet an immediate fondness for him.

"They're outliers, aren't they?' he asked Nikko. "Not part of the dty we heard of before.”

"Whatever adty is”

This time Nikko's voice came from behind Lot. He turned to see Nikko upside down to his
perspective, dinging by his prehensle toes to the chamber wall. Lot could not tdll if this verson was flesh
or a projection, until Nikko kicked off the wal, spinning his orientation to maich Lot's—and irring a soft
rush of air. "It'stimefor usto talk to them.”

"Sooth. | think you're right." Lot fdt a quickening in his blood. A memory flashed across his
menta landscape: night in SilKk, the crowd fervor running slver around him. The cult had grown its threads
into hundreds of thousands of adolescents. In those hours they had belonged to him.



He shook his head, staggered at the intengty of the memory. Nikko drifted close, his kisheer
rippling in tight, rhythmic waves. "What's wrong?' His suspicion sung Lot's sensory tears.

"Nothing'swrong.” Lot shoved the memory aside. Excitement sparkled in his sensorium. The cult
ammered beneeth it, just on the edge of perception. Let it stay there. Let it stay. "l want to tak to them,
Nikko. Let me send the message.”

Nikko shrugged: aripple of blue reflections that ran from his neck to histhighs. "If you like."

"Thankd I've been thinking about what we should say.”

Now he could fed Nikko's amusement lesking onto the air. "Okay, I'm recording. Go ahead.”

"Already?' Lot swallowed againg a throat gone dry. "Uh... well get to modify it... right?'

"Of course.”

"Okay." He looked at Nikko. "Thisisjugt afird pass.”

Nikko nodded.

Lot let out a dow bresth, driving to ease this bout of nerves. Then he began, spesking in the
language of the idanders, which was the same language he had used as a child. "Uh... hdlo? We are
here."

(At once a bold and obvious statement.)

"We are here aboard the great ship Null Boundary. We are strangers to you, but we are humen.
Our ancestors are from the center—"

Lot caught himsdlf, paying Nikko an unessy glance. "Our ancestors are from Earth. We began
this voyage on the edge of the frontier, and have run far, far beyond any known human settlement. We
came seeking the dien, but we found—"

He stopped in midsentence, his composition interrupted by a sudden, stark thought: The idanders
were here, in what they had aways bdieved to be the territory of the Chenzeme. They had to be the
descendants, or the survivors, of some ancient expedition. It didn't have to be the same expedition that
hed spawned the firg charismatic. It didn't have to be the same.

"What isit?" Nikko asked, hislow voice soft in the semidarkness,

"I just... | wondered just now. How do we know the idanders and the Chenzeme are not the
same thing?"

"We don't know it."

Lot looked uneedlly at the blur of purple marking the Hotspot. "They're probably human.”

"Probably."

"Or mostly human, anyway."

"Impossible to tel,” Nikko said, his voice curioudy neutrd.

"Sooth." Lot was mogly human, yet somehow, the neura patterns of the Chenzeme had gotten
tangled in his brain. Who was to say the idanders had not intermingled too? Like the gnomes and their
symbiatic tendrils. The idanders chattered like naive children, showing no fear of Chenzeme reprisal.

"We can't know until we look," Nikko said. "Try the message again. You have a good voice for
it. The accent istrue."

We are here. Lot ligened to the canned greeting whisper into the void. It was a directiond
whisper. Stll, it broke Null Boundary's long slence, announcing their presence to anyone or anything that
might be ligening.

They watched their back.

A day passed, and then another. Nikko picked up a wesk dgnd from a new direction.
Greetings and congratulations on a successful crossing. The archipelagoes are as various as the
crazy humans who infest them. Lay the gate, Ruby, and we'll trade [untranglatable] ... ever fishing
for new contaminants in the rivercosm. The gates at least are clean. Love to all and ever. Velt and
al of us.



They ligened to it play twice more in the core chamber. Clemantine spoke firs. "That's not our
answer," she said, shaking her head.

Urban grunted agreement. "That's got to be from their home. At least alight-day away."

A membrane bulged. Halley dipped through it, into the chamber. A chatter of surprise arose a
her appearance. Lot fdt a fluh warm his cheeks. He dung awvkwardly to the chamber wal while
Clemantine and Deneb, Seth and Noa, and even Kiyo crowded toward Halley, their questions bubbling
forth- Are you well? Oh, Hailey, do you know how much we've missed you? How long have you
been awake? Ah, you look older—you're so much taller than Kiyo.

Halley smiled proudly. "I'm sorry | left. | needed to do it, but | was never redly gone”

"You're older than me" Kiyo said, touching Halley's arm. "L ook, you redly have grown tdler."

"I've been awake along time."

"Kesping Nikko company?' Kiyo's excitement flared againgt Lot's sensory tears. He hdd his
breath, waiting for Halley's answer.

"Sometimes” She glanced at Lot, then a Nikko.

Someone was nervous. Someone besides Lat, that is, though for once he could not tel who.

"Let's repeat the query,” Halley said. "If nothing else, a repetition might reassure them.”

So Lot's voice went out into the void again: We are here. We want nothing but to talk.

Later, Lot sat with Kiyo by the koi pond, watching Seth and Noa play across the water. The fish
mouthed the surface, thair talls doshing as they turned to chase one another. Nikko is Hailey's lover. Lot
turned this new fact over and over in hismind, wondering why it should fed so strange.

"It bothers you, doesn't it?" Kiyo asked, asif his thoughts were on digplay for her to read.

"No. It just seems strange. | don't know why."

She nodded "I don't know why ether.”

The cult smmered just under his skin, a hot, dark sea bubbling in brief flashes of Slver. Kiyo sent
hm a caming charismata. It touched his sensory tears and vanished, a stone plunging benegth the seals
dark surface.

She turned to him, her brow knitted in concern.

He looked away at the milling fish.

"You have to hold on, Lot. | need you."

And | need you. But not in any way he could confess.

Another day passed, and ill no answer returned from the idanders. Nikko recaculated a range
of possible lightgpeed transmisson times. Kiyo urged patience, inggting the idanders would need time to
invedtigate, and to determine a reply. Urban would not be patient, he grew more sullen and suspicious
with every passing hour, while Lot worried doud, "How did the idanders survive the Chenzeme?'

The question weighed on him. Long ago, the intdligence that inhabited Jupiter's grest ship hed
described the origind cult virus as "agift from the void,” brought back to Earth in the flesh of a men like
Lot. It seemed likdy the virus had once preyed upon the Chenzeme. It seemed certain that someone,
somewhere, had deliberatdly modified it to work on human hosts.

Lot fdt haunted by a quiet terror. He did not want to meet a people who could do such athing.
Humean or not, how could one person do such a thing to another? After the origind infetation, it must
have been easy, but that firs time?

Did we do this to ourselves?

He didn't want to believe it.

He went out to the hull. A thin layer of dust had adhered to the dormant Chenzeme cdlls. Lot
walked the edge of the fied, thinking.

There had been no sgn of Chenzeme warships since they had passed through the swarm. Yet
Chenzeme ships haunted the frontier. Where did they come from?



His gloved fids closed in frudtration. It was as if the dien ships came out of nowhere—dipping
from some magic gateway at the edge of the cloud, vanishing back into it again. They had not seen the
courser snce encountering the swvarm. Had it gone back to the frontier as Urban suspected? Or had it
gone as dark as Null Boundary? Could it have followed the same sgnds that had drawn them to the
Hotspot?

Back in the core chamber he found Kiyo and Nikko ligening to a playback of ther transmitted
gredting. Lot waited for it to finish. The words gill sounded good to him. He shook his head, the
charismata of his frugtration sparking on the air. "Why aren't there Chenzeme ships here in the doud?' he
demanded. "Could we have passed the Chenzeme source without knowing it?'

Kiyo dropped close, enveloping him in a fog of soothing charismata. "That's what well ask the
idanders. They might know."

They might know too well.

She misread his doubt. "Theyll talk to us eventudly.”

"Sooth."

Nikko would minmize the risk.

Null Boundary did not follow a direct line to the Hotspot. They stood otf, waiting for contact.
They would speak from a distance. They would learn dl they could about idander socid structure, but in
the end, they would ill be faced with doubt.

On the fifth day, a message reached them in the voice of Ruby Dimaya Aheong Y an, sounding
more somber than he had before.

To Null Boundary: Cautious greetings. We are here. We are people—humans—of Earth
ancestry too. We were first here. No one has come since, or spoken—until now. We have
wondered why for a very long time. Now we are afraid and curious and joyful and wary. The alien
is here, in the remnant life-forms of the cloud, relics of another age but useful to us, sometimes.
What kind of people are you? How many? And what do you believe?

What do we bdieve? While the others debated thelr response, Lot pondered that question,
wondering what sort of people would ask it Sraight up.

Of the spare facts Nikko induded in their next transmission, the idanders responded to one:

There are only nine of you? Are you refugees?

In the core chamber, Lot met Urban's hard gaze. "L et's send them our higory,” Urban said. "Let
them have a foundetion for ther fear.”

It was done. The answer that came back was somber and midrusful: There is little light in the
cloud, and now there is less. We cannot think what to say in the face of this news that Earth is
gone. Our own existence has been calm. We have no experience of an enculting virus. We know
nothing of these alien vessels you call Chenzeme We do know plagues, but they are ancient and
impotent. We have no reason to disbelieve you, and yet... it feels as if you've stepped out of a VR
drama, invented characters inssting their roles have been true to life.

Lot endured a weary restlessness while the particulars of their reply were discussed. He sat on
the edge of the pavilion, staring down the grassy dope to the koi pond. It was late afternoon, ship's time,
Seth chalked on the pavilion floor, while Deneb detailed the files she wanted to transmit. A round of
comments followed, each one laden with careful annotations. Lot listened to another noise, weling up
ingde him, a soft, compdling murmur.

Theidanders dlamed to know nathing of an encultmg virus. If so, then the cult mugt have Started
with some other expedition, leaving these people untouched by it... though not untouchable.

Didantly, he heard Clemantine declam, "We need to know when they firg left Sol System. It
mus have been before you left, Nikko, if they've never heard of the cult.”



"It would have been early,” Nikko agreed.

Lot shivered. He turned round to the others. He looked over their serious faces. Their words ran
shdlow over his consciousness, scarcely attached to meaning. Talk, tak, tak. Lot could bear it no
longer. In the middle of a detailed argument from Kiyo, his patience dipped. "Enough! The only question
we need to answer is whether we are going to see them or pass them by?"

They froze, a tableau of shock that fed back into him, becoming his own. His cheeks colored.
Had his voice been so loud? He turned away, fury wdling in his gut. Why should they be &ble to rock his
moods so easily, when he couldn't touch them?

"Lat?" Clemantine crouched beside him "Do you think you should go back into cold deep?’

"You wouldn't wake me again.”

He heard the dight catch of her breath. Then she settled beside him on the tiles. "Is that what you
want?'

"No. | want to get off this ship."

"Or the cult virus wants off."

"It's the same."

He fdt the hard dash of her anger as she dapped her thigh. She turned, to confront the others.
"Wdl? What's the consensus? The cult virus wants off this ship! Shdl we oblige it?"

Lot laughed, while Kiyo warned, "Leave hm aone.”

Clemantine shook her head wearily. "We are a collection of parasites. We have no busness
approaching these people.”

"There's nothing here we can't contral,” Urban countered. "I won't pass them by."

"They haven't invited us™ Hailey pointed out.

Deneb sad, "Let's ask them, then. Urban's right. We can handle our symbionts. | want to stop.”

"Well warn them firg," Kiyo agreed. "Itll be dl right."

Clemantings sarcasm szzled on the air. "Oh, sooth. Well warn them. That should keep everyone
sfe”

Lot ligtened to her rant, fairly sure it didn't matter, because the temptation was just too grest.

Chapter 29

The telescopes picked out flecks speckling the sky around Nightlight's dust-reddened point;
motes, barely within resolution. They brightened with the passing days. Nikko went out on the hull with
Lot. Thefiltration membrane had been a success. Over the years, the ship had gained mass, and the reef
hed been expanded. Now the membrane was reabsorbed, and the ship ran sern-first, so the reef would
work againg their velocity. The pressure of deceleration had turned the hull into a vertica column. They
dung to its Sde, gazing past the stern, in the direction of the navigation Sgnal Ruby Y an played for them.

"There" Lot declared, spesking through his suit radio. "I can see an idand. With my own eyes.”

Nikko could just make it out: adlint of red light peeking through the cloud's untextured darkness.
"That's an archipelago,” he sad. "We're too far to resolve the light of asngleidand.”

Hours dipped past Nikko spent the time trying to dredge up some record of an expedition that
could account for the idanders. Hisfiles offered numerous prospects. So much hisory had been packed
into those fird years after the fdl of the Commonwedth! There had been hundreds of smdl interselar
forays crewed enttirdy by ghodsts, and there had been severd larger enterprises too, each with a
corporate sponsor. More than one had never reported back. The idanders indsted they were not the
expedition that had produced Lot's ancestor, and Nikko was willing to accept this dam, for surdy that
expedition would have been taken by the cult long ago?

The archipelago grew brighter, until, by the next day, it resolved into a congdlation of individud
idands. They hung in open space, each one twinkling fantly, brightening and darkening at irregular
intervals. The telescopes picked out amost two hundred of them, congregeting in a spherica swath of



sky. Lot watched with Nikko.

"Look, Nikko. Theidands are crescent-shaped.”

"They look that way because were seeing them edge-on. They're actudly shaped like round,
concave lenses”

"Oh." Lot was slent amoment. "They dl face the same way, then—toward Nightlight."

"Yes They're not asteroids, or any other kind of planetary materid. Ruby Yan dams they are
dive”

"Alive... ?'

"Look how ther lights run. in strings of changing colors.”

"Y ou're looking through the telescope,” Lot accused.

Nikko chuckled, for that was true.

As they drew closer, more and more idands were Sghted, until the count rose above twelve
hundred. The farthest was some two thousand miles away.

Null Boundary nosed toward the archipelago, following Ruby Yan's navigation sgnd. Nikko's
ghosgt haunted the ship's indruments, but his incarnate form stood on the hull with Lot as they edged up
on thefirg outlying idand—a disk of solid matter drifting in open space. His fingers twitched and tapped
histhigh as the "land" spread out beside them.

Theidand was big—amogt sxty miles across—its perimeter a perfect circle. The disk itsdf was
gently curved like a lens. They passed a whisper away from the convex side—Nikko couldn't help but
think of it as the backside, snceit was the Sde that faced away from Nightlight. Only five hundred yards
of open space separated Null Boundary from the shore.

The surface of the idand was a tangled thicket of lacy tubes, or piping. Rapid bursts of light
shunted through the fragile-looking network: reds, yelows, blues, greens, and a hundred combinations,
moving firg one way, then another, with no discernible pattern. Black branchworks sprouted from
between the light-bearing pipes, like the skeletons of fral trees. Some were studded in points of steady
light. One seemed hdf mdted beneath a shroud of gleaming white threads.

Theidand looked organic. grown, not built. There were no visble windows or doors or anything
a dl to indicate the presence of people here.

Nikko's gaze shifted. Now he looked down the narrow black chasm that separated them from
the shore. Far away in that dice of space, the crescent of another idand gleamed. Distance had stolen
away the details of itslight digplay. Distance redefined so many things. Each idand was a massive object,
but each was smdl compared to the archipeago, and indgnificant againg the cloud. The scae of the
cloud could compress even gars to little more than motes.

"Wha—?" Lot's shout of haf-formed protest shattered Nikko's thoughts. "Nikko! Look here"

Nikko turned, to find Lot on his knees, saring & something thet was rgpidly snking into the hull.
"It it meinthe bdly," Lot said. "I dapped it off, and it hit the deck.”

Nikko crouched besde him. The thing he saw was less than two inches across. an iridescent
crysa made of many fused petals. He couldn't tdl if it had its own light or if it was multiplying reflected
light from the idand. The hull sank benegth it in a defengve reaction, forming a pocket that threatened to
close over the prize. Swiftly, Nikko scooped the thing up with hislong fingers.

Lot's eyes went wide. He pulled back, hissng in protest. "Itll attach to you!"

"Your Makers dumped it eesly enough." He held the crysd in his pdm. He could fed a fant
ragping, so he used a finger to turn it over. The fla bottom glistened like a drill bit coated in diamond
dust.

Lot leaned in close. "It looks like a hundred tiny legs. Hey! It closed up.”

"Yegh" The creature had ether retracted its legs or folded them flat; Nikko couldnt tell. Now its
base was as smocth as its crystd petas. He hed it up close to his eye and looked through it. Colors
glinted in the glassy walls. Deep within he could see flaws, or channds, like a capillary system.



"Therés another one" Lot said, tramping over the hull. "Hey! And one more. We must be
passing through a svarm.”

"Stand back," Nikko said. "The hull's going to start gecting them.”

Lot backpedaled cautioudy, but the creatures were sent off with a gentle push. Nikko looked
agan a theidand diding past. They'd dmost reached the far shore,

The idanders had joked thet the fishing was good here.

And what qudified as afish? Nikko set the crysta rasper loose at eye leve, then tapped it, giving
it atiny momentum that would carry it away from the ship, and back, toward the land.

The next idand on their course lay on the opposite side of the ship. Nikko and Lot hiked around
the stern, skirting the dust-covered fidd of dormant Chenzeme cells. On this trangit Null Boundary got no
closer than two miles diding by on the concave sde of the lens-shaped idand, the sde that faced
Nightlight's remote glow.

Thissde of theidand was lit by a pae white gleam. It had no tubes or skeleton trees. Instead its
surface was covered with a monotonous fidd of cone-shaped, latticework baskets packed rim to rim.
Each basket was large enough that everyone aboard Null Boundary could have huddled in it together
with room to spare. A dhiny integument coated the latticework.

"It's catching dugt, isn't it?" Lot asked.

"I would imagine s0."

Nikko wondered: How manv eons would it take to gather enough mass to build an idand? That
would depend on how effidently it could trap dust.

The paticle flow here was dmogt fifty kilometers per second. At a densty of five thousand
particles per cubic centimeter... Nikko set a submind working on the cdculation. It brought him an
answer: In the course of a year, 146 tons of matter might strike the idand's face. Not much, given the
idand's gze... but not inggnificant either. Much of the dust must be deflected. But what if an idand lived
for thousands of years? For dl he knew, they might grow for millions of years while the microcollisons
generated by the congtant deet of particles helped to warm them.

For nine hours Null Boundary followed the navigation beacon. Lot paced the hull, ducking into a
trangt bubble only to eat or to refresh his skin suit. Nikko continued the vigil in Lot's absence, then took
his own rest when Lot returned. There was no red reason for it. They could see nothing from the hull that
was not better seen through ingruments. Still they shared an unspoken agreement that this event needed
to be witnessed.

More parasites appeared. There were wire-thin black worms thet tried to bore into the hull and
into Nikko's skin. Lot found atiny gas bag, no bigger than his fingernall, trailing a gossamer thread behind
it that seemed to stretch dl the way to a passing idand.

Most of the parasites were tiny and were noticed only by the ship's defensve Makers. They
were spores, seeds, eggs, or larvae: a sea ot reproductive packets cast |oose upon the cloud, given up to
luck. Only onein billions might be expected to find a new idand on which to grow.

"You know," Lot mused, "dl these creatures that live on or around the idands—their populations
are limited by the territory. But what keeps the idands themsalves from endlesdy reproducing? Why isn't
the cloud full of them?"

Nikko thought about it as he watched yet another crystd rasper settle againg the hull. "They're dl
facing Nightlight.”

"Sooth. The dust flows out of therein a current.”

"Dengty of nutrients?" Nikko mused. "It could be."

"What happens when the star dies?'

A dar as massve as Nightlight might not live for even a million years. "The radiation would



probably kill them."

"Sooth. And if it didn't, the dust would be blown away. The idands would sarve."

"Bven if the star was long-lived, the dust would be blown away in a few tens of thousands of
years."

"Feadt or famine” Lot said. "I'll bet some of this plankton isidand seed.”

"It would have to be viable for millions of years to have any hope of reaching another sar.”

Lot shrugged. "Maybe it's gected with velocity. Or maybe the idands themsalves can migrate.
Anyway, this cloud's been here alot longer than amillion years.”

Nikko nodded. "Only afew of us ever move on to other star systems. Maybe the idands are like
that. Maybe every archipelago is descended from one colonizing idand... Of course, we move fagter.”

"And burn out sooner,” Lot added somberly.

A lot sooner. Nikko did not want to chase that subject any farther.

Now Null Boundary's relative velocity was so low Nikko could no longer detect any mation at
dl through his organic senses. He dung to the hull, while the target idand hung stubbornly in place, 4ill
two miles away. The navigation Sgnd washed over them in strong, steedy pulses. It was the only sgn that
thisidand was different from any others they had passed.

Sowly, dowly, they eased up on its backside while the instruments surveyed the surface. A sl
ded was sSghted, tethered near the rim There was no other evidence of habitation.

"Do you see them?' Lot asked anxioudy, reying on Nikko's arid access to the ingruments.

"No. Not y&t."

"How closewill we get?'

"Hdf amile”

"Arethey taking to us?'

"Clemantings cdling a gregting now. Y ou can ligen."

Lot swore softly. "There. I've got it."

Nikko ligened too, to an exchange of fla technicd tak on the ship's momentum, the cloud
organisms, and the compatibilities of ther two populations of defensve Makers. It fdt like a srangdy
detached exchange, as if he were overhearing an idle conversation inexplicably lesking into this, a more
primitive world, where eye and hand could provide the only red contact.

"Look there" Lot said. He pointed at the idand's rim. "There they are. People. See them?
Nikko, they look like you."

Nikko saw them. They had emerged from some hole, or perhaps come over from the other side.
He saw three people. They stood on the rim, lit from below by the upwelmg light. They look o tiny.

