"What'sthat?' Praeis Shin tTheria straightened up and twitched one sail-like ear.

Lynn Nussbaumer looked up at the tall Dedelphi, craning her neck asfar asthe helmet on her
clean-suit permitted. Lynn, Pragis, and Praeiss two daughters, Resaime and Theiareth, were clustered
around aworktablein Pragissairy office at the Crater Town Planning Hall. Now, dl three Dedelphi
turned their ears toward the bank of opagued windows st into the curving, white-plaster wall.

Lynn strained her own ears. A moment later, she heard alow, rumbling throb penetrating the
windows, despite the sound filters.

"I've got no ideawnhat that is." Lynn got to her feet. The rumbleincreased. "Room voice, open
the windows."

"Opening,” replied the building's genderless voice. The silvered windows cleared to reved a
street paved with every shade of red that Martian stone and sand offered. The sudden flood of daylight
glinted off Lynn's helmet and the layer of transparent organic that covered her from neck to boots under
her functiona blouse and trousers.

Normally, the street outside the Planning Hall held three or four knots of Dedel phi pedestrians
and atransport or two. Now, it was crammed with Dedelphi of every age and shade. The rumble
pressing through the window glass was the sound of their collective voices, shouting, cheering, arguing,
and wesping.

"Ancestors Mine," murmured Pragis. "What's happened?’
"lI'vegot noidea" Lynn felt her brow wrinkle. "Room voice--"
"I'vegot it up dready, Lynn," said Resaime behind her.

Lynn and Pragisturned in tandem. Resaime had the wall screen lit up. She and Theiastood hand
inhand in front of it, attention riveted on its scene. Lynn stepped around Theiato get a better view.
Praeisjust stared between the tips of her daughter's ears.

The screen showed what looked like atheater. The gallery was crammed with Dedel phi: sail-like
ears, leathery skin, round, multi-lidded eyes, dl watching agathering on a proscenium stage. More
Dedelphi filled the stage, crowding around an oval table. Lynn recognized the o Elath, thetTherian's
Queens-of-All, in their stark, black robes. Directly across from them stood the Tvkesh-I-Rchilthen, the
Getesaph's Sisters-Chosen-to-L ead, resplendent in their silver-and-gold jackets.

Dominating the entire scene was aview screen hanging on the stage's back wall. Three soberly
dressed Humans--two men and one woman, al magnified to at least three timeslife size--looked down
on the crowd of Dedel phi. Behind the Humans shone the green triangle emblem of the Bioverse
Incorporated enclave.

"By the Waking Buddha," bresthed Lynn. "Do you suppose they did it?" There had been rumors
on theinfo-web for months that Bioverse Inc. was negotiating a bioremediation dea with the entire
Deddphi homeworld, something completely unheard of in dl the Dedd phi'slong, war-torn history.

Asif to answer her question, the tallest of the Sisters-Chosen-to-L ead lifted her pen from off the
stiff, white treaty board. "It isdone," she said in staccato Getesaph. A host of white-lettered subtitles



flowed across the bottom of the screen.
On the screen above the stage, the trio of Humans beamed like proud parents.

Each of the Sisters-Chosen-to-L ead picked up atreaty board. Their jackets shimmered in the
gark light as they walked around the signing table. The boards were symbols, Lynn knew. The redl
treaties would be tightly bound stacks of paper sealed into courier cases at the sides of aidesand
secretaries standing in the wings. These were just placards that said everyone had agreed to what wasin
those books.

The Sigters held the placards out to the Queens-of-All. With siff, jerky motions, each of the
three Queenstook acopy of thetreaty and bowed low over it, kissing the freshly dried ink.

Lynn sneaked alook at Pragis. She had gravitated silently toward her daughters, and now the
three of them stood with their arms around one another. Lynn wondered what she could possibly be
fedling. Praeis had been agenerd for those Queens, a Task-Mother, in tTherian, and now she watched
them receive treaties from their fiercest enemies.