Sill over a mile away, he saw them in perfect detail. There were two men and one woman,
dinging to the tubal network with prehensile toes. No. There was another woman below them, crouched
among the tubes. Through a smal scope Nikko could see her fingers where they curled twice around a
grip. In the flickering light he could not be sure of the color of her scales. Bronze, perhaps. Amber lights
flitted at the edge of her dinging kisheer.

"They're not exactly like you," Lot amended. "They have lights on their bodies and snakes on
thar heads”

Nikko choked on his kisheer. " Shakes?" He could see a crest of quills rigng in a sunburst from
the idanders heads. The quills did not look at dl snakehke to him. "Consder that they might be able to
overhear the tranamisson from your suit radio.”

"Sooth. We should speak their language. Look. | think they've seen us” Lot raised hisam and
waved.

Nikko found himsdf dbruptly conscious of the sirangeness of Lot's human-origind build: not so
tal, but so much heavier than Nikko's own dender body.



"You're an dien to them," he said softly. Or abeing out of myth.

"Thar language," Lot reminded, usng the idanders tongue. "It's only polite.”

On the idand, the standing woman waved back, her am moving in long, dow arcs, while the
lights that danced across her kisheer shifted in argpidly besting amber cadence.

Lot's am dropped. "Nikko, we need to ask them if we can cross over. Urge Clemantine to do
it

Lot had switched so easly to the new language. It was harder for Nikko. The words fdt
awkward in his mind. His thoughts broke and stumbled as they formed. "We need to test the environment
fird," he said, his accent bad. "We don't want our defensve Makers a war with one another.”

By contrast, Lot's voice flowed in soft syllables, the words subtly linked, blending into one
another, dmog hypnotic. "Our Makers aren't hogtile. They're quiescent until they're attacked, and the
idanders have said their Makers are the same. Well be safe. Nikko, we can go now."

Nikko found himsdf on the edge of hdpless agreement. Stunned by the effect, he turned to stare
a Lot. "How are you doing thet?"

Lot's eyes were the only part of his countenance visble, and even those could bardy be seen in
the faint light cast by the radiant idand. Nikko could not read his expresson, but he heard the sudden
caution in Lot's voice. "Doing what?' Like Nikko, he had switched back to the harsh syllables of
Deception Well.

Nikko looked again across the gulf, forang the awkward words to form in his mind. "Nothing,”
he said. "It's not important.”

He would have to watch Lot closdly.

"Nikko—"

"Weé're going to test for competibility,” he said sharply. "Ligten. It's what Clemantine's agreeing
to."

Lot Ieft the hull, but he was restless. Nikko watched him pace the gee deck. He heard the spider
mumbling in Lot's ear, repeating Clemanting's conversation as she arranged to vist Ruby as a ghodt. Lot
showed up in the core moments later. "Nikko! That is not right. We should meet face-to-face.”

"Wewill," Nikko assured him, manifesting immediately.

"We don't have to go to theidand. They could come here.”

"They will come here. Y ou know thét. It won't be long."

Lot's hands shook as he said, "I want to go over. | want to go firg."

"No."

"No?' Lot echoed, his expression mydtified.

"Youll go last," Nikko said firmly.

"It's not your decison.”

"Itis It's mine and Clemantines and Urban's and Halley's and Kiyo's."

"Youve dready taked about it?'

Nikko fdt lousy admitting it. "We have to know if they're vulnerable to you."

Lot nodded. His skin was tinged with a hot flush. His pulse raced. Nikko could hear it. The sense
on the air was heavy and dark, hungry, frightened of itsdf. "You're right, of course” Lot said. His voice
suddenly hoarse. "God, | fed like| can hardly bresthe." He was quiet a moment. "How long do you think
it will be?’

Nikko fdt a dir of pity before an automdtic routine engaged, dphoning away the-useless
emotion. "A day or two. Not long."

"Il wait in my apartment.”

"If you like"



Lot made no move to go. He stared at his hands, as if noticing their trembling for the fird time.
"Nikko? How long do you think well stay here?!

"You're not ready to push on, are you?' Nikko asked.

"No." Then he shrugged. "I don't know."

"I want you to stay off the hull," Nikko said.

Lot's head snapped up. "You think | would jump? Y ou think | want it that badly?"
"Wait in your gpartment,” Nikko said. "Try to deep.”

Clemantine and Deneb went to the idand. Urban ghosted in Deneb's arium. While they were
away, Lot used a patch to hep him deep. It should have lasted four hours. Nikko must have messed with
it, because Lot woke exhausted, with his bladder ready to explode. Someone had stripped his skin suit
off. He drifted naked among the pipe-weed of his gpartment. An IV line snaked into his arm. He yanked
it out, spilling atral of blood droplets onto the air.

"Ow! Shit."

The spider informed him that two days had passed.

He closed his eyes and tipped his head back, sruggling to get some control on the awful flux of
his emotions, fury and frudration and betrayd dl doshing around indde him. He fdt like a baby on the
verge of tears.

Someday soon Nikko would not bother to wake him at dl.

The thought brought a desperate clarity. His threedy heartbeat dowed, each pulse looming and
fdling in an unforgiving cadence. They might not even wait until he dept.

He drew in a deep breath; let it out.

He'd been behaving erraticaly. He would need to be far more careful.

"ot

He jumped at the sound of Clemantings voice in his ear.

"Are you feding okay?' she asked. In her words there lay a soft concern. She loved him. They dl
loved him. He knew that.

"l guess 0," he answered.

"Good. Get dressed. Come up to the gee deck. The idanders are here”

Thet didn't seem so important anymore. "Clemanting? | trust you. Y ou know thai—"
"You're on the edge, Laot."

"I know. But | don't want to be afraid to go to deep. If you aren't going to wake me up again, tel
mefirs. Swear tha youll tdl me”

She didn't answer right away. Then, "Damn you, Lot!" she whispered.

"Swear it, Clemantine. Swear youll tdl me. Youll make Nikko hold off until you tdl me
"All right then! That's an easy thing to promise. We havent ever planned athing like that."
He believed her. Still, he knew it was only a matter of time.

Chapter 30

Lot got a skin suit and put it on. Then he thought better of it. His skin suit mimicked the idander's
vacuum-adapted hides. Wearing it, he would look at least a little like them. He wanted to look different.
Ancient. Human. How much did they remember?

He didn't examine his motives too closdly.

He stripped off the skin suit and replaced it with gray dacks and a black pullover. He wore no
shoes. On the way he ran hisfingers through his hair, which had grown out a couple of inches.

And what if the idanders were vulnerable to the cult?

Then Clemantine would have kept him desping.



His hands were swesating when he stepped out on the gee deck. His gut fdt hollow.

Thar presence brushed his sensory tears, faint. Alien. His pulse quickened. Clemantine would
have kept him deeping.

Angry with himsdf, he straightened his shoulders and strode deliberatdy toward Clemantine's
house,

He found them by the kol pond. Kiyo and Hailey lay on the dope with an idander woman, dl of
them gazing up a an atifica sky, agleam with a midmormng light. Three other strangers lay prone on the
bank, staring over the edge of the pond at the milling fish. Nikko sat near them, and behind him, Urban,
Deneb, and Clemantine.

As Lot hegtated on the path, one of the idanders dribbled hislong fingersin the water, then lifted
them out, waiching the drops fdl. He was a dark, lacquered-red fdlow, marbkd with deep blue. He
turned with a grin to the white-scded woman beside him and spoke in a voice Lot recognized as
bdonging to Ruby Yan. "Liden to the sound it makes. A little like music, no?'

The woman amiled. "Planet talk.”

"Yes, that'sit.”

Thefish chomped at the drops.

Noa had been crossing the stepping-stones—Seth dosing in behind him—when a look of
ingoiration came over his face. "Hey, ligen to thid" he shouted, and he bent to scoop a great handful of
water, launching it across the pond <o that it fdl in a spatter of ram. The white-scaled woman gasped and
flinched back, while the artled fish churned their talls againg the surface, diding away to deeper water.

"Noal" Deneb scolded in a scanddized tone.

But Ruby Yan laughed in obvious ddight. He scooped up a handful of water himsdf and
launched it into the air. Joy rushed from him as he watched it fal. "It's so amazing!" he declared. "I can't
oet over it. The water dl runs back together, asif it were magnetic. | knew it would, of course. But to see
it. To hear it." He turned back to the woman. "We should build a place like this, Charm. What fun it
would be."

She frowned. "Unrave an idand to make awhed?'

"That would gtir some protest,” the other pond watcher said.

"Yes it would burn the naturdigts,” Charm agreed.

"Could we soin an idand?' Ruby asked, twiging around to look at the idander on the dope.
"Srkit?'

"Hdl no." Srkit didn't rase her head to look a him. Only then did it occur to Lot that the
pseudogravity mugt be a burden on the idanders. No wonder they kept flush to the ground. Sirkit
explained: "Put any sgnificant rotation on an idand, and the skeleta structure will tear apart. They're
bardy strong enough to tolerate divison.”

Abruptly, she rolled on her sde and looked updope a Lot. "Oh. Hdlo."

"Hi." He moved his head back and forth, trying to gather a better definition of this stranger.

"ThisisLot," Kiyo said, scrambling to her feet. "Lat, thisis Sirkit. And there by the water, that's
Ruby, and Charm, and Dieter." She pointed to each in turn. Then she was beside him. She hugged him.
She kissed him on the cheek. "You're hungry. I'll get you some food." Her charismata fluttered around
him, tiny, nervous birds.

He pulled away, resenting her concern.

"ot

"I am hungry. Thank you."

"Okay."

He waked down the dope to crouch beside Clemantine. Idander eyes watched him. Obvioudly,
they'd been warned. He groped for something avil to say, but surdly dl the pleasantries and basic
information had been exchanged? Well. He looked at Clemantine. "They were immune to the cult, then?'



"No."

No?

His heartbeat quickened. Dark oceans gtirred and some part of himsdf began to drown.

"Weve given them our immunity,” Clemantine said.

"Oh. Good. That's good.”

He looked a Ruby, and a white Charm, feding their suspicions. Dieter was a dark blue like
Nikko. Srkit was colored like gleeming brass. Thar long quills lay folded againg ther scalps, forming a
gmdl ridge dong the midine of their skulls and down the napes of their necks. Faint lights flickered in
their drooping kisheers.

"How many are you?' he asked, aming the question generdly a Ruby Yan.

Charm answered. "Only the four of us. Thisisdl.”

"Here?'

"y es"

Lot nodded, acutely aware of their unease. But, dammit, what was he supposed to tak about?
"You came from another... archipelago?’

"y es"

"Recently?'

"y es"

"You don't want to talk about it?"

"You make us unessy,” Charm said.

Us. Of course they would be having their own conversation on an arid channd. "Wdl." Lot tried
to keep a growing anger out of his voice. "That's good, | guess. It means the charismata don't work,
because I've been trying to cam you down.”

For a moment, no one spoke. Lot took bitter satisfaction in the dlence. He was
great-cult-leader. They should be afraid.

Then Urban dapped histhigh, dartling everyone. "Lot! You're going to love it here. Beng on the
idand isared adventure. All kinds of strange fish swimin the forest.”

Kiyo crouched beside him. She dropped a plate into his hands. "Eat, Lot. Youll fed better.” Her
charismata brushed his sensory tears. Shut up, she seemed to whisper. St ill. Don't embarrass us.
That was the sense of it. He took up the spoon and poked at a stew of fruit and curds, while Kiyo sat
close to his ebow. Would she pinch him if he said the wrong thing? He grinned a the thought. Decided
to test it.

Ruby was tdling Deneb about afish that appeared only when an idand was ready to divide—an
event of dmogst mythicd rarity, occurring once in severa millennia for any one idand. The divison was
triggered when an idand reached some criticdl mass. The lens shape would distort. Front and back
would pull apart, splitting the idand into equa dices that did apart on naturd steerage jets, doubling the
surface area. It was the idands themselves that produced the myserious and powerful radio sgnds
Nikko had picked up ever since their passage of Alpha Cygni. They would cdl to each other across the
void, and sometimes they would migrate in millennid journeys through the cloud.

Lot waited for alul in the conversation, then, "Excuse me" he said. Kiyo diffened beside him.
Her hand touched his arm, while her charismata dropped kisses of warning againgt his face. He fdt ther
influence for only a moment, before they vanished into the dark sea that ran beneath his skin.

He glanced a her, grimly pleased. Then he turned back to Ruby Yan, who looked as if he were
recongdering the wisdom of this vigt. Lot tried on a reassuring smile- "On one of your transmissons to
the city, we heard you mention a gateway."

"A gateway?' Ruby echoed. His gaze shifted to Charm, and then to Sirkit.

Lot fdt a touch of satisfaction—apparently he had found a subject that had not been discussed.
"We heard you mention it,”" he said.



"Yes" Ruby blew on the water, while his indecison leached onto the air. "The gates are an old
trangportation tech. You mugt have them." His quillslifted dightly, as he turned his head toward Lot with
aquedtioning look. "A fadility to trandate dectronic code into physica structure?”

"Oh." Lot couldn't difle arush of disgppointment. This was the same technology thet had dlowed
the resurrection of Deneb from stored code. "Yes We do have that."

"And it won't work on Lot," Urban added chearfully. "His body is too stacked with dynamic
feedback loops. It can't be re-created.”

"Wdl." Rdigf blossomed on Ruby's face. "That's too bad, it it?" He smiled. "You won't be
able to vist the aty.”

Lot scowled. "Wdl, how far isit?'

"Far," Sirkit said. "This big, walowing ship would take forever to get there."

Nikko laughed. "It would make for tricky navigation, anyway, threading through the idands. Still,
I'm curious. Would it be possible for the rest of us to vigt the city?”

"Sooth," Urban said. "I'd love to go."

Ruby was back to looking unhappy. "It would take time to congtruct a second. I'm not sure it
would be eesly approved.”

"Could we ghogt?' Urban asked.

"Ghogt with a host?" Ruby obvioudy found something to admire in that suggestion. "I suppose.
That's less threatening. I'l ask it."

"I'd gppreciate it," Urban said.

"I'd like to go too," Deneb added.

Clemantine agreed. "I think we dl would, eventudly."

"Are you thinking of gaying with us, then?* Dieter asked.

Lot's chin came up. His breath caught, stunned by the question. They could dl leave through the
gateway. They could.

He turned to Clemantine. She exchanged an uncertain glance with Deneb, while Kiyo's hand
tightened on Lot's am. "It's not athing we've discussed,” Clemantine said.

"And they don't know your world," Lot added. "They don't know who you redly are.”

Ruby laughed. "That could scare off any hearty soul! But vist us anyway... those of you who
can." He gave Lot a suspicious, Sddong look. "Learn who we are. Y ou mugt know we are fascinated by
your presence. We are often a shdlow people. Fads rampage through our dities faster than behaviord
viruses. But something truly new is rare in the cloud. The library you carry could keep us busy for years."

"It's not clean,” Nikko said. "The content is yours to copy if you choose, but be forewarned, not
dl of itisclean.”

Charm rolled over onto her Sde. Her gaze swept her three companions. "That'sit,” she said. "We
wanted to make this archipelago just another wilderness retreat, but think—what if we made it a library
instead? We could contain Null Boundary's wedth here, far from the city, where any useful information
could be safely extracted. Scholars could come here to study. It's the perfect Ste”

Lot's interest stirred at this suggestion. " So—many more people would live here?’

Sirkit sat up with a groan. "This gee deck is a cumbersome place!” Her body swayed, asif the
ground moved benesth her. She looked a Lot and amiled. Not a friendy expresson. "Oh yes. Many
more people would come. You could probably persuade some to let you possess them. It's been done
before. Happy thought, en? Good hunting."

Lot let most of her babble dide by him, but one phrase stuck. "What do you mean it's been done
before?'

It was Charm who answered, in a soft, embarrassed voice. "Some of us have reached into the
past and taken things that perhaps should have been |eft done.”

"What things?' Lot could not keep the hunger from his voice.



"Andent forms, taken from the cloud. Tendrils, that easly adapt to symbictic relationships. Some
have taken this ancient symbiote into themsdves. The result is... unsettling. A commund organism that
does not look human, yet it understands us perfectly.”

"A seductive organiam,” Sirkit added. "Steding away the minds of good people. Sound familiar,
pet? Maybe your cult is here, but in a different form.”

And if it was? Then Lot would find a way to Stay here. He swore it to himsdf. The cult was a
cold tide within him, hardening his resolve. "Do these hybrids talk?' he asked. "Will they tak to me?’

Charm turned to Sirkit, her face pendve, worried. Lot imagined the arid tak gushing between
them. Sirkit's kisheer lit with dire red. "We don't tak to them,” she said. "And this archipelago is our
dam, stocked with our fadilities, our links. Y ou understand?"

"Meaning you won't let me talk to them.”

Charm chased this concluson with a quick, nervous explanation. "We don't want to be difficult.
It's just that there has been... disagreement, about these symbiotes. There is a fear the process is not
truly voluntary, and the debate has only been sharpened by the news youve brought us of the old
worlds—the Halowed Vagties. We don't think it's wise to aggravate the dtuation. Lot, we don't
understand you, and we need to, before you get freedom among us. For our own protection. So that we
don't go the way of the Hallowed Vadties"

Charismata of anger boiled out of Lot's sensory tears. Kiyo sensed it. Her am did around his
wag; her body grew tense. Patience, Lot told himsdf.

"That is not what | want." Heraised his hands, pdm up, in a supplicant's gesture. "Try to
understand. Things are different now. The Halowed Vadties were taken by surprise, but there is no need
to fear what we dl understand—"

"Lot," Clemantine cautioned him.

"Wha?' He turned to her, his exasperation the lace-edge of a veled rage. "Clemantine, youve
lived with me for years. Tdl them! I'm no more dangerous now than an old, tamed plague.”

Clemantine did not volunteer any such testimony.

"Giveittime" Charm urged after apanful Slence. "Let the Stuation settle.”

Lot knew time would betray him. Maybe that was ther plan. He struggled to qudl a budding
panic. "Will | a least be dlowed to see your idand?' he asked her. He turned to Sirkit. "Or is it your
idand? How do these things work here?’

"With unfortunate democracy,” Sirkit said. "And I've been outvoted.”

They had agreed to let him see the idand because no one could find any prospect of harm in it.
Lot told himsdf it was a step forward. He would find a path around their wariness. Charm had admitted
to adiveraty of opinion in the city. If he could make hisway there, his options might widen. So he would
be patient, and he would find away around them. The cult was an dly, warm and dark beneath his skin.
Patience. He could hold out alittle longer.

Kiyo and Urban went with him when he left to get his skin suit. "Don't mind thet Sirkit,” Urban
sad when they were secure in atrangit bubble. "She's got an attitude that would have gotten her popped
into the monkey housein Silk."

"The news of the Halowed Vagties has made them dfraid,” Kiyo said. "I dont blame them.
Mosly, they're nice people. | think Halley and Deneb redly want to stay here”

Lot thought about dl of them gaying here, living happily ever after, but even as he visudized the
scene, it was painted over in Slver tints that ran together like mdting worlds. Things could not go on long,
not for him, not without some profound change. His fingers shook as he touched Kiyo's hand. "And you?
Do you want to stay here too?' And be part of it.

"I— don't know." Her kisheer brightened in afaint flush.

Urban scowled. "We haven't talked about anything like that, fury.”



"Whdl, aslong as we are here, 1'd like to know more about those hybrid forms”

Urban nodded. "Sooth. It sounds familiar, doesn't it? Tendrils”

"Like the gnomes," Kiyo said. "Thar tendrils had Chenzeme neurd cdlslt could be the same
thing: tendrils that adapt eedlly to symbictic rdationships.”

Lot imagined the gnomes gossamer threads strung between the three of them, forever linking
them as one entity. Never to be done. It was not an ugly thought. It didn't deserve Sirkit's contempt.

The trangt bubble dumped them into Lot's apartment. He pulled off his shirt. "Why are we so
afrad of changing?' He held his hands out, gazing at their shape, their warm brown color. "This isnt the
best we can do." His gaze went to Kiyo. "You are beautiful. Y ou're a better person than me, or Urban.”

"Lot—" she whispered.

He wanted them to understand. He wanted someone to understand. "Do you think it was easy
for Nikko, being the firs? Somebody had to decide to let him be different.”

Urban fished a skin suit from one of the storage sacs behind the wall. "It's not like thet for you,
fury. We aready know how it ends.”

"We know how it ended in the Halowed Vagties. Things are different here. Thiscloud is a cradle
of worlds. At least thirty million years of higory are here, and new things are aways beng made. One
factor could change it dl, Urban. It could make this'—he brushed his sensory tears—"into something
palatable. Something with potentid. You've never been touched by the cult. You dont know how
essential it feds”

He handed the suit to Lot. "I know how you fed."

"Thereisnt just one answer, Urban. It isn't just yes or no."

Urban shrugged. "Y ou know, | think youll likeit on theidand. It was worth it, coming here.”

The idanders had brought their ded over to Null Boundary. It sat with its feet sunk into the hull,
soft amber lights merrily gleaming. Everyone clipped to short tethers in preparation for the trip back to
the idand. Lot hooked himsdf between Seth and Noa. It would be their firg trip too. They dl held on to
the black rods of a cargo rack.

"We could make one of these deds" Deneb was saying. "Null Boundary can spare the materid.”

"Weve dready got two more growing in a pit on the idand,” Dieter told her. "Theyll be ready
soon.”

"Everybody secured?' Ruby asked. He was answered by a chorus of aye and yes and ready.
"Okay then. Sirkit? Let's go."

The ded's feet dammed down with a sharp jolt, and the little vehide popped away from Null
Boundary's surface.

Noa whooped and Seth echoed his cdl, while Lot used one hand to rub at his strained neck.
From the other sde of the ded, Urban and Deneb kept watchful eyes on the boys, while Ruby and
Dieter occupied the passenger dings rigged within the rack. Sirkit piloted.

Charm had dected to stay behind, while Clemantine helped her set up an access shunt to the
ship'slibrary. Halley and Kiyo had offered to help. In his usud manner, Nikko had wordliesdy vanished
into the recesses of Null Boundary.

Sill, with eight people on the ded Lot thought they made a comica sght, like some giant insect
covered in parasites. The idand plunged down upon them with frightening speed, while Null Boundary's
lightless slhouette shrank behind them.

Now Seth and Noa were making excited noises about the idand's hasty approach, and Lot
found himsdf a bit anxious, wondering how long Sirkit planned to wait before dowing them. His grip on
the cargo rack tightened. He started to say something; stopped himsdf. He looked a Urban, but he
could not see his expression behind the visor of his skin suit.

Lot resolved to say something. " Sirkit—"



The dedslittle jets fired at lat—hard—damming Lot againg the cargo rack. "Unh—"

"Ow!" Seth growled. "That hurt."

"Sorry," Sirkit said sweetly. "Lot, did you want something?'

"Hdl of an devator.”

"Thank you."

The ded rotated, so that now it fdl gently, feet-first, toward a black shadowless circle on the
idand's back. The circle was amdl; Lot guessed its diameter to be only a few feet greater than the length
of the ded. Asthey drew near, the ded's lights penetrated and defined it: a pit some twelve feet deep, its
smooth wals sunk into the idand's face.

They dropped between the walls, then dammed againg the bottom with another hard jolt.
Shadows jumped wildly. The ded jounced again as its feet shot into the floor, locking the vehidein place.

Noa didn't wait for any go-ahead. He got himsalf untethered in a second. Seth had some trouble,
50 Lot helped him before unleashing his own tether.

"Caeful," Sirkit warned. "Anyone who drifts off an idand is not rescued—that's our nod to
naturd sdection.”

"Cut the bullshit,” Dieter sad tiredly. "You know well & least grab any Stray kids.”

Srkit laughed, while Noa vehemently denied he would ever need a rescue. Seth moved a little
closer to Deneb.

Lot fdt atouch at his elbow and turned to see Ruby Yan a his Sde. "We excavated this pit after
the idand was daughtered. It gives us fagt access to our tunnds, with only a little cost to the idand's
naturd look." He waved Lot toward an acove in onewadl of the pit. "Push past the membrane.”

Lot did as he was told, and emerged into a snaking, blue-waled chamber that branched off into
five other passages. His auit informed him he was in the presence of a breathable atmosphere, yet it
seemed thick, dmost cloudy. He swiped a hand through it, and watched a blue-tinged vapor swirl in the
wake.

"Swimmers” Ruby said, coming in behind him. "The light level dropped when you came in, 0
they're disoriented. They'll find the wdls soon, and anchor.”

Even as he spoke, the air cleared. The light from the walls softened, as if a filter had been lad
upon them. The swvimmers formed a smooth, velvety layer.

"They dean the ar?' Lot asked, as Seth and Noa burst through the membrane.

"Hey, it looks like water in here."

"It'sjust blue lights”

" know thet!"

"Yes, the svimmers renew the air,” Ruby answered. Then he paused while his kisheer rolled free
of his face, pulling away from his nose and out of his mouth. He coughed, then drew in a long breath.
"Ah, home, sweet home!" Lot's skin suit picked up the externd noise and piped it to his ears.

"You see," Ruby explained, "when no one's here the swimmers move fredy under very bright
lights It gets their metabolism going fast. They produce oxygen for the tunnd borers as wel as for us,
and they dso ir the ar.”

Seth had been looking into the different tunndls. "There's nothing in here!™ he whined.
"Hush," Noa scolded. "Deneb said to say nice things™

Both of them had let their kisheers unroll, and now they breathed the air dong with Ruby. Lot's
someach knotted in fear. "Hey! Did Deneb say you could breathe the air here?'

Noa gave him a comicd ook of suspicion. "The air's clean, Lot. Urban tested it the firgt day.”

"Oh"

Ruby chuckled. "It's true. Y our companions have spent severd hoursin here, without a problem.
Y ou can take your hood off too."

"Okay." Lot told hisskin suit to open. His hood rolled avay from his face. Cold ar touched his



cheeks. He moved his head dowly back and forth, finding the air anazingly clean. He caught a trace of
Noa's presence on his sensory tears. Seth might have been absent. "Are there ill svimmersin the ar?'
he asked Ruby.

"Some. To break down any pollutants”

Like the charismata. Sooth. He glanced up the tunnels. "Where is the gateway?"

Ruby's scaled hide brightened a bit. "The gate chamber? Well, it's in the centrd tunnd, behind a
tissue plug. We haven't used it yet. We arrived so recently, after ajourney in cold deep.”

Urban and Deneb pushed through the membrane. Deneb's kisheer pulled away from her face.
Urban popped his hood. "What do you think, fury? Not much to look &, isit?'

"Not yet," Ruby conceded. "We have extensve plans™

Lot was dready bored. "Can we look outsde?!

Ruby shrugged. "If you like" He pointed to one of the branching tunnels. "Let's go this way. It
will bring us out on the surface.”

They emerged into a scintillaing landscape. Some e@ght meters overhead, colors raced one
another through a canopy made of an organic mesh of narrow tubes. The werdly incongtant light lit a
rough surface of mounds and pincushion outgrowths. Some of the lumps sprouted black stalks that thrust
past the mesh before dividing into crowns of branches hung with tiny points of white light.

On one of the stalks, Noa spotted a tiny siver shel no bigger than his knuckle. Ruby snapped it
off for him, and the boys shrieked as the shell shot off on atiny jet of vapor. "A puff," Ruby said. "Quite
common on dl the idands™

He gestured to Lot and the boys. "Come, let's get above the canopy for a minute” He launched
himsdf toward the mesh and Noa followed. Lot went next.

"What's afish?' Lot asked, as he wriggled through the same gap in the mesh Ruby had used. He
forgot the question as he emerged into the open.

All around him, lights shot past in a werdy joyous night display, a pulsng ceebration of
exigence, asif to cry in defiance of the dark, | am here, | am here.

Agang the blaze, black branches stood in slhouette, like river deltas eroded into the flashing
colors. Sivery specks drifted between the tenebrous trees in dow, noble clouds.

Seth recognized them. "Gnomed" he shouted. "L ook, Lot! They're gnomes.”

"Sooth." Lot watched a colony asit drifted past, a meter or so away.

Ruby, his long toes hooked around a tube, crouched close to Lot. "'Those are fish," he said,
nodding toward the passing gnome colony. "So are puffs and serpents and dust. Anything thet lives here,
but is not permanently anchored.”

"We saw gnomes far out in the cloud.”

"Gnomes? We cdl them webs. They're tendril symbiotes.”

"Like the people Charm described?!

"People...? Oh. Wdll, | guessit isthe same generd idea. Look over here now. Look at this”

They skated about the idand for over two hours. Noa kicked himsdf into the void once, but Lot
caught him just before he dipped out of reach. Deneb caught Lot.

Compared to the others, he and Urban had a hard time of it. Ther booted feet were usdess
appendages among the tubes, and ther fingers were too short for an easy grip. Lot's wrists ached, and he
fdt unspeakably primitive. Fatigue ran thick through his veins while the boys were ill darting around like
netive creatures.

No, he corrected himsdf. Anything native had adapted to conserve energy. More than once Lot
hed gripped a tube, only to be startled by aflash of mation as a frightened inhabitant darted away. Ruby
told them that fish could lie 4ill for years, moving only when forced to do so. Noa and Seth were
adapted to afar hotter, faster pace of life



Lot was down under the tubes with the boys, watching them chase each other around the stalks,
when he chanced upon a new, yet chillingly familiar Sght. "Urban," he called softly.

"Yesh?'

"Comelook &t this"

Growing over the anchoring lump of one of the stalks was a glassy white apron, three meters
across. Its granular surface gleamed with its own steady light.

"Philosopher cdls™ Urban whispered. For that was exactly what the crusty colony looked like.

Lot fdt srangdly judtified. This was the firs unambiguous Sgn of the Chenzeme they had found
since passing through the swarm, and yet... what did it prove?

He dove down close to the cells to get a better look. "Theré's dust on them, just like on the ship.”

"Dont touch it," Urban cautioned.

"Sooth. | want to get a sample, though. | want to know if there's information in the dust.”

"WEell ask Ruby if he has any equipment.”

Now Seth and Noa were crowding close. Urban hed them back. "It's a colony of philosopher
cdls" he warned. "And they're active. Don't touch them, or they'll try to metabolize you.”

"Sowly. So be careful. Y ou've never been around active cdls before.”

Ruby and Deneb converged on them from above. "Oh," Deneb said in avoice of soft trepidation.
"Where did that come from?"

"Itsadud fidd," Ruby said. "They're farly common.”

"Are they?'

"Uh-huh. They seem to be an atifidd parasite, not optimized for their own reproduction. We
redly don't know what they're for. They make alot of dust, though. They'll probably try to colonize your
hul. They show up everywhere, but aways in low numbers”

Lot asked if they could get a sample of the dust. Ruby shrugged and swiped at the cells surface.
Lot choked in shock, while Deneb shouted an incoherent warning. But Ruby's padm did eesly over the
cdls, coming away gloved in awhite powder. "How much do you need?'

"The cdls didnt try to bond to you?' Urban blurted.

"No. They're hamless”

"They look exactly like our philosopher cdls™ Urban said He shook his head. "But our cels are
definitdy not harmless”

Noa pulled a clear pouch out of hiswaist bag. He held it open while Ruby rubbed the dust into it.
They gathered alittle more, and then Lot was ready to hurry back to the ship.

Chapter 31

This idand is not alive. This was Deneb's fird thought as her visting ghost manifested in the
idander's city. She was the firgt of them to make the trip. Now her startled gaze looked across a guif of
space to an idand she had never seen before. She faced its convex back, and the firg thing she noticed
was the surface tubes: though they hdd light, they didn't flash, and they didn't branch in the complex
patterns she had seen in the wild archipelago. Instead they were formed into laddered paths and
scattered arches. The illness and the order combined to create a cultivated, Stetic, atifidd fed—as if
this were a handmade copy of an idand, not the red thing.

Sill, the landscape was imposng. It spread out before her, filling her fidd of view, sseming s0
close a fird that she might be able to take a short jump and reach it. She perceived it then as a wide
plain opening out beneath her. But with no gravity to enforce a sense of up and down, her perceptions
shifted The plan became a wal, then a terrifying, looming roof—then findly the idand settled into an
abstract surface, and her heartbeat dowed—the Smulation of her heartbest. She was a ghost now.

She could see people moving on the laddered paths, some toe-stepping, some aglide, winding



between groves of smooth, dark trees trimmed in lines of tiny red lights. In the wild archipeago, such
tredike structures had been beaded with points of white light.

The people on the trails looked unnaturdly small. As she redlized this, the idand changed again,
a once growing larger and farther away. She found the effect unsettling, and indinctively she reached out
with her long toes to grasp some solid structure—then started in surprise when her foot encountered a
loose web of soft gd that pulsed and vibrated with a rhythmic beat.

*Easy, a deep-throated voice urged her with some amusement. "We're secure here.

*Where are we?

She looked past her feet, to find hersdf adrift just above along bridge woven of glowing white
strands, like the soinnings of some gigantic spider. The bridge stretched away toward a vanishing point on
the idand'srim Looking through the weave, she could see other idands far below, com cirdes and
fingernall crescents, glowing with the same steady light as the near idand.

She turned. Her host (he mugt be her host; he was the only other person on the bridge) waited
just afew feet away. The expresson in his shadowed eyes was vague as he gazed at her over therim of
his kisheer. He could see her only because her ghost existed within his atrium; dl that she saw and heard
and fdt was filtered through his senses.

Her gaze did past him, to fallow the bridge in its unbending run to a distant idand Her host wasn't
looking in thet direction, but so long as he had looked there once, the atrium would remember.

Deneb finished her survey by looking overhead, confirming more idands on that side, and now
she could make out the gossamer lines of other bridges dretching between them Beneath her toes, she
fdt the fibers quiver.

*Welcome to the Choir, her companion said. *We're drifting now at its heart

Deneb wasn't sure she had heard himright. * The Choir?

*|t's what we call this archipelago. It was the first one settled, and we were taken by the
way these idands sang to one another.

She knew dl the words he spoke, yet dill she fdt confused. * Sang?

*In radio frequencies. It's the signal you followed here. Perhaps it's not song, but it can be
trandated that way. It has a lovely sound sometimes. Of course, many of these idands we
daughtered. He gestured vagudy, a the near idand, and a the crescents of neighboring idands dl
around. *A living idand won't do for a home.

Deneb nodded, wondering how they had managed to skip any introductions. * Thank you for
hosting me.

*It's my pleasure. Truly.

They backtracked then, and she found out that his name was Vdt and he was an ecologist and
an essayist and the adminidrator who oversaw Ruby's expedition to the wild archipedago. He was dso
one of the few remaining members of the origind expedition dill living in the city, having been born on the
passage from Earth. He seemed a touch embarrassed as he explained it to her, the emative lights on his
kisheer flushing a faint pink. *You see, | convinced the council | would have a better intuitive
understanding of your ancient ways, so they would let me host you. He chuckled softly, a pleasant
sound.

Deneb would have smiled, but the kisheer concedled her face. That was a cosmetic detall in the
illuson of her existence. She was a ghost and she had no need of the kisheer, because she didn't redly
bregthe. Zero pressure could not harm her. Y et the Smulaion of life was comforting to both of them. She
gazed again down the web path to the daughtered idand, and to other idands beyond it, their distant
lights unhazed by dust. *How many archipelagoes are there?

*Millions, Vdt said. * Perhaps billions. There was a quickening excitement in his emotive lights.
*Far more anyway than we have ever explored, and we're only familiar with a tiny portion of the
cloud. Amusement flickered in bronzy glints around his eyes. * Some of us originals thought the name
'‘Choir' too romantic. We wanted to call this archipdago 'Mote instead. It seemed equally



descriptive.

The abundance of territory had let them convert this entire face of the idand into a park. Deneb
glided with Vet dong the laddered paths, pausing now and then to admire a black glossy tree in full fruit,
its reproductive pods like glowing red marbles dl dong its skeletd form, or the puffs that crawled on the
trunks, or flitted between the trees. The root zone was filled with scales of rainbow iridescence, broken
now and then by dumps of crysd grasses, their whip-thin blades a blur of frantic vibration. A topaz
snake lay wrapped around the black trunk of a tree, its fangs sunk into the bark as it sucked the inner
liquid. Deneb touched its back. The DI within Vet's arium concocted an esimate of how the snake
would fed: smooth and dick, with a dight suction againg her fingers. Then Vdt touched the snake, and
the sensory detall jumped. She could fed tiny ridges on its back and a terrible, sucking pressure. She
snatched her hand away.

A gnome colony drifted overhead, each node in the web gleaming with a fant white light. It was a
Chenzeme remnant, but the idanders hadn't known that until Null Boundary came. How mugt it have fet
to come here, unscarred by the Chenzeme or the cult? Light was limited, but the territory so vast. What
freedom they mug have fet! A million potentid cities... though the idands had been daughtered. Ruby
and Charm had shed quilt over that fact. There had been regret in Vdt's voice too. So there was
compromise, even here.

They Ieft the park through a sequence of three gd locks. Vet explained they would see no vadt,
cavernous spaces indde the idand. Instead, its hallow heart was long and snuous a broad, winding,
pressurized tunnd that looped back on itsdf again and again. Vdt waited until his kisheer pulled away
from his face before he named it: the "Anaconda.”

Sipping through the last gd lock, they emerged close to a laddered path where a family had just
passed—three adults and two children touching the rungs lightly as they moved away.

Deneb grabbed arecdving ral to steady hersdf. The Anaconda was a rounded tunnd perhaps a
hundred meters wide. They had emerged a the gpex of an oxbow curve, jus on the edge of a
mall—Deneb could think of it as nothing e se—an emporium of shops and restaurants that had been built
into the tunnd walls Light crowds flitted across the storefronts, gliding at an easy pace, their voices
ralling indiginctly on the air. The mal twined around the tunnd surface in a dow spird, the storefronts
linked one to another with no space between. Thar 9gns beckoned in color and in scent. Some stores
protruded into the tunnd; others receded.

Thiswas a fully three-dimensiond world; there seemed no consensus about which way was up.
Light gleamed from most surfaces, but the brightest light arose in a drip on the opposite sde of the
Anaconda. Deneb wondered if that was supposed to suggest a sky. Vet shrugged. "The light rotates
around the walls over a period of twenty-five hours™

"Thereis no night?'

"Thereis enough night outside.”

Beyond the lane occupied by the spirding mdl, there were gpartments with architecturdly quiet
faces, thar windows rounded, their doors encircled by ralings Wdl-disciplined vines entwined their
wdls. In the distance, three smdler tunnels opened on the Anaconda, dl of them flattened ovals.

Deneb turned to look in the other direction of the oxbow curve. Here, more homes sprouted out
of increasingly thick vegetation, their railed faces emerging overhead, underfoot, on every side. After
severd hundred yards, the trees took over, as a ledfy thicket crowded dl the way across the tunnd,
forming a blockade.

Anaconda. Out of habit Deneb made to query the library about the name, but this was not Null
Boundary. She was not recognized here, and no response came back to her. So she turned to Vdt.
"Anaconda s afamiliar word. | should know it."

His scaled skin was blue, marbled in purple, but she could see a sudden flush of darker shades as
he grinned. "It's a kind of immense snake, from Earth. Some wit offered it as the name for the man



tunnd. So we dl livein the gullet of the world snake.”

Vdt had a lovely smile Gazing a him, Deneb said doud what had been on her mind since Nul
Boundary reached the wild archipelago. "It amazes me that you and your people look so familiar, even
after centuries of isolation.”

Vdlt's expresson sombered. "l wish it were so. Here a the heart, we tend to be conservative.
We remember who we are. It's different in the outlying archipelagoes. Y ou may see some of it. Travel by
Second is common, and strange forms vigt here”

Like Charm and Ruby, Vet appeared uncomfortable with this subject, but Deneb could nat, in
good conscience, avaid it, if there was any chance the tendril symbiotes might offer some clue to the
enigmaof the Chenzeme. ""Charm mentioned dliances with ancient life-forms.

"Did she?' Vet's emative lights dimmed. " Such things happen, of course. We are a free people.”

"You don't gpprove, then?"

Helet out adow breath. "I am disturbed. People | have known for centuries have vanished into
these dliances, abandoning family, friends, career. Why? The reasons given are never adequate. We are
afree people, but there are unresolved questions of how fredly their choice was made.”

"That's what Charm sad." Deneb's heart fluttered as she remembered her own anger and
confuson when the cult invaded her world. The Chenzeme threat was subtle and inddious, and it would
not surprise her that it could take many forms. "Y ou're wise to be vigilant,” she said. "The cult festered in
Sol System for years before it bloomed.”

Vdt nodded. "That lesson has hit home with us. There are many here who will not stand quietly
by, if coercion is ever proved.”

After that, Vdt guided the conversation to lighter subjects, while they wandered down the tunnd,
folowing a tral laid out in grab bars. The mdl and then the residences were left behind, and now the
blockading thicket loomed before them. Deneb dowed as they approached it. It grew across the tunnd,
and she could not see away to get through. The smooth, gligening brown branches formed a tangled
fence. The glossy leaves—as large as her hand— prevented her from seeing through to the other side,
where children's voices could be heard shouting gross chalenges and shrieking with triumphant laughter.

Vdt amiled a her hestation. "Itll let us through,” he said. "Come."

He kicked off from a grab rall, launching himsdf toward the thicket. Deneb heard a sharp rustle
of vegetation as a clugter of branches pulled open a moment before Vet would have whacked into them.
He shot into the ova gap and disappeared.

Deneby's redity stuttered. Abruptly she found hersdf at his sde, shunting through a lesfy tunnel
that opened as they advanced. She laughed in pleasure a their giddy pace. "Oh, | like this™ Then she
twisted around, looking back over her shoulder, but her view was blurred. "Vet? Look back, please.”

He caught a branch and stopped, turning around, letting his gaze sweep the path they had taken.
Deneb rode his senses. Now her vison snapped into satifying clarity. The tunnd through the thicket was
daosng behind them, but much more dowly than it had opened. "It's a security fence" Vdt explained. "To
keep the pets confined to the park. Of course, wild birds like to nest here too.”

Deneb looked for eyesin the branches and under the leaves. She couldn't find them.

Soon the thicket opened on a curve of the Anaconda where tal grasses covered the wadls, some
as high as canes. Branches bearing leaves of green and ydlow and russet snaked across the tunnd's
width. Kids climbed on them, and flitted through the open spaces, their kisheers clenched tight around
their necks. Dogs went with them—that's what Vdt cdled them. Deneb thought they looked like bats.
Bats with pretty, perky dog faces and van-colored hair. They barked like dogs and panted. When they'd
been flying hard, migt lifted off their wing surfaces. Kids would strand themsdves on a dow trgjectory in
the middle of the Anaconda, then cdl to their dogs, laughing hysericdly as the creatures bumped and
nuzzled them back toward a hedge or a branch or awadl. Watching them, Deneb thought about Seth and
Noa. It wasn't hard to imegine them hgppily at play here.

She studied each child, and dso the handful of adults taking their ease in the grass or dinging to



the tree branches. Some were grikingly large. Others had unusud colors. A few had crests like Ruby and
his companions. Mogt, like Vdt, did not. They seemed very human. And though she looked closdy a
everyone who passed, she saw no one with sensory tears.

They continued to wander the Anaconda while Vdt talked. His knowledge of Sol Sysem was
from atime before Deneb was born. He told her the stories his parents had told him about the Cdestid
Cities and the breskup of the Commonwedlth and the flowering of culture that had followed.

"My parents didn't actudly leave the Cdedtid Cities" he explained, as they entered yet another
mal. "They sent their Seconds on the great ship. | told you before that | was born on the voyage here,
but that's not quite true. | was born in Sol System firs. My parents forwarded my pattern to the great
ship. It was il close enough to do that. So | was there when my parents Seconds awakened from cold
gorage. So redly, | am a Second too. Even after dl thistime, | am uneasy with this status. | am a copy of
someone | never knew and can't remember.” He shook his heed.