The Sisters handed two more copies over to the Presidents of the Chosaty Porath, and three to
the Speakers for the Fil. Each of them took the placard and did nothing but stare at it, dmost like they
couldn't believe what wasin their hands.

Behind the delegates of the mgjor powers stood those who spoke for smaller nation-families, or
Great Families, asthetTherians called them. They were abroken rainbow of colors. Their skin was
everything from the t Therians bluish grey to the Getesaph's greyish pink. Their clothing ranged from
jeweled purple to unbroken, midnight black. They received no tregties. Probably, they had been ordered
by their stronger neighborsto obey, and these grouped here had said they would. Each had presumably
decided they had lost enough people to the plagues aready.

The copies of the treaty boards distributed, the two Getesaph Sisters turned to the shifting
audience.

"The Confederation isin place and will be enforced by al members. The delegates who have
included their names and pledges on the treaty of agreement are all empowered to ded with the Humans.
We heretogether will save theselands and idandsthat hold us dl. Save them from this plague, save them
from the poisons and pollutions that threaten to overwhelm them.”

A few more ragged cheersrang around the gdllery, overlaid by cadlsof "Doit!" "Savethe
daughterd” "Find immunity!" in different languages.

"S0," breathed Pragis, visibly tightening her arms around her daughters. " The plague has
accomplished for uswhat nothing else could”

At that moment, the door burst open. Four Dedelphi, al the tTherian blue-grey, two with
daughters clinging to their backs and squedling with delight, charged in and surrounded Pragis, Resaime,
and Theiareth. The Dedelphi pounded one another's backs and clasped hands and babbled on top of one
another until Lynn couldn't follow what was going on, but evidently they were happy about the treeties.

"Y ou must speak, Mother Pragis.” One of the t'Thenans grabbed Praeis's hand and hauled her
toward the door.



"All right, my Siterd! All right!" laughed Praeis. The hesitations Lynn had seenin the set of her
ears and shoulders seemed to have vanished. They probably had, thought Lynn. They were whirled away
by the enthusiasm of these members of her Grest Famiily.

Praeislooked back at Lynn, her ears weaving in mock distress and real apology.

"Go. Go," Lynn said, laughing and waving her on. "Who e se should be making speechesright
now?'

A storm of gpprova issued from thetTherians. They haf pushed, hdf pulled Praeis out of the
office with the willing and noisy help of both her daughters.

Chuckling to hersdlf, Lynn crossed back to the windows and looked out at the crowded Street.

The Dedelphi were apowerfully built species. Pragis Shin stood ahdf meter taler than atall
man, even when her flexible, sail-like ears pressed flat against her scalp. Her adolescent daughters were
Lynn'sheight. Their leathery skin hung in foldsthat rippled gently or forcibly, depending on their mood.
Perfectly circular, multi-lidded eyes were set high above thelong verticd dits of their nogtrils. Thick lines
of muscle ran under the milky skin of their lips. Their bellies swelled gently where the pouch protected
their mammary glands. The effect was heightened by the tiff belly guards anumber of the cultures wore
under their clothes.

And right now they were making riot in the street below. Sisterswhirled each other around.
Motherstossed their daughtersinto the air. Cousins stood talking, gesticulating wildly with hands and
ears. In acouple of places, Ssters had squared off for what might become honor brawls. Severd of the
clean-suited Human security guards gpparently thought so, too, and edged along their bacony and
rooftop stations for closer looks at the potential trouble.

"Room voice," said Lynn. " Shut off the sound filters™
"Shutting off."

With the filters gone, the crowds roar pushed at her like an ocean wave. There had to be
upwards of two hundred voices out there, dl letting loose at full volume, and the noise doubled when
Pragiss escort pulled her out of the Planning Hall.

"Mother Pragidl" voices shouted. "Mother Pragidl Tdl usthe news! Mother Pragis! Let's hear
your words! Mother Pragig!”