Deneb said, "I imagine you've diverged a bit by now.”

That brought a hearty laugh. "A reasonable assumption, no doubt." But his humor quickly gave
way to melancholy. "Over the years, | have tried to imagine their lives. | know now | got it dl wrong. The
news you brought confirmed a dark suspicion dready growing among us. When no one followed us from
Earth, we feared something had gone terribly wrong."

Deneb turned away, her gaze wandering across the blurred baskets of a restaurant that Vet had
not quite looked at. "It's true. Null Boundary's records show there was little or nothing left at Sol after the
cordon eroded. But hundreds of thousands of people, and probably hillions of ghodts, left Sol System
before the cordon was made. There were years and years of heavy emigration before anyone suspected
anything was wrong."

"And this cult plague followed those emigrants outward.”

"Some of them,” she admitted. "But the frontier was relatively untouched, at least a the time Null
Boundary Ieft. It wasn't the cult that dowed the out-migration. It was the Chenzeme warships.™

"The Chenzeme," Vdt mused. "The ancient regime. We aways knew we were not the firg
sentients to live in the cloud. We have recognized the biotechnology left behind by an ealier
people—and some of us have abused it. But we have never seen anything like the warships you
describe.”

"We thought they came from the cloud,” Deneb said. "Now | think they were made especidly to
hary us—or other dvilizations—out there in the light. | wish | knew why your ship passed through the
Chenzeme Intersection unmolested. Was it because you left so very early in our history? Or wes it
because you never stopped until you reached the cloud?”

"That | don't know." His gaze had fixed on her, and it was the only thing with weght in the
Anaconda. "Weve only known of the tragedy at Earth for a few centhours, but it's dready changed us.
It's made us more aware of who we are, and that we might be the lagt viable dvilization."

Deneb did not want to agree with this. "We don't know that they're dl gone. The frontier was
under pressure, but it was dill vitdly dive when Null Boundary left. And we have no idea what happened
inthe other direction, outward aong the galactic am.”

"Still, your own shipmates have speculated on it."

She shrugged uncomfortably. Vet could say what he liked, but there was no way to know what
had become of those left behind. She let her gaze dide away, to meet a frozen tableau of the mdl, the
imege of each passerby fixed in the aspect Vdt had last seen. She amiled. Vdt was a fine host, quite
judicious in looking around, but just a the moment he was distracted.

"vdt...?'

"Oh, pardon me" He glanced up to renew her view, and abruptly the prospect changed. A
creature popped into exisence on a ladder, perhaps twenty yards away. Deneb caught her breath in an
audible gasp. The thing was worm-like, white, and quite long. It was gill emerging from an emporium that



dedlt in video clips. Now thetall findly appeared and she guessed it to be perhaps three meters from end
to end, and no thicker than her arm. It was covered in along fringe of delicate tentacles that swirled like a
skirt when it turned. 1t used some of the tentacles as tiny hands and feet to propd itsdf dong the
storefront, gliding easlly and naturdly in the zero gravity.

A second worm emerged from another shop. Moving on the whisper of its tentacles, it joined the
firg, Sde by sde, their tentacles tapping gently as if probing for a familiar scent. Then their tails touched,
and the two worms fused. Deneb leaned forward. Her jaw dropped in surprise. The two worms were
joined. It was not like mating. They were close enough that she could see a swollen node at the point
they came together, but there was no seam, no overlap, no hint they had ever been apart.

Three other worms converged on the firs two. Deneb did not see where they came from, but
now they repeated the behavior of theinitid pair: a gentle touching of tentacles, and then abrupt fuson, dl
meding a the same node, which swdled in 9ze a each addition urtil it became a disk. Now the
conglomerate creature looked like a giant, white verson of that aquarium pet cdled a brittle Star, with five
long, supple limbs, each fringed in ddicate tentacles. There were eyes in the disk, and a the ends of
some of the tentacles. Very humean eyes, and they watched Deneb waiching.

She drew back, her hand rigng toward her mouth. No. It could not see her. She was a ghod,
exiding only within Vt's arium.

He stared at the brittle star. His eyes were hard, and the turn of his mouth was bitter. "Those are
afamily," he told her. "No doubt they have come to show themsdvesto you.”

"I don't understand.”

"It's what you were asking about. The dliance with the symbictic tendrils. Chenzeme tendrils, by
your own speculaions”

"Love and nature” she whispered. Her heart fluttered as she looked at the thing She had
imagined nothing like this. She had expected something andogous to the gnomes, humanlike nodes,
linked by tendrils. She could see nothing humen here, save a scattering of eyes.

"Each worm is competent on its own,” Vdt explained, "but when they join they become
something different. | don't know if the aggregate is smarter, but it is different from us”

Now the eerie eyes on the brittle star's centrd disk eased their inspection of Vdt. Itslimbs folded
behind it in a streamlined package, like a squid. It used its fine tentacles to propd itsdf dong the twiding
path, until it passed out of Sght down a side tunndl.

When it was gone, Vet turned to Deneb. "Have you ever seen that kind before?"

She shook her head, frightened as much by Vdt's obvious anger as by the bizarre 9ght she had
just witnessed. "No. I've never heard of such athing. | don't think it'sin the library.”

"More and more of usfed that thisis our Chenzeme threat."

"They have attacked you?"

His answer was the one she dreaded most. "Never. Their conquest is aways a seduction. Their
recruitment is always voluntary—or so they say." His kisheer shivered close to his neck. "I say it is 4ill
possible to go too far."

Deneb's thoughts turned to Lot. How far was too far? Lot was mogtly human, but he was dien
too. Deneb had taken some of that dien nature into hersdf. She had put it within the children. Thelr
fedings spilled out around them, clearer than any words.

Vdt sghed, and the tensgon ran out of him. He offered an gpologetic amile. "My intolerance is
unforgivable

She responded cautioudy. "I know thisis a persona metter for you."

"Yes Exactly. | knew so many of them, before.”

Her heart raced in a thready best, afraid to reved hersdf to Vdt, afrad not to. She liked what
she had seen of the Choir. She liked it very much.

"You should know," she said softly, "they are not completely unlike us. We too have made a



gynthesis with an dien pattern.”

His sharp gaze softened as she explained the charismata. "This sense has let us learn the chemica
language of the Chenzeme warships," she finished. "Without it, we would not have survived."

Vdt nodded. "You use this pattern,” he said. "It does not use you. That, | think, is a critica
difference”

It was the difference that separated her from Lot. "You are right to be cautious” she murmured.

"More s0 now than ever,"” Vdt agreed. "If we are the lagt viable dvilization, then we have a
respongbility to defend what is human againgt any Chenzeme threset."

Chapter 32

The trangt bubble flattened, squeezing Lot againg the dormant cdl tissue. The wound no longer
fdt soft, or yidding. The inactive cdls were feafully cold; he could not touch them, except through his
skin suit. When the light from the trangt bubble faded, Lot was left in absolute darkness. He moved his
head dowly back and forth, but he could detect no emissons from the philosopher cdls the ar in this
tiny pocket was clean of everything but his own presence. Doubt fluttered on the floor of his mind like a
haf-seen insect with broken wings.

We will diein the cloud.

The hull cdls had dismissed that warning, but Lot had to wonder again what it meant.

Jugt before coming here, he had walked the hull, pacing the edge of the dormant fidd. A smooth
layer of dust dill adhered to the cdl faces. That would be metabolized when they awoke, giving them a
burst of energy.

In his fingers, Lot rolled the sedled capsule that contained the dust gathered from the colony of
wild cdls. In the idanders blue-tinted burrow, he had let a little of it brush his sensory tears, and
immediatdy he had been plunged into a trance, a deet storm, gtatic wash of jumbled input, too much, or
too unresolved for im to interpret. But surdly the philosopher cells, working in concert, could sort
meaning?

He would know soon.

"Nikko? I'm going to try to wake the fidd now."

The spider spoke with Nikko's voice: "I'm watching."

Lot closed his eyes. Then cautioudy, he opened the gate of his fixed memory. Codes and images,
sounds, scents— experiences tha were not even his resided there. He left them undisturbed, seeking a
ample pattern—

That dipped free, diding into his sensory tears.

(Awaken.)

The charismata diffused outward. Swirled in the currents of his breasth. Brushed the cdls
surrounding him.

"Ignition," Nikko said. "Measurable thermd response at your locus.”

Opening his eyes, Lot fdt the pressure of cdl light againgt his retinas. It was fant at fird, but it
brightened, rigng within seconds to a panful glare. At the same time, a torrent of activity crashed down
around him—competing waves of sensation and desire. He waited for the flood of output to stabilize, but
indeed it continued to build, fearfully energetic, urtil, like an ocean swell that has grown too steep, it
collgpsed into a meaningless froth, logng dl identity.

"Nikko—?" Lot's voice cracked in nascent panic as the cdl glare threatened to blind him.

"I don't know!" Nikko snapped. "Love and nature, the cdls are burning themsalves up. They're
pulling nothing from the ship, no energy at dl.”

"There must be another code to Sabilize them.” Lot searched his memory. There had been
thousands of ingructions encoded in the dust dropped by the swarm. Which ones were important? He
couldn't replicateit dl.



"Shut the cdlls down,” Nikko said. "Push them back into dormancy.”

"Yegh, okay." Lot fdt heat a his back. They're burning themselves up. He closed his eyes,
seeking a node of calmness, an idand from which he could weave his spdl of darkness.

That was when the cdll fidd collapsed.

Lot's only warning was a crisp, glassy crack! Immediately, a giant pdm dammed into his chest,
ariving out his breath while punching him through awall that crumbled to dust as he passed. Searing pan
lanced his ears. He wanted to scream, but the surviva indincts that had been embedded in his ancestors
would not dlow it. His eyes, nose, mouth, and ears squeezed shut, buying him the necessary seconds
while the hood of his skin suit dithered over his head and sealed. Lights popped, and hammers pounded
in every tiny cavity in his skull, before precious air washed againd his lips. He gasped it dl in and there
wasn't nearly enough, but more, more was coming, filling his lungs and his ears. He could hear the
pounding of his heart and the heaving of hislungs. He opened his eyes.

Didant idands svung dowly through his fidd of view. In the foreground, he thought he could
make out Null Boundary's shape, where reflected light played fantly on its surface. If that was Null
Boundary, the hull cdls had dl gone dark again. Burned themsdves out? That's what Nikko had said.
They had cracked open benesth him.

He twigted around, draining his neck to see what lay ahead. The idand, of course. It looked
huge, and he was moving toward it pretty fast. "Nikko?'

"Here" An odd buzz marred Nikko's voice. "Are you stable?'

"Sooth. What happened to the cdl fidd?'

"It collgpsed. The cdls consumed themsdves. There's nothing left but powder."”

Now Lot's rotation had brought the idand into easy view. It was growing rapidly closer. "Can
you grab me?'

"Sirkit's coming after you."

"Srkit?' If this news was meant to reassure, it didn't work "She planning to give me some extra
momentum before | hit?!

Sirkit's voice buzzed panfully loud in his suit. "Now there's an idea” She dropped past hm on
the ded. He had only a glimpse of her, before a cargo net exploded in his face.

"Unh!" The blow knocked the ar out of his lungs again. Then she hit the brakes, and he was
dammed in the opposite direction. Before he was quite aware of it, the ded settled into the pit. To his
mild surprise, he had survived another of her unlovely landings. He grabbed the net and started untangling
himsdf. " want to go back to Null Boundary.”

"What? No ‘thank-you'?"

"Thank you. And please take me back to Null Boundary.”

"Sorry, pet." Sirkit turned to look at him from the pilot's chair. "We have to refud. Shouldn't take
more than an hour. Or two." She dimbed off the ded, disgppearing into the shadows.

Lot sghed. Well, a least she had overlooked her rule about abandoning dl strays to the void. He
went back to untangling himsdf, and it was then he remembered the unopened capsule of dugt dill
clenched in his cramped fingers. HEd never even had a chanceto try it.

Ruby waved him ingde the burrow. Once in atmosphere, his hood opened. Clotted blood |eaked
from his ears. Charm brought him food. She wouldn't look at his face. He imagined it was badly bruised.
Maybe his eyes were bloodied too. Regardless, he knew he made them nervous. Damn.

Charm disappeared into one of the sde tunnds. Ruby had dready gone out through the
membrane. The ar in the burrow was dean and tasteless. "Nikko?'

"Here"

Lot fingered the capsule of dust. "Why did it happen?’

"I don't know. Apparently something stimulated a self-destructive routine.



Lot held the transparent capsule up to his eye, squinting at the cloud of white powder drifting
within it. "There was dust on the cdls”

"I've thought about thet.”

"There was dust on the wild cells too. Ruby says they produceit.”

"Thewild cdls il function.”

"Sooth."

Up till now, Lot had fdt an icy cdm, but suddenly frugtration geysered through him. "Dammit,
Nikko, we've log the cell fidd again. Again! And thistime by accident. | want to know why."

It had been so long since held been immersed in a red Chenzeme conversation, unpolluted by
lockstep commands and dormancy codes. Ah god, he would forget how to follow the language, he
would forget how to be Chenzeme, he would.

Y et the wild cdls survived.

What were the wild cdlls? And... could he speak with them?

"Nikko? Ask Ruby if we can cut out the colony of wild cdls. Maybe we can get it to function on
the hull."

A few minutes later, Sirkit came into the burrow. She scowled a Lot. "You look like hdl." A
torch emerged from a hidden closet on the wal beside her. She hefted it. "Il cut the dust fidd out for
you, but it will die without nutrients from the idand.”

"Nikko can keep it dive"

She shrugged, then disappeared again through the membrane. He was left done to wait.

It came without warning, making no sound. Lot first sensed its presence as a flash of motion in
the central tunnd. He looked around, to see a flood spirding down on him, white water duicng through
aninvisble pipe, a snake made of water. It swept into the chamber; it coiled around him, an arm's length
away. The coails of the snake melted together, and he was encased in a gligening shell. Charismata of
exhilaraion rained againg his sensory tears, a strange, foreign sense of greeting Tendrils reached out to
him from the shel's shimmering white surface, a thousand dender white tendrils brushing him. Faint
touches. Where they contacted his skin suit they retracted, but where they touched his bruised face they
stayed. Familiarity flooded him, a warm sense of union that eased the black pressure of the cult forever
burning under his skin. A voice whispered in his ear, produced by a trembling membrane on the end of a
tendril. "You know us?"

He stared at the dien filament. "No. | don't know you."

"You asked for us." Its voice so soft he could barely make it ouit.

Tendrils pressed at his sensory tears, injecting into them a new flood of charismata The
creature's presence exploded in his sensorium, familiar, arousing. He redized: This one is vulnerable.
Whatever it was. The cult surged under his skin. His own charismata flushed from his sensory tears,
carying the cult into the thing, linking it to him on glver currents. " Sooth, you're right. | remember now. |
did ask for you."

"And so we came to you, through the gate." The creature was huge, filling the chamber,
dwarfing Lot with its endosing mass. Yet fear seeped from it. It feared him. Not as much as it desired
this contact. It wanted something from him.

Lot's confidence grew "What are you?'

"A symbiote." A dozen eyes gazed a him, human eyes, embedded in the ends of tendrils. "We
are one part of Hafaz colony. We were human once, separate creatures of singular minds, but we
have re-created ourself from the life of the cloud. Something happened here long ago. We have
tried to remake the past, o that we might understand it."

Its tendrils held tight to his sensory tears. The cult parasite had been seeded in it. It would be
forming now in the creature's neurd center—its brain—wherever that might be. Satisfaction flowed from



it, dmogt asif it understood and was pleased. "You are the answer to so many questions.”

"Whileyou are so many questions, to me."

"They have lied to you about us."

Lot smiled. He knew it was s0. The idanders feared what they did not understand. It had dways
been that way. He closed his eyes, savaring the flavor of human desire, heightened with a wild tang of
Chenzeme emotion. Never had he fdt such athing before. "Tdl me your truth.”

<All | remember>

Lot ligened. Part of the tde flowed to him through the tendrils, in Chenzeme packets of memory.
Part of it was whispered in his ear by the tiny, trembling membrane.

He saw Hataz colony as it used to be: curious people, wondering at the symbiotic tendrils that
had made biologicd dliances with so many life-forms, so many different clades. Curious people, yearning
to know if the tendrils could make a bridge to their species too.

They could not resis trying, and they did not regret it. Success reveded to them a library of
memories in the tendril's ancient neurd cdls. Memories that were passed from generation to generation
like the memoaries of the hull cdls, or like Lot's own fixed memory. Those who entered a union with the
tendrils awakened to a past of overwhdming depth. As tendrils were added to Hafaz colony, detalls
grew.

In swift, whispered words the symbiote related what it knew: "Once, we were drifting webs,
thousands of kilometers across. Spun from dust over dow millennia, we would think as one, and a the
same time, each node of us lived as a separate entity, our dliances congantly shifting as we earned
respect or sex or adulation. To be cut off from dl bonds was death. It did happen. By accident. Now
and then out of need. To meet another colony—"

Lot gasped. He could see again what he had glimpsad in the passage of Alpha Cygni: creatures
like tranducent cloth blown on wind, or like fog, far away. He saw them again, but this time he
understood them. "They are like us™

He hungered after them, a need like the cult hunger, a desire for union, but it was polluted by
fear, hatred, anger, violence. A foreknowledge of death.

"When one net touches another, they join, and die."

"We cannot turn away."

"We cannot turn away. It's a need, like food or sex, but we don't survive it. We join and
die. Something new replaces us. It remembers both us and the other, but it is not us. It is
something new."

Lot found himsdf fdling through a four-dimensond pile of history, memory. "l can look back on
athousand desths. | remember them dl, though | am not them. And it will happen to me. It will happen.
Agan, and again."

"Millions of deaths,” the symbiote whispered. "Millions of generations all aware of their
desire, and their fate. We could not escape it. Many tried, but that was death too. The fear of loss
was always with us. You understand? Even when we were singular human minds we understood
it: that the worst fate is to know too much.”

"But to join without dying—"

"We have never learned how."

"Never?'

"They knew."

"Sooth." The cult was made to knit the disparate together.

"We don't know. Hafaz colony died every time a new entity was accepted into our union.
What was reborn was more sublime than what had been before, but our sense of self was lost.We
are a new colony, remembering ancestors.We don't add new entities anymore."

"It doesn't have to be that way," Lot said.



Acknowledgment and hope whispered from the tendrils. Lot closed his eyes. It was so swest to
meet thisrdief of his solitary existence. Thiswilling play between himsdf and these others—

(They were plurd—if he dowed his breething and lisgened dosdy to his Chenzeme senses, he
could separate them, like loops of didogue, like ghosts of individud valition, blended dong some new
and unfamiliar vector.)

—they desired the union he could give them. They understood what they did not possess, and
they desired him.

"Be part of Hafaz colony,” the symbiote whispered. "The rest of ourself will welcome you.
Come now. Please. Through the gate. Before it's too late.”

Lot opened his eyes to despair, like cold, cold firein his marrow. "Not through the gate. | can't. |
won't surviveit. I'll come to you, though, however | can. Tdl me where you are.”

"In the city."

"I will—"

It ended. A flare of blue heat lanced out of the body of Hafaz colony, shooting past Lot's
shoulder. He ducked, hiding his face againg his thighs as the charismata vanished from the ar and the
scion of Hafaz colony snapped apart in a searing fog of burning flesh and twisting tendrils, some of them
dill dinging to Lot's sensory tears.

Something dammed him againgt a wal. He stuck. Like a bug in syrup. He couldn't move. The
hood of his skin suit writhed benegath his head, sruggling to close, to cut him off from the smoky air, but it
was stuck too, a bug's wings.

Srkit landed on his chest, a torch clutched in her hands. He arched, sruggling to throw her off,
but the effort only drove his head and shoulders deeper into the muck. The colony tendrils embedded in
his sensory tears writhed and snapped. He fdt their heads burrowing deeper. "Get off me” he screamed.
"What the fuck have you done?!

"Saved your life, pet.” Sirkit'slip twitched as her kisheer rolled up her throat, toward her mouth.
Her contempt cut the smoky air. She flicked the torch on.

She had killed the symbiote. And she would kill him next. Her hatred pounded a him. He
thrashed in the dudge of the softened wall, but it would not let im go.

Urban landed behind him, kneding in the sticky goo. His hands framed Lot's head, squeezing
hard, forcing him to be ill. "Easy, fury.”

Now, Lot thought. They will do it now.

"Fuck you," he growled.

The torch dashed, but not & him. He flinched, his eyes dl but closed againg the heat and the
fumes as Sirkit touched the flame againg the free end of each tendril embedded in his sensory tears. Each
one collapsed, a dying worm curling into ash. Lot could not breathe, he could not think. He was choking.
Maybe he was sobbing.

Then it was over. She was off his chest. The wdl released him and the hood of his suit dipped
over his head, sedling out the repulsive air. He drifted, stunned, his cheeks wet, his suit sinking of his own
dowly abating terror.

Sirkit glared a him from a corner of the chamber. She dill clutched the torch. Her shoulders
heaved. A blur of svimmers swarmed around her veiled face.,

"You murdered them," he said. It had been a ruthless execution, in the manner of the courser at
Alpha Cygni.

"It trespassed on my territory,” Srkit answered. Her voice trembled. "It did not have my
permisson to come through that gate."

"So you murdered them.” The swvimmers had become so thick, he could hardly see her. "What
kind of people are you?'

She turned to Urban. "Get him out of here, before | kill him too.”



Urban put a hand on hisarm, but Lot was not ready for it. "Why?" he screamed a her. The cult
adark, despairing presence under his skin. "Why do you hate them?'

Behind the blur of swimmers, her shadow contracted. She asked him, "Do you know what
Spiders are? Hafaz colony islike a spider. It spins seductive webs. Touch the web, and you will want to
be bound. Every member of the colony joined voluntarily, but what does tha mean, when they have
dready been changed, and dl resstance stripped from them? Of course, you work the same way.
Clemantine told us how it used to be with her."