Praeiss escort shoved her up onto the edge of the public fountain and bundled her daughters up
beside her. Lynn folded her arms and nodded approvingly. They made a pretty picture down there;
Praeisin her dennaskirt and cream tunic flowing over her belly guard, flanked by her daughtersin
blue-and-gold saris. The sun was till above the crater wall, and it touched everything with gold.

Praeis dipped her earsin respect and agreement to the crowd, and for the firgt time, the noise
level dropped to amurmur.

"My Sigers," began Pragis. "Sigters of my blood, my near family, my Great Family, and those
who are sgters of srangersto me!”



Diplomatic, thought Lynn. The tTherians had alot of expressonsfor those who weren't in the
Great Family. The most complimentary was Other .

"Today we learned of agreat thing; our Ssters at home have made abargain that will end the
plague that has killed so many of our mothers, our Ssters, our daughters!” Reverent sllence at that.
"Today isthe new beginning! Today we may hope for life, for the future, and for, greatest of all, a
homecoming!™

Cheers, waving ears, raised hands. Lynn shook her head. Trust Pragisto know what not to say.
Don't bring up the fact that many of the ssters out there fled from the continuous warfare as much as
from the plaguesthat the warfare et loose. Let everyone who wanted to hope that the deal around that
table meant an end to both.

Lynn watched Pragis step off the fountain's edge into the arms of her Deddphi ssters, and the
Others. Mother Pragis Shin the Townbuilder, said those who liked her. Pragis the Cold-Blooded, said
those who couldn't understand why she didn't get furious at the drop of the hat in the normal Dedel phi
fashion. Pragis, who, unlike the other inhabitants of Crater Town, was not arefugee. She was an exile.
The oneswho knew that had worse names for her, and some of them might have gone for blood.
But--Lynn glanced again at the Human security guards on the roofs and highest balconies-Pragiss
planning had made sure that Crater Town had law enforcement that was beyond the influence of the
Dedd phi'sfractious anger, as much for her family's sake asfor the good of the colony.

Lynn went back to the worktable. Obvioudy, no more work was getting done today. The crowd
in the streets would be cheering and debating for hours, and Praeiswould bein thethick of it. Lynn
touched the keys on the tabl€'s edge to save the city map they'd been working with. She subvocalized the
record command to her cameraimplant and stored an additiona working copy, in case she had any
brilliant ideas on the way home.

Three waves of the plague had hit Crater Town. The sickness had been brought in by refugee
ships, and despite steadily tightened quarantine controls, transmitted through families. Now, between
thirty and forty percent of the colony's housing stood empty. The Building Committee had decided to
raze the empty buildings as potential hedlth hazards. Lynn and Praeis had met that morning to try to come
up with plansfor how to use the empty spaces the demolition would create.

Thirty percent. Lynn closed her eyes against the memories of the mass funerds, the dead and
dying in their isolation beds, the wailing of the sistersleft behind. Hundreds of Human doctors, armed
with the best defenses years of research and biotech could devise, had volunteered themselvesto help
the fight, but they'd only made asmall dent in the death tolls. Pragis had lost two sisters and four
daughters, and Lynn had been there to watch.

Lynn'sfingers hurt. She opened her eyes and looked down. Her gloved hands clenched the edge
of the worktable like they were trying to break it off. Feding moderately foolish, shelet go and finished
goring the maps.

Praeisliked to try to give Lynn credit for the success of the Crater Town colony, but Lynn would
just shake her head. "I just helped out with the gardening,” she said. ™Y ou're the one who got peopleto
actudly live here"

When the origina Dede phi refugees had shown up, they werent fleeing plague, they werefleeing
war. They arrived in the ships of Human mercenary pilots. They stood torn between fear and pride at the



customs stations of enclaves, space stations, colonies, and city-ships--anybody who'd let them land and
would agree to give them aberth of some variety in return for work or good publicity.

Then came Praeis and her sgters, Jos and Shorie. They saw the scattered, meek Dedel phi
population in the Solar system, and they got to work. They found acrater that the Martian enclaves
hadn't bothered to foliate. They convinced twelve separate boards and committees that it would be an
incredible act of public charity to giveit to the Dede phi so the Dedd phi could have a home where they
could be safe from the Human poison that was a constant danger to themsalves, their ssters, their
daughters.