"Fuck you."

She kicked forward, emerging abruptly from the haze, the torch amed at Lot's chest. In a panic,
he grabbed Urban's shoulder, pushing away from him to widen the space between them. Sirkit touched
the wal with a prehensle toe, arresting her motion. "Liden to me" she growled. "Hafaz colony is
engaged in a conquest, and sometime soon, enough of uswill accept that and we will begin to fight back.”

Urban did between them. He spoke to her gently. "I think that's what happened with the
Chenzeme. | think the cult snuck up on them too, and the warships were their way of hitting back, or
enauring the cult didn't spread any farther out there'—he waved his hand—"beyond the cloud. Maybe
they planned to live out there, when it was clear of the cult. | don't know. We've dl been caught up in
somebody else's mess, an ancient dvil war between the shipbuilders and the cultigs that is il spewing
trouble and new hybrids thirty million years after the main action ended.”

Sirkit lowered the torch. "So. | can only hope welll make our counterstrike before things spread
so far" Her toe tapped the floor, and she shot off, disgppearing into one of the tunnels.

Urban sghed, and the tension ran out of his shoulders. He turned to Lot. "Come on, fury. Let's
go home."

Chapter 33

A disk of tissue supporting the colony of wild cells had aready been loaded on the ded, so they
took it with them when they went back to Null Boundary Lot guided it to the Ste Xikko had prepared tor
it, trying not to think too much. He watched the hull 1ap around it, anchoring it in pogtion. He watched the
cdl light brighten as the colony extracted nutrients from Null Boundary's tissue. Then he went ingde and
he stripped. He dapped a patch againg his neck. The cult was a cold, despairing pressure, an unbesrable
absence chewing at his gut. He wanted to kill Sirkit.

He descended into the darkness of deep.

When he woke severd hours later, he took a trangt bubble to the dte of the wild cdls. They
gleamed beneath his gloved hands. They looked like the old hull cells, and yet they might have been
inanimate matter, tor they shed no sense of an actrvity into the space of the trangt bubble. Lot could
detect no presence nor any hint of conversation.

Be Chenzeme

Suppressing his questions, he made a charismata of greeting, but it simulated no response. He
made a charismata of threst That too was ignored. He tried other approaches, but nothing he did
produced results.

He went to see Nikko. "Do you know where the idander city is?"

Nikko hovered at the end of the core chamber. Hisfingers tapped a his thigh, but they made no
sound. "No."

"I want to talk to Hafaz colony."

"Il ask."

Severd days passed. Lot stayed aboard Null Boundary. It was an empty ship. The others were
gone mogt of the time, exploring the idands. Ruby had relayed his request to the city, but no reply came
from Hafaz colony.

Lot tried again to communicate with the wild cdlls.



Nothing.

The cdls continued to produce dust He collected it, comparing it to the smal quantities of dust
that accumulated el sewhere on the hull

Traces of wild cdl dust could be found in every sample he collected.

He darted three new clusters of philosopher cdls growing, each within a separate bubble
hollowed out of the ship's tissue, so that they were protected from the dust. Each new colony thrived, its
cdls geaming with their sgnature white light. Lot could even extract rudiments of conversation from
them.

He waited until the new colonies were a handspan wide. Then he exposed one to the dust
gathered from the wild cdls and another to the vacuum around Null Boundary The firg cdl colony
disntegrated immediately. The second lasted an hour. The third colony, dill protected within the ship's
tissue, survived.

In asullen fury, Lot went back out on the hull. He cut out the colony of wild cdlls he had planted
there. Nikko helped him destroy it.

"At least we know why there are no Chenzeme ships vishbly activein the doud,” Nikko said. "It's
inoculated againg them. This dust could be anywhere. That's what the swarm tried to warn us againg.”

"Sooth." Lot tasted bitter frugtration. "But inoculated by who?'

The Chenzeme themsdves. There could be no other answer. Some faction of them mug il be
here, somewhere, and they used the wild cdl dust like a fence, to keep ther cloud safe from therr own
warships... or the warships of their shipbuilding cousnsin this bloody avil war.

Charm met them on the gee deck when they went back insde. Lot was surprised to see her; he
hadnt known she was aboard. "Weve had news of an incident in the dty,” she told them, her voice
grangdy drained of emotion. "Hafaz colony has ended. There was afire in their household. No copies
survived.”

Lot stared a her, numb, asif awal had been thrown up around his passions.

"It might have been suicide" she suggested.

It was murder. Lot knew the technique. Those other charismatics living in his memory had used it
too. Crush dissent. Eliminate any source of threat before it could grow. He swiped at the water droplets
condensing on the cold surface of his skin suit. "Are there other colonies?!

Charm shifted, green lights gleaming in her kisheer. "There has been... a andl avil war. | don't
think there will be colonies left when it is done.™

"Sooth." There had been peace here before Lot came. It had been an uneasy peace, but it had
taken his presence to ignite this"smdl” war.

Charm drew in a long bresth. The green lights in her kisheer steadied. "I am to tdl you that you
will not be permitted to enter the city by any means, a any time. Therisk of infection istoo great.”

Lot's eyebrows rose. His hand coiled into a figt, sailling droplets of condensng moigture to the
floor. "Do you think it's that easy? The Silkens told my father the same thing, and ill, he got in."

Charm diiffened. She backed off a step. Her wariness washed over Lot in a satisfying cloud.

Then Nikko was speaking, cdm and reasonable. "L ot will stay aboard Null Boundary—"

"Thehdl I will!"

"—and Null Boundary will not be moved closer to the city. | promise you thet.”

Lot turned away. He walked to the end of the pavilion, feding trapped, furious, utterly helpless.
He stared down the path to Kiyo's house. He couldn't remember the last time they had made love. He
looked back at Charm.

A pink flush had invaded her white scales. "You understand,” she was tdling Nikko, "these
words are aformdity. | didnt mean to imply you would deliberatdly bring him to the city—"

"Hewill say here with me"



"Therest of you are welcome, that's not changed. It's just that we mugt be careful, not to go the
way of the old worlds"

"l undergtand,” Nikko told her. "I agree.”

Darkness lay within and without: the lightless, sealed chamber of Lot's apartment cradled him,
while the cult boiled in its dark ocean just benesth his skin. He floated & the interface of these two
worlds, the charismata drifting outward aong a hundred thousand vectors that went on forever, never
touching on anything ese. He remembered Hafaz colony, and he wegpt.

Ah god, he was s0 hungry for some connection! The idanders were right to be wary of him. He
would do anything to ease this isolation. Anything at dl. It was what hed been made for. He was a
weapon, pressed to the service of some ancient avil war. He could see it in no other light.

But whose war? Whose crusade? Where was the faction that had made him? It had to be the
same faction that had made the cullt.

He wanted to find them.

The cult virus had come out of the void to infect the Hallowed Vagties, carried within the flesh of
amen like Lot. An ancestor: Lot could remember snaiches of his life— shadowy recollections that
lingered in his fixed memory— but hard as he tried, he could not uncover any memory of the moment of
infection.

The idanders ingsted this nameless man had not been part of their expedition. That was probably
true, but hundreds of early expeditions out of Earth had never been accounted for.

Hidory recorded the firg effects of the cult in Sol System, but its influence spread swiftly
outward from Earth. Behind this wave front the cordons firs bloomed and then crumbled: internd
collgpse medting externd drife as the Chenzeme warships appeared from the direction cdled swan, to
harry settlements dong the frontier.

The cult and the warships: they were closdy related, but they were not the same thing.

The warships attacked any lifeform that might carry the cult, though they could not be touched
by it themsalves. Neither could they come deep into the cloud, or the wild cdl dust would wreck them.
The warships and the wild cdl dust were like a dog and its collar—a ddliberately engineered system of
control. It wouldn't be hard for the ships to resst the killing dust, but apparently they did not, any more
then a dog would think to remove its own collar.

So the cloud was neutrd territory. The warships did not come here, and the cult was found only
inimpotent remnants, uniting hybrid colonies like Hafaz.

Only remnants.

What ese could there be after thirty million years? Surely no culture, no war, no crusade could
endure that long. Time was a ruthless sculptor, forever changing everything that would pass through it.
The cult should have died out long ago, or evolved toward a truce with the Chenzeme ships.

That had not happened.

It was asif the past skipped through time to continuoudy reinfect the future. If so, then no truce
would ever last long.

| am a weapon.

Made for this war.

Something had made him, and not so long ago. If he could retrace the path of his ancestor,
rediscover that source, it might be possible to remake himsdf into something more potent.

Nikko watched Lot make his way to the empty core chamber. The image wals showed the view
outside, the idands, and the ded movingin adow arc as Charm and Deneb returned with the boys from
atour of an outer idand.

Lot did into the chamber. He watched the ded a moment, long enough for his restlessness to



scrape thewdl receptors. "Nikko?!

"Here"

"Come out, please. We need to talk.”

Nikko let his ghost manifes a the chamber's bow end. He could guess the point ot this
conversation, and Lot did not disappoint. "Nikko, weve stayed here long enough. Y ou know we have."

Nikko did not try to mask or edit his ructance. Like Deneb, he had made a ghost-run to the
idander city, and oh, how brightly it had reminded him of a past he had tried too hard to lock away.
Nikko wasin no hurry to leave the idands. Redlly, he wanted an excuse to stay.

An excuse?

Why could he not Smply choose to stay?

Lot snapped at his slence. "C'mon, Nikko! You're not like Deneb. You can't redly be thinking
of sttling down. We came thisfar to look for the Chenzeme—and we aren't going to find them here.”

"You came because you had nowhere ese to go," Nikko reminded. It was a soft shot, made to
deflect the deepy dirring of an old, familiar guilt.

Lot knew how to play on guilt. "So what? | dill want to find the Chenzeme. You want that too. |
know you do."

No! Nikko wanted to deny it. That was an obsession. It wasn't him. And ill, he fdt himsdf
soften. "And if we were to leave? Where would we go? Where would you have us look?!

Lot's gaze was cam. Quite cam and thoughtful for someone in his position. Nikko mistrusted it.
"We could go on to Nightlight,” Lot suggested.

"Nightlight?" Nikko feigned confusion. "The idands were the source ot the Sgnds we heard.
There's nothing a Nightlight. There can't be. That star is hardly ten thousand years old.”

"You know that's the point."

Nikko wanted to end this conversation, but he couldn't bring himsdf to do it. Like some fdling
body, he fdt himsdf caught on an inevitable track. "Y ou're thinking of the artifact we saw at Alpha C."

"Sooth. Urban suggested it might predate the origind conflict. That it might have exigted in the
gar's primordid nebula—"

"Reveded when the star formed and the dust was blown away."

Lot nodded. "That might have happened at Nightlight too.”

Nikko fdt a welcome skepticiam; he used it like a refuge. "Do you redly think such atifacts
would be that common? The idanders have never found one. They've never seen such an object in orbit
a Nightlight.”

"Wdl, how closdly have they looked? The ring was dark. We would have missed it, if it hadn't
been slhouetted againg Alpha C. That we saw one at dl could mean they're common. We should go
oy

It was an obsession. "I'm tired, Lot."

"You can edit that."

"Yes. | can." He could edit other things too, but he never had.

"We could dill find the Chenzeme," Lot coaxed.

"I doubt it. What is it youre hoping for anyway? Are you thinking they could unrave your
physiology?"

A fant sense of subterfuge brushed the wal sensors "They would have had no reason to make a
key to that."

"That'sright,” Nikko said, pretending he had won the point.

Lot rubbed at his sensory tears. "I want to know who they were... or who they are. | want to
know why they made us part of their war. Y ou warnt it too."

Nikko nodded. Why try to pretend he did not? ™Y ou want to leave soon, then?"



"Sooth." Lot looked at the image wall. Nikko followed his gaze to where Hailey stood on the rim
of the idand, waving a the gpproaching ded. "Will you leave a copy of yourself here?' Lot asked "I think
you should.”

"Asinsurance?"

"Yes Asinsurance”

"I don't think s0."

Lot turned to himin darm. "But why?"

Because it was an obsession. Copied into every copy. "Oh, because then | would dways
wonder what happened to you."

"S0? You could come back and tdl yoursdf.”

Nikko chuckled. Thisis me. "Ha We're afrontier people. We never go back."

"Nikko, thisis serious. Y ou don't want to be aone again.”

"I don't think | will be. Now come on. We need to say good-bye."

Nikko was right. They did not leave done. Urban, Clemantine, and Hailey dl chose to send
dong the data patterns that defined them. Urban pleaded with Deneb to do so too, but she refused,
tdling him, "We're welcome here. Why should we go? Why should Seth and Noa have to face more
danger, more unknowns? They're safe from the cult here. | won't do it.”

"Youll make me go on done, then?'

Anger flashed in her eyes. "Not you," she reminded him. "Only tha gill unmade copy of
you—and that's what rankles. You don't want to be the verson left behind. Look a yoursdf! So
jedlous—of a ghog.”

Her assessment was deadly accurate. The restlessness that had driven Urban out of Deception
Wl was dill in his nature. Then, he had run away from his old man without leaving anv version of himsdf
behind.

That was along time ago.

"Deneb, you know | love you."

"You love many things, Urban.”

And now he had to choose between them.

In the zero gravity of his gpartment, he held her, his ams around her hips, his cheek pressed
agang her samooth bdly, knowing she was right, that he did not want to stay behind in the idands, not in
his heart, and 4ill, he could not bring himsdt to leave her or the boys.

Such rductance might be excised. Adute editing might banish this oppressve sense of
obligation—though he didn't think he could ever untangle his more complex fedings. Love ran deep, and
when he thought abouit it hard, he knew he would never wilhngly write himsdf out of their lives

"I want you forever," he whispered fiercdy. "It's that poor bastard trapped aboard Null
Boundary who will be the jealous one, because I'll have you and the boys."

"And Ruby's map of the archipelagoes," Deneb added in awry and knowing voice. "With worlds
for you to explore tofill athousand years. Urban, | don't think you will be too bored."

Like Deneb, Kiyo didn't put her pattern aboard Null Boundary. Threads break. Clemantine had
warned her of it, and now she saw it was true. Lot had been carried away from her on a dark tide that
hed snapped her ddlicate chain of charismata. She could not reach him anymore. He no longer seemed to
see her.

So ghe stood with Halley on the rim of the idand while Null Boundary pulled away on a frall
acceleration. Watching the gulf between them widen, Kiyo fdt hollow and frightened, and strangdly,
relieved.



Chapter 34

During the passage to Nightlight, Nikko's ghost became reclusive, rardly vigting the cardinas, so
Urban found himsdf commanding more and more of the ship's functions. His persona expanded into the
empty spaces. The ship's senses were once again his senses: the tenson of the reef, the hot ging of dust
agang the prow, the dghing, crackling song of radio emissons, the glow of nebular gases heated by
Nightlight's intense ultraviolet radiation. He played with his time sense, so that the past and future both
squeezed hard againg a long, unfurling present. Deneb remained dways only a moment away. If he were
to look back quickly enough, he might find her beside him, while Nightlight loomed, imminent, just ahead.

All through the long approach, Urban kept a pair of telescopes trained on Nightlight. The
idanders had never noticed any sadlites around the supergiant star, but after a number of years Urban
was able to pick out two tiny objects. One lay close to Nightlight, trotting across its face four times a
year. Urban watched it supicioudy, wondering how the idanders could have faled to mark its presence.
The second object was far harder to see. It had a dark, eccentric orbit, far from Nightlight's searing
energies. It emitted no radiation and reflected no light. Urban saw it only as it passed hriefly across
Nightlight's turbulent face. How many other, Smilar objects might be forever hidden in the neighborhood
of the giant star?

There was no way to tel.

Abruptly he was aware of Nikko, as an unseen mass at his back. Checking in at last?

"I can't discern what they are yet," Urban told him. "They're tiny, like the artifact a Alpha C,
though we're il too far away to detect aring shape.”

Nikko sad: "A naturd object would reflect more light."

Urban had to agree. "Null Boundary will boil again if we take it past the inner object. | don't want
to risk that. So I'm going to focus on the outer satdlite instead.”

"The outer satellite won't be easy to find," Nikko pointed ot.

"Well use radar.”

"It might not reflect radar.”

"Sooth," Urban agreed. "But radar might wake it up."

Lot awoke from cold deep, with the cult hunger burning under his skin. No one waited at the
chamber door to greet him. "Nikko?' he asked. "Are we at Nightlight?"

The spider answered in Urban's voice: "Y eah, fury. We are.”

Lot jerked free of the lagt of the sugpension threads. "And the artifact? Have you found one?"

"I've found two objects. One's in a close orbit around the star—too far away to say for sure
what itis”

"And the other?"

"It'saring, exactly like the artifact a Alpha C. It seemsto be aware of us”

Extrgpolating from his brief observation, Urban had estimated the pogtion of the outer satellite.
When hefindly located it through faint radar reflections, he found his estimate had been off by only 212
miles

Now, even without radar, the object was visble A fant heat signature could be detected in the
disinctive ring shape they had seen a Alpha Cygni, viewed a an oblique angle. The artifact was dirring,
its temperature rigng above the background gdactic average—though what that might portend, Urban
could not guess.

Urban made himsdf incarnate again. As Lot dipped into the core chamber, Urban turned to greet
him, but Lot hardly spared him a glance. His gaze fixed on the image wal and the ring's blurred and



ghostly shape. "How long before we reach it?"

No "hey Urban." No hdlo. There was something hollow and too hungry behind Lot's focused
gaze. It made Urban's hackles rise. "A few days, fury. More or less, if we want it."

" ess”

"Huh?'

"Get us there as soon as you can.”

"Okay. I'll work onit."

Lot's gaze shifted, fixing on Urban with a speculative light. "Is the ship yours now?"

Urban answered quickly, "No," wondering if it was alie

Lot studied him, his head moving dowly back and forth. "You're afraid of me" His expresson
broke into a grin, though there was little humor in it. Y ou dmost gave me Silk, remember? Now that's a
scary thought.”

"You didn't want it," Urban reminded him.

"Sooth. I'm glad | left Silk. I'm glad it's far away now— or | might try to convince you to take me
back." Lot dung to a grip with a white-knuckled hand, his posture hunched, as if a fire burned under his
skin. Urban did not know what to say to him. He knew exactly what Lot needed, but he would not giveit
to him.

Goddamn the Chenzeme!

And their heartless meddling.

Some things could not be unmade.

Lot was looking a the ring again. "There mugt be hillions of them. Trillions. You know?
Scattered dl through the doud.”

"Sooth. Most of them would be impossible to find."

"Whoever built them must have planned it that way."

This had occurred to Urban too. Cold, dark, inective, and therefore nearly undetectable, the
artifacts might conceivably survive for hundreds of millions of years. Or longer?

"You think they're the source of the cult virus, don't you?' Urban asked.

Lot straightened up. "Fuck, | hope so. | want to know where it came from. | want to know who
did this, what did this, how it was done... | want to know why."

They debated sending a probe ahead, but Lot was againg it. He was on edge, and Urban
worried he would not be rationd if they waited even a few days more. So together they Iobbied for an
al-or-nothing shot.

The plan was smple. Haley would remain aboard Null Boundary while the rest of them
deployed in a drop pod that Urban was building on the hull, from a library design augmented with the
addition of a reef. Once separated from Null Boundary, the pod would decelerate, while the great ship
continued on, conserving velocity in adow fal past Nightlight. By the time the pod made contact with the
artifact, Null Boundary would be far away, and safe.

The drop pod had a gateway. If things went wel, they would use it to return their ghosts to Null
Boundary while Lot waited aboard the pod in cold deep, until the ship could return and pick him up. If
things went poorly... well, they would also leave ghosts aboard the great ship, so ther existence wouldn't
end. Except, of course, for Lot, but that was a chance he was willing to take.

The drop pod's passenger capsule was mounted on a gantry, between the reef and a dlassic
engine employing reaction mass. As Lot crawled through the hatch, he could fed a faint pull from the idle
reef.

Ingde the capsule, four acceleration pouches were packed around a centra column. Lot sank
into one of them. Rdief washed over him, dlaying for a few minutes the dreadful craving for the cult that



ate at him, ate at him dl the time now. So. He would know soon if the rings were part ot it, if they were
the source of the cult virus He hoped they were. He hoped that in some metgphoricd sense he was
retracing the path of his ancestor. That first charismatic had probably not come as far as Nightlight, but he
might have sumbled over another ring, a Alpha C, or a some other star even closer to the frontier.

If Lot gained nothing ese, it would be a victory to know where he came from.

He settled his shoulders againg the enfolding membrane. Clemantine bent over him. "Okay?' she
asked. Ther suits were dready sealed, so her voice reached him through the radio.

"Sure”

She drifted past, to clamber into the pouch on his other sde. He was cozied between Urban and
Clemantine. Nikko was on the oppodte sde. Thar backs were to the column, so he couldn't see
anyone's face.

Evenif he could, their faces would be hidden behind hoods or kisheer.

Accderaion gd flowed into the chamber from a conduit in the central column. It filled the
whisper-thin space between his shoulder and Clemantine's, between his shoulder and Urban's. He fdt as
if he were anking backward into a quagmire of it; it flowed over his visor. "Okay, fury?' Now Urban
wanted to know.

"Sooth."

The pod DI reported their progress. Lot fdt a kick of mation as they were boosted free of Null
Boundary's hull. The Dull Inteligence warned of pending acceleration. It would be a negative thrust. They
needed to severdly reduce ther velodity rddive to the artifact. Initid thrust would be generated by the
classc engine, leaving the reef to finish the job. The DI initisted a countdown from ten. Lot stedled
himsdf as the chant hit zero and the pod kicked a dmodgt twelve g's.

Eight hours passed. The dassic engine was cold, the fud tank empty. They rode on the dlent flux
of the reef. The gd had drained away, but there was no room to move around. Halley's voice reached
them through the com, giving updates that amounted to "no change’ intermixed with pogition informetion.
Her voice acquired an increasing delay, as the distance between the pod and Null Boundary grew.