Praeisand her ssterstramped all over the system gathering donations, equipment, and skilled
help. The refugee Dedelphi responded tentatively at firdt, but then with growing enthusiasm, especialy
snce many of them had daughters who had never been out of their clean-suits.

Lynn'sfamily, famousfor their re-creation of Earth's Florida peninsula, were recruited to foliate
the crater in astyle that would be comfortable for the Dedelphi. It was the work of anumber of years.
Lynn, her portable screen gill warm from receiving her doctorate, had falen in love with the job, and
fdleninto friendship with Praeis Shin. When therest of her family left, Lynn stayed behind. Thefoliation
wasn't complete, she said at the time. There wasn't nearly enough variety in thefields and gardens. They
didn't have atrained maintenance force yet.

Her family had nodded sagely at each other, hugged her, and let her stay. Everybody knew what
was going on, and approved. Back in Florida, Lynn would be tweaking work that had been completed
fifty or seventy-five years ago. Here, she had her own projects, and they were worthwhile ones. Not one
relative said oneword to protest her basing hersaf on an entirely different planet.

Her decision had won her the gratitude of the Dedelphi, anumber of awards from assorted
enclaves, and ahandful of really bad nightmares from the plagues. But it was red, and important, and she
lovedit.

And now ... And now what comes next? Lynn wondered toward the windows. What if they
all do go home? What am | going to do?

She shook her head and laughed quietly. Nussbaumer, you selfish little so-and-so.

Asit turned out, it was three hours before the crowds in the street shifted enough for Lynn to get
through to the monorail that would take her out of the crater and across the rust-and-green landscape to
the Ares 12 Human colony. On theway, in her private cabin with its opagued window, she shucked out
of her clean-suit and hedmet and stuffed them into her duffel bag. The suits were awkward, but absolutely
necessary. Direct contact with Humans caused massive anaphaactic reactions among the Dedel phi. The
touch of aHuman hand could raise welts on Dedel phi skin. Human dander sent the Dedel phi respiratory
system into massive shock. Thefirst encounter between Dede phi and Humans had lasted three days
beforefive of the Dedelphi died of heart and respiratory failure. There had been confusion and bloodshed
on al sdes before it was understood what had happened.

Lynn brushed down her shoulder-length auburn hair. Since she didn't actualy live with the
Dedel phi, she'd been spared the necessity of depilating hersaf to keep her dander to aminimum.

Ares 12 was aresidentiad community. Its homes and stores were built out of native brick and
stood glittering athousand shades of red in the late-afternoon sun. The city founders had worked hard to



get thornless climbing roses to grow in the soil that remained sandy after three generations, but they'd
been successful. Roses--pink, orange, red, white, and yellow--grew in riotous bundles everywhere and
climbed up wallsthe way ivy climbed up wallsin towns on Earth. Lynn breathed their perfumein asshe
walked from the monorail station to the house she shared with her partner, David Zelotes.

Unlike the streetsin Crater Town, the streets of Ares 12 were empty. If any of the Humans had
gotten the news about the Dedd phi, they were discussing it over theinfo-web, if at al.

The cream-and-burgundy front room of her home was aso empty when Lynn walked in, but she
heard David's voice coming out of hisstudy. A strange voice followed it.

Caller on the line, she thought, and went into her own comfortably untidy study. The antique
furniture was covered with disks, films, divers, actual books, maps, dirty dishes, and haf-empty coffee
cups. The cleaning jobber sat in acorner, turned off, as usud, with achinamug and half astale sandwich
balanced on it.

"Claude," she called for the room voice as she dropped the duffel into the corner and herself into
her desk chair. "Any messages?'

"One urgent message from Emile Brador, Vice President in charge of Resource and Schedule
Coordination for Bioverse Incorporated Enclave.”

"What?' Lynn shot up in her chair. Bioverse were the oneswho just signed the dedl with the
Dede phi.