Urban listened to her while memories bubbled up in his consciousness, old uff that he hadn't
thought about in years.

"Hey, Lot."

"Yesh?'

"You ever think about SIk?"

"Sometimes”

"Remember that baby-gitter city authority appointed for you?'

Lot groaned, while Clemantine chuckled. "He smdled funny,” Lot said. "Some perfume he
adways used. Made me want to puke.”

Urban could dmog amdl it himsdf. His nose wrinkled in remembered contempt. In those days
he had fdt like the lord of the city, fifteen years old and dmost immune to censure, his old man head of
the aty councl and Lot in his pocket, this strange, helpless kid whom city authority feared. Never since
hed he fdt quite so invulnerable. "Remember that firgt time you took off from that creep, and we went
down to Splendid Peace?"

Clemantine objected. "He wasn't that bad.”

"Like you know," Urban countered.

Lot laughed. "I remember it. | was ten. Just a step away from growing up, that's what | thought. |
was going to run away and live under the bridge at Splendid Peace.”

"That'sright! You got me to swipe beer for you. You were going to drink it under the bridge at
dinner.”

They'd had it a lunch instead, then dared each other to wak on the bridge's arched raling as it



rose over arocky swath of white water. Had they redly been that young?

"Freedom,” Lot mused. "That was awild day."

"Until Clemantine wrecked it."

"Yeeh," Lot agreed. "That is what happened. Clemantine, you remember? Security sent you to
bring me back. They dways sent you.”

"And a good thing too. You and Urban tottering on that raling. It dmost made my heart stop. |
thought sure you would fdl."

"l was an easy drunk.”

"Yes, some things never change.”

Lot laughed again, while Urban asked, "Why do you think he used that anvful perfume anyway?"

It went on like thet for hours, talk, talk, tak—tak that messed with time, words that resurrected
people and long forgotten places. favorite restaurants and the flavors of famous dishes, arcades and the
raging popularity of insect ms, concert hdls and the musc they had and hadn't liked, Lot getting laid for
the fira and second time in the same night... they picked that one apart until Urban's bely hurt from
laughing.

And dl the while they talked, Urban could fed timeflowing past his hand in an incessant current.
So much time, and yet never enough. Remember how it was? Remember?

Uniil findly he understood: This was how they said good-bye.

They were within four hours of the ring, when Hailey's voice tore through the com, riding a wiry
panic that replicated itsdf in Urban's chest.

"Null Boundary has sighted another vessdl. It's coming up out of the glare of the sar.”

"Isit the other satdlite?' Urban snapped, his suspicions dight. Maybe the idanders had no record
of it because it hadn't been there long.

The delay that preceded her response was excruciaing. "Urban, | don't know. Bt... it could be.
| can't see the inner satdllite anymore, and | should.”

"Isit aring?' Nikko asked.

"No. It has the profile of the courser.”

The courser. Urban fdt something close ingde him, a connection that had waited years to
trigger. He had thought the courser long gone. He had let himsdf believe that it had returned to the
frontier.

Wha if it had run ahead of them instead? Anticipating their foray to Nightlight.

"What's its heading?' Clemantine demanded. "Isit targeting you?'

"No. | think it's making for thering."

"That'simpossble™ Lot said. "Thewild cdl dust should have destroyed its hull cells. It should be
blind. Or dead."

"It's running dark," Halley said after along ddlay. "The hull cdls are not active. So... how can it
know where it's going?' Her voice caught. "Oh Lot. It's hgppening now. The courser is bresking
dormancy. The cdls are waking. Thelight is spreading, brightening..." Her words trailed off on a note of
dire expectation.

"Hailey?' Clemantine queried, when the sllence had gone on too long.

Halley answered her, sounding rattled. "The courser's hull cedls are 4ill... intact. The full fidd is
active now. It looks stable. | don't see any erosion, no excess activity—"

"That can't beright!" Lot's protest was an exploson of fury and frudration. "The courser passed
through the cloud. Its cdls must have been coated with dugt, just like ours.”

"Thecdl fidd is stable" Haley indsted.

Urban fdt fear in his chest like awad of tangled wire, dl kinks and sharp ends. Nightlight's solar
winds had blown a vast bubble in the cloud, eroding away the dust and gas of its primordid nebula—and



thewild cdl dust with it. "It came up from Nightlight,” he said grimly. "Mavbe it learned something from
us Maybe it stayed dark dl the way through the cloud, then it shugged in close to Nightlight to burn off
its paragites, just like we did a Alpha C."

"Without dameging the cell fidd?' Lot countered.

"The cdl fidd is sdlf-repairing. | doubt the dust is™

Hailey's forlorn voice spilled into the slence. "How could it navigate without its hull cells? How
could it be here?!

How indeed? They hadn't seen their nemess since the svarm. How could it have anticipated
them? Of dl the destinations they might have chosen, how could it know they would come here, now?
Urban fdt cold, and a little nauseous as he thought about it, until Lot spoke, in a deadpan voice. "The
courser it after Null Boundary. | think it's here because it learned the same lesson we did a Alpha
C— where to look tor rings”

Urban swore softly. "Sooth. We were lucky to find this ring. It's easy to beieve the courser
missed it, that it was waiting down close to the star, watching."

"So we pointed out the ring to it," Clemantine concluded. "While dso managing to put oursalves
inits path.”

Hailey's voice broke in again, this timeicy cdm, asif shed performed a persondity wash. "I'm
meking guns. I'l bring Null Boundary around as soon as | can.”

Nikko had been dmost wordless since theld broken from Null Boundary. Now he abandoned
his long sllence. "No. Whatever's going to happen, it will be long over by the time you get back. Dont
risk the ship. Leave, with dl the speed you can. Well send our ghosts after you if it's possible, but don't
wat."

"What about Lot?" she demanded, when the lightpeed ddlay expired.

“If I live, I'll be in cold deep, Halley. You can come back and get me when you know it's safe.
Hfty years, ahundred years. It won't make any difference to me"

"That's what the ghogts say," she admitted.

"Then go," Clemantine urged her. "Run slent, and go."

Urban wanted to tdl her the same thing, but he could not. Prickles of fear had grown in his throat
and the words wouldn't come. Not that it mattered. His ghost was aboard Null Boundary, and Hailey
dready had his advice. Clemantine and Nikko had Ieft their ghosts aboard too. They would take Null
Boundary out of the system, and someday if it seemed safe, they might return here, or go back to the
archipelagoes.

But that ghost aboard Null Boundary had become someone ese. It was no longer him. This
verson ot Urban was only too aware ot how thin its chances had just become.

Lot spoke softly "Good-bye. Haley."

"Good-bye, Lot. I'll love you forever."

Urban grimaced. He had to say something. "Shit," he gasped at last. "Guess it'stime to kick in the
NoFears."

The drop pod's DI pilot brought them to within a hundred meters of the ring. Then it separated
the passenger capsule from the reef, so the insruments would have a stable platform

The ring was nather spinning nor turning end over end. They explored its surface from the
passenger capsule, moving on weak reaction jets. Radar soundings taken over a range of frequencies
indgted it was a solid object, with no hollow spaces living within. It ill emitted no visble light.

The capsule settled within five meters of the ring's outer wal. As Lot emerged, he could see the
ring in infrared, like the supporting arch of some gigantic bridge, viewed from above. Its featureess
surface curved away on both sides.

Urban crawled out beside him. He took along look at the structure. "Didn't spare much budget



for architecture.”

Lot fet oddly disgppointed. "Y eah. There aren't any surface cells”

Urban nodded. "So it's not like the ships.”

"Sooth."

But what was it? It looked blank, like the clay at the beginning of the world, capable of being
molded into anything.

Now Clemantine and Nikko had made ther way out. "I'll go fire," Lot said.

Urban put a hand on his arm. "No, fury. WEIl get a chance to start over somewhere ese, while
thiswill probably be your last shot. So let us do the scouting.”

Lot garted to protest, but the cult was a black boil under his skin, edting at his energy, chewing
on hiswill. He was sck of fighting it, and too tired to argue. Besides, Urban was right. It was a coldly
brutal assessment, but with the courser coming up on them, Lot knew it was unlikdy he would ever leave
this place. "Okay." He settled back againgt the hull. "I'll follow."

Urban stared across the five-meter gap, thinking, That was too easy. Then he punched a
cartridge of robotic bugs from his belt and lobbed it toward the ring. The cartridge burst open on impact.
The bugs broke free, to craml over the rings smooth surface, sending back reports of dormant
molecules.

Urban sighed. Time was pressing. Before long, Null Boundary would be too far away to be
reached by the drop pod's gateway. Urban wanted to have something to send back by then. So he
crouched againg the capsule, and then he jumped.

Clemantine gasped. Lot hissed. Nikko continued his sllence.

Urban hit the ring's surface with more veocity than he cared for. His body resounded a the
impact. Still, the hot zones on his gloves successtully connected with the artifact. He twisted awkwardly,
getting his feet secure. Then he stood. "The surface is harder than Null Boundary's hull," he reported.
"Not at dl pliant. It feds completdly inactive” He took a tentetive step, his right boot ripping clear, then
reconnecting. "It's not fighting me at dl.”

He looked around, then decided to check the ring'sindde circumference. "Wait," Lot said, when
Urban announced his plan. "I'm going with you." Then he jumped, before anyone could stop him.

Thefour of them tramped the ring for hours, exploring the surface but finding nothing to indicate
the ring's function. The continuing rise in its surface temperature was the only dgn thet it was active a dl.
Urban was nearly ready to attribute that to the resdud effects of some falled reaction, when a proximity
dam went off in the capsule, blaring over the radio with a squawk to wake a dormant ghost. "What—7?"
He turned, ready to tramp back toward the capsule as quickly as the rip and stick of his boots would
dlow.

"It's nothing," Clemantine cdled. Both she and the capsule were out of sght, over the ring's short
horizon. "The capsule has drifted into the ring, that's dl.”

Urban scowled. "Its postion was supposed to be sable”

"There must have been an aberration. Five meters over three hours isnt much.”

"It's measurable” Urban inggted, his breath puffing as he tramped toward the capsule and
Clemantine. "The indruments would have shown a drift of that magnitude, but | didn't detect it a dl.
Something's changed.”

He crested the ring's horizon, and now he could see her, dill a hundred yards away. She stood
beside the capsule, which rested againg the ring's outer edge. Nikko approached from the opposte
direction.

"Where's Lot?' Urban asked, fear cutting a saw-toothed path through his gut.

"I'm here" Lot's voice answered him. "Look across the ring.”



Urban turned, to see him standing on the opposite side, waving his am in wide arcs. He looked
vay smdl. "You shouldn't be so far away."

"Fed the deck,” Lot said. "Isit more pliant than it was before?"

Nikko answered him. "It is. It's eesier for meto grip it now."

"And the temperature's ill rigng," Clemantine added.

Usng his atrium, Urban ordered the pod DI to retrieve the reef and reconnect it with the capsule,
which was running low on fud. Then he had it repeat the origind radar soundings. Even with the
digtortion generated by the activities of the reef, it was easy to see tha things had changed. The ring's
interior no longer reflected as a solid. Now, thin honeycombs were revedled below the surface.

"Recheck thering diameter,” Nikko said.

The DI gave its report: The outer diameter had expanded by more than ten meters. So the
passenger capsule had not drifted from its position; it had smply been overrun.

"We should retreet,” Clemantine said. "Wait to see whet it does.”

Urban wanted to agree, but he knew Lot wouldn't go for it. "Why don't you and Nikko get back
on the pod. I'll try to tap one of the hollows™"

"The deck isdill getting softer,” Lot said, ataut anticipation in his voice. "Or anyway, it's shifting.”

Urban looked down, startled by a sucking sensation at his feet. Lot was right. The ring's surface
hed become as pliant as Null Boundary's hull. He watched as it retracted benesth his feet, pulling him
down into a hollow, firg a hdf inch, then a full inch deep. Viscous tissue lapped into the depression,
floving over his boots.

He stepped aside, but where hisfoot came down the deck sank away The hull flowed in around
his ankle, like a syrup under light gravity. Clemantine shouted something he could not understand. Then
she repeated it "Get back to the pod!™

She was closest. Urban was Hill a hundred yards away, and now the goo was up to his caves.
He tried to pull one leg free but only succeeded in driving himsdf deeper into the muck. "Don't movel” he
shouted. "Don't try to move. There's nothing to use for leverage. Youll only snk deeper.”

"I'm snking deeper anyway," Clemantine said.

She was calf-deep init too. Urban told her: "Cadll the pod. Let it pull you out.”

The vehide was dready moving. Who was contralling it now? Nikko. Urban could see him
beyond Clemantine. His long, prehendle toes were locked in the sucking goo, but he showed no sgn of
panic. His gaze was fixed on the pod as it drifted toward Clemantine. She raised her ams to meet it.

Urban fet something dip loose benesth him. The stop-jerk progress of his descent was over.
Something had given way, and now he was being drawn inward with a steady pressure, a least an inch
every few seconds, up to his hips now. "Nikko, hurry!" The shout was out before he could summon
another dose of NoFears. By the Unknown God. His heart was trying to break free of his chest as
Clemantine caught the edge of the open hatch in both her hands. "Back it off!" she growled, as if through
gritted teeth.

The pod hovered. Ripples flowed in the deck, where exhaust feathered the semiliquid tissue.
Then the pod rose, and Clemantine with it, her caves clearing the quagmire, then the slvered curve of her
ankles and findly her booted feet. In the moment that her toes popped free, Urban gasped for breath,
unaware that he'd been holding it. The goo was past hiswaist.

Now the pod glissaded above the surface of the ring, sweeping toward him while Clemantine
scrambled into the hatch. Urban twisted in the quagmire, forgetting his resolve to stay quiet, to stay cam.
"Wheré's Lot?' he screamed. "Fury? Where are you?'

The pod floated over his head. Clemantine braced hersdf in the hatch. She leaned down, her
hands held out to him. "Grab my hands, Urban. Come on. I'll pull you free."

He raised hisarms. He lunged toward her. Big mistake. He fdt himsdf dide down to his chest, to
hisarmpits. Shit.



She caught his hands anyway. He fdt a flush of heat in his pams as her gloves bonded to his
"Hold on," she grunted. "Y ou're coming out... now... now..."

He could fed pressure on hisarms, but it was an exercise, nothing more. He dipped down to his
hooded chin. "Where's Lot?' he screamed &t her.

"He's next." She did not relax her grip.

"Get him now! Get him now!" He sent asgnd to his gloves that forced them to decouple.

"Urban!" she shouted, as he dropped away from her panicked eyes. The ring tissue lapped up
around his head. His elbows were caught in it. Clemantine was making frantic efforts to reach him, but he
evaded her. "It's too late for me" he screamed at her. "Get Lot! Get him now.”

She froze, her gaze locked beyond him. "Urban."

"Go," hetold her. "Go."

And the pod glided away over his head in austere slence. Nikko's voice dill reached him over
theradio: "'l can't see Lot anymore.”

| can't see shit, Urban thought, as the quagmire rolled over his visor. He fdt like held been
dapped into a body bag, or dropped back into the vent tube aboard the dark courser, heinous pressure
queezing hiswhole body. He tried digging his hands into the tissue, but it went soft benesth his fingers,
dlowing him no grip. Shit, shit, shit. Nothing to grip and nothing to hold on to and no tdling how soon
hed die.

S0 at least they had found away indde.

Shit.

Chapter 35

Lot was not immune to terror as the deck softened beneeth his boots, yet he did not resst or cry
out. Here was one more chance for him. The game was not ended; not just yet. He might sill deny the
rot of his own congedled programming.

The cult concurred. It crouched ingde him like a separate mind, a sdf-aware beast dbsolutely
desperate to reproduce, waghing the odds of success in this new twist and finding them better than any
other prospect.

So Lot did not resist. He did not cry out. Terror was unavoidable, but he did not wish for a
rescue.

The ring tissue understood. Soft and secret, it flowed over his ankles. Gentle tug. Tug. As if
asking him to congpire.

"Don't move!" Urban was screaming. "Don't try to move. You'll only sink deeper.”

Lot resolved to hurry the process. He made his legs fold, so that he fdl to his knees. The deck
sank farther to receive him; the tissue flowed over his thighs like heavy strands of smooth muscle. He
placed his gloved hands upon it. As they say, he thought with a sardonic smile, Take me. The deck
complied and he fdt himsdf drawn deeper.

Degth or change, whatever it was to be, it was coming fast enough now to satisfy him.

Across the empty span of the ring's inner diameter, he could see Clemantine pulled free by the
pod and he was glad. He heard Urban's frantic cries and that made him sorry. Nikko stood in cdm
decline, looking back at Lot across the gulf. His gaze made Lot fed ashamed.

Thisis what | was made for.

Smooth musdles extended over Lot's shoulders and gently around his throat so that he had to
drain jus alittle to bresthe. The skin suit hardened to protect him from the pressure, while Nikko's voice
cut off the panicked debate running between Urban and Clemantine: "I can't see Lot anymore.”

Lot received these words with a mixture of horror and relief. Fear flashed cold across his skin,
but a the same time he fdt a keen sense of victory. He wanted to know. He wanted this chance,
whatever it might mean.



Thering tissue touched his hood. He tipped his head back in an archaic reaction—as if there
might be ar to breathe if only he could keep his lips above the surface— and discovered Clemantine a
few feet overhead, ensconced in the pod and looking down at him. Her sudden presence startled him.
"Go on," he told her roughly, forcing the words past the condricting pressure on his throat. "Don't help
me"

"Nikko," Clemantine said, leaning far out of the open hatch. "Take control of the pod. I'm going
with him."

Lot squirmed as her meaning wormed its way into his brain. "No!" His protest came too lae.
Clemantine dived, her legs sngoping, her ams an arrow point so that she drove hersdf into the
consuming tissue of thering, just as Lot dipped under.

Take a breath.

He forced air past the pressure on his throat and chest. It was dark here. Tissue flowed againgt
hisvisor and he could not see, but the suit dill nourished him. Clemantine's voice ill spoke through the
radio, audible even over the terrified pounding of his heart. "Lot," she asked, her voice cam, and so clear
he knew she had to be usng an aria channd, "are you dl right?’

"So far," he grunted, forcing each word. "Y ou?"

s

He couldn't see her or fed her. He wondered how far away she was and what lay ahead of them.
How long before their skin suits would collapse from the pressure, or dissolve? "Clemantine... you
shouldnt... have done that."

She snorted. "Why not? All I'm risking is a ghost. We came here to invedtigete this thing, didn't

we?'

"Sooth."

"And I'm leaving arelay line of robotic bugs. My ghogt could ill find its way back.”

"Youthink the... bugswill survive?'

"l don't know."

Lot didn't think he could fed any more afraid. "The pressure's redly hdl," he whispered.

Each breath was becoming a more laborious exercise, when suddenly heat erupted dl across his
in.

"That's metabolic heat," Clemantine assured him. "Our Makers are baitling whatever devices
inhebit this brew.”

Lot could fed something thick and wet oozing across his cheek. He bit down hard on an urge to
scream. "l don't... think our Makers... are winning."

Clemantine did not reply.

"Clemantine? Clemanting”

Her sudden slence brought him to a new peak of terror—his mind's capacity for fear seemed far
greater than what his body could endure. So his medicd Makers kicked in, cdming him. Or was it
something ds2? "Clemanting” he called again, as a gicky lethargy invaded his senses. Hollow exhaugtion
seeped into al his muscles. His awareness did not collapse, and yet he sensed that more time passed than
he could account for. Hours. He dreamed hislife and dl the while his open eyes looked out on darkness.

Sometime in that undefined age true awareness sirred in him again. Take a breath. Now it was
easy. He could fredy move his ams and legs. Darkness ill surrounded him, but the terrible pressure
was gone. Hisleft foot kicked something solid. He drew that foot cautioudy back.

"Clemantine?' He cdled her name again, tentatively, sartled a the weak rasp of his voice.
"Urban? Nikko...?"

He got no answer. Alive or dead or somnolent: he had no way to tel. So he spoke to his it
ingtead, and was relieved to find it could dill respond. At his request the suit's surface lit with a soft white



glow.

Thelight fdl upon the crinkled white walls of a narrow cavern, formed from the merger of severd
irregular defts and passages. Tiny loops and ridges patterned the surface, so that it looked like cord, or
the marrow wals of large bones. Narrow, branching channels perforated the delicate mesh, none wider
then hisfig.

Thering had been solid when they firg surveyed it, so this cavity could be no more than severd
hours old.

He touched the wall with a gloved hand, haf expecting the lacy surface to crumble benegth the
pressure of his fingers That didnt happen. Stll, he could fed a tremor running through it, and he
wondered if the ring was dill expanding.

It had been a mistake to cdl that fird ring a Alpha C an atifact. Naming it had channded ther
thinking. They had come here expecting dumb structure, or a most, structure enlightened by ghosts. They
had never paused to consider thet the ring itsdf might be the organism they hunted. Lot's stomach
knotted at the possihility, but there was no going back now.

His auit DI informed him the cavern was pressurized, with an atmosphere that replicated the ar
within his suit. He didn't think it a coincidence.

The quit dso derted him to the presence of devices in the air. Nanotech. The dien Makers were
egualy common indde his suit, so it took only a little argument to convince the DI that he would lose
nothing by opening his hood.

The ar that washed his sensory tears was warm and quite thick with an empty humidity. Lot
moved his head back and forth, but he could get no trace of any human presence beside his own.

"Clemantine?' he called softly, though he was fairly sure she would not have opened her auit. His
voice echoed in the darkness of the adjoining tunnels. He cdled her again, louder this time "Clemanting!™
And then with less confidence: "Nikko?'

He got a response, though not the one held looked for. Motion drew his eye to the farside of the
chamber. Wriggling into sght from one of the little channds that riddied the wdls was a pae white
tentacle with a flattened, spatulate tip. It was the width of his finger, and it wove through the air, looking
like a worm quedting after dirt. Memories dtirred in his mind, of Hafaz colony, and of the tendrils that
bound the gnomes, and he knew these were dl of the same kind, the same clade. He watched the
worm's approach with dread fascination, unable to turn away, whileit continued to emerge from the hole,
Now it was aslong as his body. The amplitude of its motion narrowed to a nest Sne wave centered on
his position. Every indinct in his sysem screamed a him to flee. Yet he hdd himsdf sill. He wanted to
know if the cult lived here.

His curiogty spilled onto the air, mingled with his fear. Was the tentacle a discrete organism? Or
the appendage of something gieater? Or both? The diginctions held learned in his own life might have no
meaning here. If the ring was an organism, this questing tentacle might be an organ in its gut—even a
temporary organ—or perhaps a sentient one.

The tentacle wormed to within afoot of Lot's face. He held himsdf gill as it danced before him,
though he breathed in short, shalow snatches. He could taste something new on the air, a foreign echo of
hisown curiosty. Had this thing dreadv learned his biochemistry? Its surface glitened like a continuous
skin of sensory tears.

Now the tentacle's waving mations dowed, then ceased. It locked on his position, as if cued by
the dengty of charismata lesking from him. His emations glinted on the ar: fear and hope and his own
origind curiosty.

The spatulate tip quivered in tiny, tight vibrations, moving closer until it was millimeters from his
face. His skin tingled with the nearness of it. Sweat gathered on his cheeks but he did not retreat, even
when it touched his face.

It was only awhisper of contact. The tentacle immediatdy withdrew. But it mugt have planted a
molecular trigger againg the sticky surface of his sensory tears, because Lot fdt the cult flare indde him:



he cried out, as dark need and a sense of dreadful isolaion burned through him. Of dl things the cult
demanded he must not be done, and yet he was. So done he would drown init. Ah god, he would die of
it. They had dl turned away from him. Why had he let them do it?

His charismata flooded the air, sparkling slver in his sensorium, the code of his desire, a need for
Communion worse than any other hunger. He could not touch what he needed. "Ah, please,”" he begged,
as f-hatred flared. He had been afoal. He had let the Silkens dupe him. He should never have I€ft the
aty. He should never have left Deception Well. He had even let Clemantine engineer her independence.
Why? To buy thisisolation? It was perverted! Why had he let the Silkens convince him that his gift was
wrong?

Another tentacle emerged from another hole. This one traled tiny white filaments from its
Spatulate tip thet drifted like sea grassin the absence of gravity. With it came a new flood of charismata
Lot fdt his own desire arding back to him, but stripped of its anguish, bearing the promise of a softer,
vaster awareness that stroked his sensory tearsin pops and crackles of blazing Communion. He groaned,
unable to endure the flegting separations.

The new worm approached the firs one and they touched. Then it turned toward Lot, Sartling
himwith the Sght of its eyes, nestled in the bed of filaments. Not humen eyes, like Hafaz colony. These
were too large, too round; the ins was pink. The eyes blinked: two membranes moving together from
ather sde. A bead of moisture popped off. It drifted toward him, to stick againgt his sensory tears.

At firg Lot fdt only a flush of heat, but gradudly his senses heightened. He heard dirrings of
sentience dl around him, tmy moatives, whispering unintdligible phrases that he somehow understood to
be a song of ecstatic union.

"Laot"

Thetinny sound of Clemanting's voice issuing from the radio in his hood shattered the half-heard
chorus. "Clemantine?' He strained to peer up the connecting clefts, hardly able to beieve she il existed
in his world. "Clemantine" His shout echoed werdly, while the wals shimmered and a sweetness filled
thear.

If she was here, then it was not too late. He could have her again. All of her this time for the firg
time. He could findly make it right, and she would understand.

"Lot?' Her answering cry reached him through the open arr, though her voice was digtant.

“I'm herel" he cdled to her. "In a cavern.”

"This whole place is made of cavernsl And cracks and blind dleys—it's like crawling through a
fault line" Her words blurred by echoes. "Try falowing my voice, Lot. Help me find you.”

The worm contemplated him with its two round eyes. "I don't think | should move," Lot shouted.
"Therés... athing that lives here. It's watching me. Maybe you should hurry."

This plea had its desired effect. Fear rode in the rigng timbre of her voice. "You stay away from
it You hear me? Goddamn it. Why do these things find you? | haven't seen anything dive here. So why
you?'

It was what he'd been made for.

A whisper of mation caused him to glance around. For a moment he thought the walls boiled, for
a dozens of points around the cavern more worms emerged from the ubiquitous perforations, therr tips
wriggling obscenely, some with eyes and a dress of filaments like dender versons of Hafaz colony, but
maost naked and blind, gligening wet. They seemed to sample the air. Or flavor it? Suddenly the doying
harmony of the cult was everywhere, viscous as water, flowing over him, blurring hisindividudity.

Now two worms left their holes completely. He could not tdl anymore if they were the origind
par. Each traled a rootlike anchor, and as Lot watched, the twin tangles reached for one another,
meding into a knot of tissue smoothed together by some active nanomech. A third and then a fourth
joined the conglomeration while the gentle figt of the cult kneaded a Lot's hybrid neurd system. Round,
pink eyes blinked a him. He could fed ecdtatic snatches of a deep awareness, a familiar persona,
flavored like the persona of his father, Jupiter, but heavier, vast in time, strong, strong, strong.



Thebuzz of a camera bee snapped his attention back to Clemantine. "Lot, get out of therd" she
screamed from somewhere not so far avay now. The panic in her voice was unaccompanied by any
corresponding charismata, o it falled to move him. He remembered again how she had engineered her
independence, forcing him to live done. So. She would be here soon.

Now the wormsfilled the cavern with a loose vinework of enwrgpping tentacles that intersected
a nodes of fused tissue. Dense clugters of filaments migrated to the nodes. Some of these dtretched
toward Lot, extending to touch his gloved hand, his deeve. Thar moidt tips lgpped at his sensory tears.

His eyes widened in belated recognition. He had seen this even before Hafaz colony, in the Well,
when the organ of the cult reached out to him. Then, Urban had pulled him back. Now, there was no one
to interfere.

He fdt a brief, ginging pain as the filaments penetrated his sensory tears, pushing deep into the
mucosd layer, and then anumb pressure as they dipped into his body, diding dong the nerve pathways
dl the way to his brain. Other filaments did down the front of his suit. Clemantine screamed from
somewhere close by—his name, and a three-word prayer to a god she didn't believein.

Lot couldn't see her, but he could fed her presence now, perceiving it with more sharpness, more
intendty than he had ever known before It was meking him hard. "It's dl right,” he told her. It was what
held been made for.

"It's not! Get out of therel Get yoursdf out of therel”

Out of where? Lot fdt himsdf present here, at this discrete location. At the same time, he was
gpread wide in time and in pogtion. He could see Urban and Nikko as separate animas crawling the
meeze of caverns. Nikko's anger steamed in puffs of helpless emotion. By contrast, Urban was dark and
unredl, a mongter from deep within an evil dream. Untouchable.

Lot fdt the influence of the Wl gtir indde him. That ecology would be integrated here too,
enfolded by the cult. He couldn't guess anymore what that might mean.

Clemantine appeared beyond the cage of tentacles. Her hood was off. The iris tattoos on her
ears glinted gold. Her fury poured into him as she grabbed a one of the worms. It looked fregile, asif it
might snap in her hand, but when she touched it, her glove did dong its moist skin, then popped free. She
stared in shock at her gel-coated pam.

"Lat!" she screamed at him. "Come to me. Now."

Her degire ate at his heart, but the cult owned him now. He kicked a the encaging worms. "You
come hereto me"

An anmmdish scream of frudration ripped from her throat; a the same time she lunged toward
him, wedging her elbows behind the firg layer of the wormy mesh, driving hersdf into the tangle.

Lot watched her frantic progress with a profound detachment, feding himsdf snking into a deep,
warm, luminous sea. A filament probed at the corner of his mouth, following the film of moisture inward.
Others explored his ears, his nose. He fdt brief discomfort as one did dong the white of his eye, into his
skull. Within his suit, dozens of other filaments moved, dgliding againg his skin, exploring his anus and the
head of his member.

"Come here to me" he whispered again to Clemantine, though his words were maformed now
by the filaments trailing from his mouth.

He pondered the strange fact that he wasn't choking, and he didn't itch and he didn't fed pain,
but the discrepancy faled to trouble him.

He was snking into a warm, luminous sea, and he prayed that Clemantine would reach him while
he il had the will to seize her and take her down with him.

"Lat!" Clemantine screamed, as she wriggled through the dimy maze of white edls. "You stop it!
You shit. Wake up. Look a me. Don't let them get ingde you. Goddamn you, Lot. Fght them!" Each
sentence separated by atearing rasp of ar through her raw throat.

This had happened before. She had not seen it hersdlf, but Urban had told her about it. In the



WEél, Lot had dmogt succumbed to the mature organ of the cult—white filaments anking into his body,
pulling his organization outward. How could the same thing exist here, so far from the Wdl?

She jammed her shoulders through another gap, her breasts crushed as she forced her body past
it, the skin quit hardening in a vdiant effort to protect her.

Grabbing the next frozen ed she risked a glance a Lot. God, was he dissolving? Thinning from
the ingde out. His skin suit looked too big, and it trembled with a vibrant motion. His cheeks were
sunken and pale, every sensory tear a bed of filaments. The bones of his face—starkly outlined—
seemed thin, too fragile His eyes were gone, the sockets filled with hundreds of filaments twisted
together like cables. His mouth and nose were wired too. He could not speak. How could he breathe?
"Lot!" she roared, dl her panic, dl her fear exploding in that sngle syllable as she kicked her way into
the center of the cage. "Lot."

He could not hear her; filaments plugged his ears. And yet, as she hovered beside him, her whole
body dick with gd, she saw his hand twitch, and rise, moving toward her, his pdm open, upturned to her
ininvitation. She fdt his love dl around her, as she had fdt it when the cult parasite inhabited her brain,
only now it was thicker, more potent than ever before. "Ah, god, Lot."

She put a hand around the filaments that burrowed into his eye. She pulled on them, gently a
firdt, then with bruta fury, wrapping her legs and an arm around the sticky cage bars to get leverage. The
cable would not budge. She sobbed and cursed and yanked at the abomination.

His hand touched her thigh. She froze, garing down at it. The fabric of his skin suit was il
intact. His hand moved within its glove, holding on to her, the fingers tightening asif he could stop his own
dide into dissolution. Histhinning leg kicked out. It struck a cage bar, and his body flopped over.

"Lot." Wasit dready too late? His other hand reached toward her. She caught it. She brought it
to her cheek. He stroked her skin with tender fingers. The glove fdt sticky. It sung where he touched.
Gently, she guided his hand away. That's when the pain made itsdf apparent. Her cheek fdt as if sharp
hooks had sunk into it a a hundred places.

She wrenched away, and drops of blood shot off into the air. Her cheek writhed. She pinched at
it, and broken hits of wriggling filament came away in her fingers. Her breething was a panicked rattle,
just on the edge of a scream. She backed againg the ed mesh, watching Lot's hand drift with a drowned
man's grace through the bloodied air. Filaments wormed up through the fabric of his glove, growing
toward her like rootsin a time-lapse recording.

She began to compose a ghost to send back through the rlay of robotic bugs she had Ieft to
mark her trail. Ther steady pulse dill best in her sensorium, assuring her ardiable link to the pod.

*Nikko, she whispered. * Urban, can you hear me?

No answer. The filaments touched her cheek again in dinging contact. She thought she heard Lot
whispering ingde her mind You come to me.

She closed her eyes. Tears leached out as her ghost lesped away. "All right,” she whispered.
"But only for alittle while. Just alittle while™ She went to him, and his arms opened in a Snewy embrace.

Chapter 36

Urban was firg out. Five versions of his ghost uploaded to the pod, where they were relayed to
digant Null Boundary. The firgt four experienced nothing but endless fractured spaces waled in bone.
Thelast one had fdt his body taken apart.

Whatever the atifact was, it knew everything about him now. It could rebuild him. It could
change him into something like Lot. He sat cross-legged on a white data path in the library, considering
this possibility while Halley absorbed his memories.

Fndly, she turned from the open window and looked a him, a haunted expression on her
sculpted face. "How many times has this happened before?' she asked him. "In how many places?’

Sooth. There might be trillions, quadrillions of rings. Over a period of thirty million years...
"Hundreds of times, at least. Think how many species might have been drawn in."



Nikko winked into existence between them. "What verson are you?' Urban asked.

"Thelagt that will get out."

Urban had a sudden vison of perverted ghosts uploading to Null Boundary and occupying the
cardinds. "We should change the access codes.”

"Clemantine isnt here yet."

"Maybe she can't get out.”

"Wait alittle more" Nikko urged, while exchanging memories with Urban and Halley.

Halley was the fird to lay her conclusions down. "WEell have to destroy the artifact. We have no
choice

Urban nodded, though he had no idea how that might be done. Still, he doubled himsdf, sending
one verson to develop a course that would bring them on a years-long loop back to Nightlight, pushing
to itslimit the power of the reef. "Clemantings here," he announced.

He knew it a moment before she manifested behind Nikko. She stood on the data path, her
shoulders heaving in a Smulacrum of physica strain. Her hood was off and her cheek was bloodied. She
sad nothing, only flicked a hand a a hovering angel, opening a window so that her recollections could
play while her ghost repaired itsdif.

When the scene was done, Urban had to do some fagt editing just to keep a note of rationdity in
hisvoice. "l don't care what it takes. We have to go back. We have to destroy the artifact, even if it
means we have to ram it." He looked at Nikko, the only one among them who had not Ieft a copy in the
idands

For a moment Nikko's ghost seemed frozen, his kisheer perfectly ill upon his shoulders. Then:
"I would agree with you," he said softly, "but the ring's out of our reach now. Our veodity is too high. It
would take us years to beat our way back. Nothing will be the same then. Be sure of that.”

"We have to try it anyway. We have to go back."

"Maybe not,” Clemantine said. Urban turned to her, ready to argue, but she hed up a hand to
quiet him. "If we're lucky, the courser may do the job for us™

Urban had forgotten the courser. He copied his ghost again and dipped off into the cardinals.
Now he could fed the hard press of Nightlight's radiation againg the bow and the tremulous pull of the
reef. He dropped hours of observations into his consciousness, so that he could follow the progress of
the courser on its dimb up from Nightlight. A navigation submind extrapolated its heading.

He dropped back into the library, merging with his firgt. "It dill looks like it's on an intercept
course. Maybe you're right. Maybe it will treat this artifact like the one a Alpha C."

Days passed. Hailey struggled to dow Null Boundary without burning out the reef, determined to
keep them within range of the pod's sgnd for as long as possible. The courser drew nearer to the Slent
ring. Urban kept two telescopes fixed on itsfant and featureless point of light, while he watched thering
through the pod's cameras. That Sgnd was aready weak and intermittent, while their distance continued
to grow by thousands of kilometers every second.

Sill, it was a focused transmission, and if they were lucky, the courser would not detect it. Urban
wanted the pod to survive at least a few seconds longer than the ring. Without the pod's observations,
they might never know for sureif thering had been destroyed.

The courser had made amogt hdf the distance between Nightlight and the ring, when the ring
began to change. Urban sat cross-legged on a data path, Saring at a frugtratingly low-resolution image
gleaned from the pod's latest transmisson. The qudity was so poor it was impossble to know for sure
what he was seeing, and yet he had no doubt he understood it. The white glow was unarguable:
Philosopher cdls were rigng through the ring's mdlegble tissue.

"Tha was gleaned from Lot," Urban said. "I know it was" He twised around, to look at
Clemantine stlanding behind him on the library's data path. "Everything he knew is part of it now, and he
understood the hull cells better than anyone.™



Clemantine stared past him, her expresson grim, the gold ins tattoos on her ears gleaming with a
sourceless light. She bit her lip then, and turned away. It was a movement done in slence, and 4ill it
dartled Urban badly. He rose. "Are you dl right?'

She waved him away. "Oh sooth. Edit, edit. | am fine. Fine forever. He's just one more gone,
that's al. Not the firs. Not by along way. I've had practice at this, you know."

Urban fdt a srange numb sense then. He didn't know how to treet it. It fdt as if a submind were
operating just behind his conscious mind, neatemng things up. Had he set up such a utility? He couldn't
remember, and the doubt panicked him.

Clemantine caught it. "Urban?'

She was in his face, her concern snagging some vulnerable thread that pulled loose, spilling
unplessant things. "l don't want to talk about him!" Urban shouted. "Not like that. Edit it, Clemantine,
because I'm not going to face it."

Her lips parted dightly. She nodded. " So fuck the Unknown God, anyway."

"Sooth." His persona was levding out again. "He was right about it dl. His ancestors were made
ina place like that, weren't they?"

"I'd guess 50." She folded her muscular legs, to St two feet above the data path.

"Everything he knew is part of the ring, now."

"We have to assumeit.”

They heard something then, in radio frequencies. Faint. Bardy detectable. Urban cocked his
head. "Whereisthat from?" A submind brought the answer: It was from the pod. "Not voice. Ah crap!
It's Chenzeme. The pod's been colonized? No, no. It's just forwarding some transmisson from thering.”

"Thet is Chenzeme" Clemantine whispered. "Jugt like the warships”

"Sooth. They're dl Chenzeme."

"Yes but it's not that mple. Lot didn't think so anyway. Remember the artifact at Alpha C? The
courser spent its reef to destroy it. It risked losng us. The cult and the warships, they are not the same
thing."

"Not on the same sde" Urban growled. "We are caught in an unending dvil war between the
shipbuilders and the cultigts, but they are all Chenzeme."

She looked a him archly. "The ships, the ring, and Lot?'

"Hell."

"It's cdling to the courser,” Halley sad.

Urban looked up, to find her sanding a his side. "Are you linked to the bridge?’

"Sooth. Thet isa gredting. It's one Lot knew."

"Shit." Urban hunched over, feding asif his ghost would salit in two. "I don't want to tak about
Lot anymore.”

Clemantine ignored him. "Lot's seducing the courser. He likes to do it. Hell try to fuck it, the
same way we spread oursalves for the dark courser.”

"Shut up!" Urban shouted. His fingers dug into the data paths;, a hundred files exploded open
around him. "Dont talk about him like that! He's dead. He's gone. And it is not hisfault!” Then he was on
his fet, figs damming into files that collapsed under his assault, while an angd hovered at his shoulder.
His ghogt-legs bent again. He collapsed, his forehead pressed againgt the gleaming white path. "Oh crap,”
he muttered. "Oh hit." He fdt asif aworm were egting out his msdes.

He stood in quiet composure, looking down on his weeping ghost. Nikko was there with him.
They were discussng a new fact just reported by the pod: The courser had begun to dow.

"It's a crusade of induson," Haley was saying. "The cult seeks to make dl things part of an
ecgtatic whole. Lot knows enough about the coursers that he might be able to make it work, even on
them. And he has the Wdl influence. That will be a new factor here. It could hdp him integrate the

opposing systems.™



Urban stared at his weeping ghost, wondering how long it would stay there. No one ese seemed
to seeit.

His glance cut to Hailey. "Dont tak about him like that. Lot's not divein there”

Sheraised her chin, and she looked away. A strange movement. "He might be," she said softly.

Oh shit, oh crap. The ghogt on the floor crumbled: a strange, jerking heap of dark matter.

He might be alive.

"I want to go back,” Urban said. Halley gill wouldnt look a him. The distraught ghost had
vanished. Nikko stood now in the spot it had been.

Halley said, "The pod is il there, Urban. We could ghos."

"I thought we had gone beyond range.”

"Beyond the pod's range, yes. It doesn't have the power to cast a coherent Sgnd this far, but
Null Boundary does."

Huh. Urban spent a moment chewing over the possibilities The pod dill had an active ref. It
hed a large collection of Makers. Not much substrate. Then he frowned. "What good will it do us to
ghost? The ring wiped our defensve Makers. It1l wipe any Makersin the pod's arsend too."

Halley's kisheer snapped in asngle sharp ripple. She looked from Clemantine to Nikko, but not
a Urban. The weeping ghost was gone, and Nikko wasn't danding there anymore. "We don't have to
attack thering," Hailey told them. "We could go after the courser indtead.”

Urban sat cross-legged, his chin propped in his hand, thinking about Halley's suggestion, careful
not to think of other things. "Why hit the courser? It's on our sde now. We wart it to fry the ring.”

"Sooth," Hailey said, her voice soft and hesitant. "But it won't do thet if it's been. .. seduced.”

It's not Lot, Urban told himsdlf. Not really.

Halley crouched at his Sde, her hand on his shoulder. She spoke softly into his ear, obvioudy
repegting hersdf, though he didn't remember hearing this before. "Urban, ligen to me I've sudied
records of the Makers evolved during the nanowar in Null Boundary's hull. I've adapted severd of them,
working in some of the Wl influence. Urban, don't worry. The Chenzeme won't take us so essly again.”

Halley wanted to hijack the courser and forceit to destroy thering. Urban tried to get used to the
idea, while time without meaning ran past. The pod detected aradio sgnd from the courser, then a burst
ot dust from the ring. Urban watched it dl in mounting frugtration. Lot had played this game before; he
knew the rules.

The courser continued to dow its frantic charge.

Now the ring was changing again. Urban stared at each infrequent, low-res image, as if he could
cdl out more detail by will done.

Thering was dosing into a spindle. This was not just an effect of the pod's low-angle view. The
ring reelly was taking the shape of a courser, its surface covered in philosopher cels.

Timeto go.

Urban let his ghost double, then he looked back on himsdf. Already held become someone dse,
because he was going. That other verson of himsdf would be saying here.

"Ready?" Nikko asked.

Clemantine kissed him, a ghost-touch. "The artifact is a courser now, and Lot knows his way
back to theidands. Remember that."

"Sooth."

Halley's fingers brushed his hand. She was the architect of ther scheme to hijack the courser.
Urban gave her a brief hdf-amile, feding her cool and complex charismata through the neurd bridge that



she had knitted to his persona. She'd worked long and hard to improve the structure of the bridge. Now
it was far more than the virtud link he had made long ago to help them understand the philosopher cdlls.
Halley had grown it into something more subtle and adaptive, with an intdligence of its own. If it survived
the trandfer to the courser, it would be trandated at last into an organic entity, armed with dl they knew
of defensve Makers.

"Thank you for doing this" she said.

"Hey. Who better?"

Hailey smiled. Urban fdt warped under her gaze, a hard-assed pirate who had never learned to
care quite enough. He had Ieft his old man at Deception Well and he'd left Deneb in the idands, and now
he was going to make an dliance with the hated Chenzeme, to try to daughter the last remnants of the
men who, for centuries, had been like his brother.

Who better? Clemantine couldn't do it. She hated the Chenzeme too much to ever lie down with
them again. Nikko's scars were just as deep. Halley was best with the philosopher cdls, and she might
have been the candidate, but the prospect of living apart from anything human worked on her with
pardytic terror.

Urban glanced a his ghost slanding uncomfortably on the side. He caught its jedous eye. Who
better?

Nikko's ghost went with him to the pod. They found the reef to be hedthy; the power was good.
The camera images tha fed into their sensoriums were crysd clear. They watched the courser dide
through the dugt fidd laid down days before by the artifact. It cdled again in radio frequencies and the
artifact responded, looking exactly like a courser itsdf now, though a gigantic one.

Urban had no trouble underganding the exchange. The bridge smoothly trandated the
gregting/chdlenge:

<synthesis>
sdf-other exchange
(make peace)
compatible

"He's gotten better,” Nikko said. "It wasn't this easy for us that firg time”

"It's not hisfault.”

The pod stood off, dark and quiet, while the behemoths approached one another. The artifact
dwarfed the courser, which in turn would have dwarfed Null Boundary. At least Null Boundary was
sady away.

Nikko and Urban began their assault while kilometers of empty space dill hung between the two
dien ships. From a tiny accelerator grown from the mass of the pod, wild cdl dust compressed into
packets was shot at the courser. It would hit in splashes no more than two or three cdls wide. Those two
or three cdls would dissolve—just a little damage that would likdy go unnoticed in the mating frenzy of
the cdl fidd.

Needles were launched behind the dust. Smooth and frictionless, they homed on the dead cdlls,
diving deep into the courser's underlying tissue. Each one would deploy a brake at a different depth, and
with any luck, a least one would find a survivable substrate where a cardind nanosite might be
constructed.

Like the cardinds within Null Boundary's tissue, each Ste would be atiny processng node where
Urban's ghost could lodge; a fortress in enemy territory, protected from the courser's defenses by an
amy of Halley's assault Makers.

Urban waited in pensive sllence, toying with his time sense while the courser did closer, teking a



position dongside the gigantic artifact.

They had no way to test the success of ther invason except to send a ghost. Enough time had
passed. Either the cardinas were ready to receive him, or they would never be ready. "I'm going,” Urban
sad.

Nikko was an unseen mass a hissde. "Luck with it."

The mating process had begun. Urban watched dugt fdl from the courser onto the artifact. Then
he launched his ghodt.

Chapter 37

Existence.

As Urban manifested within a cardinal, he was struck with a muted sense of surprise that he il
continued at dl. He had become a parasite within the body of the courser. Hailey's bridge surrounded
him, though it was no longer virtud. It had been trandated into a physicd entity, busly growing outward
from the cardina, toward the courser's hull. The bridge was an extenson of himsdf, and dl dong this
expanding length, microscopic amies stood arrayed againg him.

Panic seized him as he fdt the ging of this Sege, but that camed quickly—he would not be
aware of this a dl if Haley's defenses were faling. Her own armies formed a bailing defensve wal
agang the Chenzeme attackers, pushing them back from a thin lane of tissue where the bridge grew, in
its relentless expanson toward the courser's philosopher cells. Urban's awareness did forward into this
new space, his horizon dways a scorching bettle line. Where was the Wl influence? An armigtice
seemed a digant dream.

Contact.

The bridge found the philosopher cdlls. It linked to them, and Urban's perceptions expanded with
dizzying abruptness. Machine-sharp cdl-tak rolled over imin an epocha flood, opening him to a sense
of vastness. He fdt immersed in a deep, heavy atmosphere, Jovian in scae, where every molecule
measured some moment of existence. He looked through them, gazing eons back in time his memory
sretched thet far. Is this what it means to be Chenzeme? His own existence wavered, less than a mote
agand this scale.

Then he saw the artifact, and hatred narrowed his horizons

Filtered through Chenzeme senses, the artifact was a pointilliic image of great clarity. Urban
tasted its strangeness. He became a conduit for the debate raging among the courser's hull cdls—
Caution/Go, followed by an echo of eager desire—but something intruded, upsetting the unanimous
waveform. A negative voice, ingging on <wrongness>.

With a start, Urban redlized this voice was his... yet it had not come from him. With risng
exctement he guessed at the truth: More than one copy of his ghost existed, successfully ensconced in its
own cardind fortress.

Hailey! he thought with fierce joy. My triumphant general.

Though he sought the other voices through the cdl fidd, they found him first, drawing him into a
powerful dliance, bridged by dien cdls.

Dug from the atifact fdl over the courser's hull. It brought a wave of unexpected sensation:
desire without godss, londliness, promise. Urban could identify these fedings, but to the philosopher cdls
they were dangerous intrusons into the fixed script of a mating. Doubt spiked within the machine-sharp
debate. The dust was dissected in a search for meaningful hitory, but there was no hisory init, only dien
emotions the cdls could not understand.

Urban understood it too wdl. This was Lot's Sgnaure: remote, and dinking of the cult, but
utterly real. Horror crept over him as he redized Halley had been right. Lot was dive. The knowledge
destabilized his dliance with the other ghodts, bringing it to the verge of panicked collapse. "Lot!"

The cry sprang helplesdy from the bridge, but doubt followed quickly after it. Lot could not be
dive, not in the same way he had been before. Urban carried Clemantinés memory: he had seen the



filaments of the cult at work. So Lot was gone, and this echo of his presence 4ill exiding in the dust was
only atoal of the lying cult.

Urban steeled himsdf to this conclusion. He excised doubt. He dumped guilt. He forced himsdf
to focus on his own ends, for whatever the nature or origin of thisthing he faced, it was his enemy.

He immersed himsdf again in the cdl flow, becoming a conduit for waves of confused debate.
His other selves were there, each one just as stable, as determined as he. Together they made ther
input—<wrongness>—and they pumped it ruthledy into the flow. <Wrongness>, over and over
agan.

The philosopher cells were dready laden with doubt, disturbed by the strangeness of the artifact's
dust, and so they offered little resistance. <Wrongness> rippled through them, finding fertile veins for
growth. The careful truce engineered between courser and artifact collapsed. Doubt and suspicion burst
forth on a cloud of hot dust.

The atifact tasted the flavor and responded in frantic, coquettish threat: Fight now. We are
Chenzeme. Go: Synthesis. Or fight.

Urban steded himsdf. He dumped quilt and focused on the taste of Lot as a marker for
<wrongness>, hating himsdf for it, but hate blended wdl. The cdls embraced it, drawing him deeper
into the vast reaches of their internd world, where memory flowed like a bottomless ocean of heavy air.
It frightened him. Yet at the same time it filled im up with awe and with a desire to be part of it. He
swore he would be part of it when this was done.

So. Timeto finishiit.

The thought formed in his own mind at the same time it arrived on a hundred vens within the
courser's cel fidd.

Haley had armed the cardinds with the knowledge of wild cdl dust. Cautioudy, Urban
constructed his suggestion. He broke the pattern of the dust into harmless components, sending each of
them outward for congderation within the fidd of philosopher cdls. <Wrongness> He spun fdse
higories, to prove his wegpon was good. He dared the cdls to synthesze it, emphaszing
<Wrongness>. Haley had done so much with the bridge.

At firgt only a few cdls acquiesced, and then a few more. Bits of dust were synthesized, then
wrapped in protective skins where the components could harmlesdy mix.

More.

<Wrongness>

Urban urged them on, and dowly, dowly, a frenzy of manufecture built. Mass was shunted
outward to the cdls, as awave of retribution grew around the courser's hull.

<Wrongness>

Now.

The packets launched with a flash of seering heat. They dammed againg the artifact's cdl fidd in
amillion micro-impacts, burging open in splotches of blazing fury, a fever that spread outward, leaving
behind circles of ash that widened until ash became the color of the artifact's hull.

As the destruction finished, the courser's philosopher cdls fdl into an eerie silence. Weighing the
possibilities?

In the dillness, Urban became aware again of the battle heat dong his borders. Within the
courser's tissue, Hailey's microscopic amies were dill engaged in a fierce defense of his existence,
operating on the smple Wl protocol: Do not attack unless attacked fird.

At the moment, motivation was not a problem. The courser's microscale defenses were evolving
furioudy in an attempt to overcome Hailey's army. One cardina succumbed as Urban watched, its ghost
vanishing from existence. An inroad pierced the defenses of another. Urban braced himsdf agang his
own fate, helpless to affect the outcome. Would he know when this cardind failed? Would he have any
warning? Probably not. His consciousness would smply—

—Cesse.



It was a mdancholy thought, yet even as he pondered it the Chenzeme attack began to wither.
The microscopic battlefront cooled. He watched as breaches in his defensve perimeter were seded.
Scout Makers tentatively probed the fray and reported Seility the attackers had evolved so much their
own palicing nanomech no longer recognized them. Attacked from two fronts, the end came swiftly.

The courser did not give up on its microscopic defense. New amies were indantly made and
launched againg Halley's troops, but these contained no experience of the origind battle and so they
were eadly turned back, while Urban fdt his own territory continue to expand. A neurd web grew
between the cardinds. His ghosts did dong these highways, blending with one another until he became
one mind again, though he retained his many voices, so that his influence on the courser's cdl fidd would
not fade.

No further activity could be detected from the ash-colored body of the artifact. The courser's
cdls quietly debated what they had done, building scenarios of murder and playing them out. It chilled
Urban to follow it, but he did not try to soothe them. Instead, he introduced another concept to them: let
us move/leave. The scenario emerged Smultaneoudy from every one of his multiple voices around the
ship. The cdls were swept up init, and to Urban's amazement, the courser began to pull dowly away
from the quiescent artifact.

Over the next hour, Urban gained new senses, pumped to him by the exploring filaments of the
bridge. He could fed the courser's reef, grumbling and restless as it clutched a the zero point fidd. The
cdlIs disparaged it as wesak, for the fast run-up from Nightlight had nearly spent it, and it would be a long
time before the courser could run so hard again.

Urban found he could look back at Nightlight. So there was a telescope here somewhere, though
the bridge let him fed asif he looked through human eyes. He hesitated. Was there something...? His
curiogty flowed into the bridge, asit continued to grow its tendrils through dl the levels of the ship.

There.

He sensed it dlearly now, another presence. The bridge had tapped its sensory channels. Urban
could fed its commands flowing out, feedback flowing in. It was an entity separate and distinct from the
philosopher cells on the hull, and dso from those other copies of himsdlf. It measured stars. Urban could
fed the rdentless flow of pogtion data. It measured the hull cdls, ther temperature and metabolism. It
measured the tremulous reef and sent suggestions to the philosopher cdls, scenarios that were modified
and returned.

Urban buried himsdf in its operations, and in time he concluded it was a mechanicd mind,
operating with a lesser authority than the philosopher cdls and without thelr passion. A sngular mind,
without the complex plurdity of the cells. An entity to run the ship when the cells were dark? Sooth.

He thought of Lot, secreted in the wound benesth Null Boundary's philosopher cdls a sngular
mind engaged in didogue with the plurd fidd. Lot had dways seen himsdf as part of the fidd, but
perhaps he had unknowingly taken on the role of this subservient machinemind... and dl his frudrating
falures to dominate the cdls could be lad squardly on thisinferior Satus.

A flurry of excitement drew Urban's attention back to the philosopher cells. They had detected a
dirring in the artifact. 1t had begun to follow the courser's retreat, and new philosopher cdls were
gopearing onits hull.

Urban gtared at them, feding contempt for ther newness, ther necessary ignorance, until he
redized this was an emotion illing over from his own hull cdls.

He queried the status of the main gun, and to his surprise, power flowed to it.

<Stop>

This command stirred waves of unruly objection among his philosopher cdls Caution/Other
not salf. With no command from Urban, the courser rotated, the artifact swvinging dowly into its gun
sghts He stedled himsdlf, thinking Be Chenzeme.

A grong radio Sgnd arose from the artifact. The bridge trandated it, and Lot's voice filled the



cardinds. "Urban? Y ou are there, aren't you?"

Hearing it, Urban's mind flooded with superdtitious dread. The bridge confined the emation to the
cardinds, refusing to dlow it to run out into any Chenzeme system, o it echoed back, diding in rough,
repesting waves through Urban's awareness.

This is not him. He swore it to himsdf. He believed it. Yet he couldn't stop himsdf trom
answering. "Lot?"

"Sooth. It'sme” A perfect rendition of hisvoice.

Quickly and carefully, Urban pruned as much emoation as he could. "No," he said. "You're not
Lot."

"Urban—"

"l saw what happened to him! It was the cult. | saw it happen in Deception Wdl too!" Anger
blossomed as he rdived the memory Clemantine had shared with him. It punched past the walls set up by
the bridge, damming the cdls with a Chenzeme passion <Kill it>. The cdls fdl ingantly into line. The
reef trembled and strained as power surged to themain gun.

"Urban!" Lot's terrified scream cut through Urban's sensorium. "1 know what happened to me. |
remember it, but it's over now. You have to believe me. You have to."

Urban didn't want to believe this voice, yet doubt assailed him. He ordered the cdls to <Hold>.
They raged at this restraint, so that he had to repeat the input <Hold! >.

"How can | believe you, fury?' This could not be Lot. Yet it was his voice.

"Urban, why do you want to kill me?' Lot's confuson rolled through the cardinds. "This is me.
Nothing has been logt. Nothing can be lost. Not here”

"You sgy that? Fury, the Halowed Vadties are lost. Heyertori is gone. Do you remember any of
that?' Even as he spoke, he had to pressure the cells to <Hold, hold, hold!>. His sanity threatened to
erode under the assault of Chenzeme fury.

"Sooth, Urban," Lot answered. "The Vadties are part of me. Y ou're part of me too."

"The Vadties are gong!”

"Urban, ligen. Nikko is cdling you. Can't you hear him?"

Urban listened, but dl he heard was the frantic, bubbling fury of the cdl fied, poised to kill.
<Hold>

Lot said: "He tdls you to kill me. Now. Why?"

"You know why. You have our patterns. We won't be made into weapons."

"Like me?'

"Sooth. Exactly."

"I was never a wegpon."

"Y ou thought s0."

<Hold>

Lot sad: "It was a gift.”

"Not one we could use, fury.”

"I won't harm you."

"Why can't | hear Nikko?" Urban demanded.

"Perhaps it's because you're not whole."

"And you are?'

"Now."

"And il free?'

"We are not your enemy, Urban. We have come through time to know you. We have ddayed
our own Communion for you, and dept here in the dark, thirty million years on the dightest chance
someone would waken us. We are here, to give you dl that we are and dl that we know."



<Hold>

As Urban listened, he found himsdf wanting to believe what Lot was saying. Never had he fdt
this way before. The charismata had never touched him. But the man held been was dipping away. He
wasn't human anymore. He had Ieft that part of his lite behind, to immerse himsdf in an dien world,
where time was measured on a scale he could not truly comprehend. The vastness of this Chenzeme
memory awed him. Each philosopher cdl was tiny, but together they recorded an ocean of time. His own
scae was not measurable againg it—yet this was the world he had condemned himsdf to livein.

Why?

<Hold>

Memories of SIk surged in his consciousness, his old man and the theft he had done when he
took himsdf away. And Deneb: he would never see her again, never.

Lot's voice dug a him "You can make yoursdf untouchable, Urban, if that's what you want. You
canfal to fed the charismata. Y ou can edit your pain and your fear and your doubt and even your hopes
if they digtract you, and in the end, you will be the courser, running your probabilities, operating on an
unfeding inginct. Thisis you: Unconscious. Invulnerable. Untouchable. Urban? Will you do it? Or will
you go back to Deneb? How much do you love her?"

<Hold>

" don't know. | don't remember.”

"How much do you love me?'

"ot

"Did you edit that? So you can kill me."

"I have to do it!" The cdls were frantic, boiling againg his repegting restraints.

<Hold>

<Hold!>

"You are the courser now," Lot's voice told him.

"Sooth, then! It's what | am. None of us is just a man... anymore.” He fdtered, as a dreadful
truth blossomed bright and hot within his heart. Lot had told him, but he had not heard. You're part of
me too. Hadn't he lost that copy of himsdf in the ring? So this thing speaking with Lot's voice: It would
know everything about him. It would know how to touch him, how to force him to fed wha he would
never choose to fed.

The cult or the courser?

This thing would have him believe there were only two choices, but it wasn't so. Firmness of
purpose did not condemn him to Chenzeme brutdity, and red love was not measured by the flalme of
the cult. Life was a series of infinite gradations. In every moment, new decisons must be made.

"Youre drad of uncertainty, aren't you?' Urban accused. "Whatever you are. Because you're
not Lot! You're afraid of choice. Youre afraid of chance. You run from it. You hide from it, and you
ged it away from the rest of us. You're afrad to lose. Lot! It's not you who's left. But | love you. You
know it."

He stedled himsdlf, givingin a last to the demands of the furious cdls. <Kill it>

"Urban, wait!" It was Lot's voice screaming a him. It was Lot. "Urban, please ligen to me"

He steded himsdf.<Kill it!>

The reef surged. Urban fdt it: as if someone had reached a hand into his guts and twisted hard.
Themain gun fired. Then searing heat and a white-hot flower of dust bloomed in his face. It stung.
Eagerly, he tasted it, but it carried no sense, no purpose, blank as the beginning of the world.

Afterwards, Nikko's ghost came to vigt the cardinds. He moved through them, leaving
ambivaent nets srung across the paths. "They taught us how to beat them. You know that? They made
Lot into our bridge."



"Sooth."

The pod had drifted severd hundred kilometers away. Urban watched it with Chenzeme darity
as it dowly reformed into a broad antenna. Nikko planned to burn out the pod's reef in a one-shot
attempt to get back to Null Boundary. He would have to pare his ghost to a few essentid memories, and
even then he might not succeed—Null Boundary was far away, and stormy Nightlight lay between
them—but he would try.

Nikko's presence condensed as afant sense of massin Urban's sensorium. ™Y ou're going home,
aren't you?' he asked.

"Sooth," Urban admitted. "Il follow Messenger back. To Deception Wel first, and then to Sol
Sygstem, if it looks worthwhile. Maybe beyond. We don't have any idea what happened on that frontier.”

"Do you think therell be anyone I&ft?”

"Oh, yes" He had to bdieve that someone, some thing had survived. "They may be hiding. I'll
probably find them when they try to blow my hull open.”

"Make lots of noise when you gpproach.”

"Sooth." He remembered the fake Chenzeme encounter Deneb had found in the library, showing
a communications officer turning away a trio of deadly coursers by playing a recognition code. It could
happen. He bdieved that now.

"This age has been a bottleneck for us, but things are going to open up, | know it. The idanders
aren't going to have the cloud to themsdlves forever.”

"Il look for the wave front,” Nikko said. "Then I'll know you made it."

"Y ou're going back to the idands then?'

"y es"

"That's good. I'm glad.”

"I don't know. We know where the cult came from, but we never found the shipbuilders™

Urban tried to imagine that faction of the Chenzeme opposed to the cult. He could appreciate the
fer and anger they might have fdt, waiching this virus sted ther world away, but he could never
understand the contempt they had shown for the future. They had programmed ther warships to destroy
the rings that seeded the cult, but for thirty million years they had dso used them to sweep away any
evolving species that might become a reservoir for the cult virus—dictating an end to countless futures,
perhaps even their own. "I think the shipbuilders are dead,” Urban said. "Or stupid. Or logt in cold deep
or in a hidden virtud world, but | don't think they're part of this world anymore. They hated it too much,
or they were afraid of it, or they lost control of whet they did, so to hdl with them—may the Wl rot the
bdls off every one of thar ships.”

Nikko chuckled softly. "Urban, | have to go now."

"You won't leave a ghost?'

"No. | cant doit"

"Sooth." Nikko had too many scars to make such a close dliance with the Chenzeme. "Take
care of Clemantine and Halley, then. And take care of yoursdf too. Be happy.”

"And you," Nikko said. "Dont ever close your eyes to the world.”

His ghost dipped off to the pod, then indantly it surged forth in a blaze of radio, away, away, to
Null Boundary.

Urban lisgened to the fallowing slence, feding hollow, but triumphant too. He was a sculpted
entity now, the soul of his own great ship, and if that ship was an dien monger, wel, what was a monster
but a cresture new to the world?

We are a commensal organism.

Cdlgregf/man/machine the strained peace between his parts would grow stronger, as Halley's
bridge continued to knit them together, in the tradition of merciless harmony they had learned in
Deception Well.



He kicked the reef. He did away from Nightlight with his prow turned toward home. It would be
ajourney of centuries, and what he might find there, he couldn't begin to guess.

HIDDEN THREAT

Lot and Urban went out to the hull, exiting the transit bubble near the ship's aft end. Lot waked the hull's
pliant surface, while his skin suit controlled the catch and release of his boots, leaving temporary footprints behind
him.

"Turn around,” Urban said, his voice sounding intimate through the suit's audio system.

Lot turned. Beyond the hull, stars gleamed like luminous sand strewn across the void. Gradualy, Lot became
aware of a spot of darkness, a patch of emptiness stamped upon the starfield. He stared at it, until his mind resolved it
into the long, cylindrica silhouette of a Chenzeme courser.

"By the Unknown God," he whispered.

In its blackness it seemed to be extinguishing the light of stars.

"It's something, isn't it?' Urban said. "A Chenzeme ship, this close, and were ill dive."
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