"One urgent message--"
"Claude, stop. Claude, ddliver message.”

"Vice President Brador asks Lynn Nussbaumer to connect with him as soon as possible. He has
an open thread waiting for her and has | eft his address with her home system.”

What does Bioverse want with me? "Claude, thread me through to Mr. Brador.”
"Threading." Pause. ""Connection complete.”
Lynn swiveled her chair to face her wall screen.

Emile Brador, Vice Presdent in charge of Resource and Schedule Coordination for Bioverse
Incorporated Enclave, appeared on the screen. He was atidy man, dender, but not small. Hisround,
pale eyes were sat in apinched brown face, making him look like a startled owl. His office, or at least its
samulation, wasamodd of antique gentility with alot of leather chairs and wooden paneling.

"Good evening, Dr. Nussbaumer," said Brador. "I want to thank you for taking the time to speak
tome"

"Y ou're welcome, Mr. Brador," replied Lynn in her best formal voice. "'l confess, I'm abit
uncertain what you wanted to speak to me about though. I'm assuming it's got something to do with the
foliation program for Crater Town?" Bioverse was a biotech corp. They were dways looking for new
techniques, or new genomes.



"Actudly, wed like to extend you an offer of citizenship.”
Lynn blinked, startled. "That's very interesting, but I'd have to think about it.”

Brador nodded. "'l fully understand, Dr. Nussbaumer. Y ou are a citizen of excellent standing and
family in the Miami Environs and Greater Horida Enclave. When you're not on Mars, you'reliving on
land your family re-created from bottom sand and ancient records. There, you have your pick of lifetime
employment Stuations.” He spread his blunt-fingered hands. "And what am | offering? A chancefor you
to cut your tiesto your family, surrender your alegiances, and leave homefor fifty yearsor more.” He
leaned forward. "But I'm a so offering a chance for you to help save an entire world.”

Nice opening, Vice President Brador . She looked back at tidy Veep Brador in histidy office.
Shefdt her back gtiffen.

"Mr. Brador, exactly what do you want mefor?"
She meant to shock him, but Brador's mouth just quirked up. A good sign, probably.
"Asof yesterday," he said, "Bioverse Inc. has a contract with the Dedel phi--"

"Yes, | untied theweb knot,” Lynn cut him off. "Impressive. | thought getting all the Dedel phi
Great Familiesto agree on something wasimpossble.”

"That'swhat | thought." Brador nodded, and, for the moment, the vice presidential mannerisms
dropped. "The Getesaph and the Fil actually contacted us over ayear ago, but what they want... It was
decided we couldn't make a contract without a worldwide agreement.”

"What exactly are they asking you to do?' Genuine curiosity prompted Lynn's question. Thered
been so many rumors, and she'd barely skimmed the first thread of the knot in the office with Pragis.

"For agtart, we're going to contract a biomedical team and put astop to the plague they've
unleashed on themsalves." For a second, Brador's smile seeped into hiseyes. "That iswhat my colleague
is speaking with your partner, Dr. Zelotes, about.”

"That's for agtart." She made quotation marks with her fingers. "What's after that?"

"We are also being asked to perform full-scale bioremediation efforts to clean the planet up after
two centuries of extremdy dirty warfare.”

Lynn sat back and rested her elbows on the chair's arms. She knew afair amount about the
world that Humans called Dedd ph. There were places on that world that glowed in the dark. There were
places you couldn't see from space because of the industrid haze. The Dedd phi never developed
anything like the bio- and eco-tech that had allowed Humansto repair Earth and build themsalves some
brand-new homes on other worlds. To clean and repair awhole world after al those centuries of
eco-disaster... Something warm surged through her.

With alittle difficulty, Lynn set that feeling aside and looked back at Brador again.

"What are we going to do about the anaphylactic reactions?' she asked. "Y ou can't drop
thousands of Humans, and it is going to be thousands, right?' Brador nodded. " Thousands of Humansin



the middle of a population they can kill by breathing on them.”
The vice presdent overshadowed Brador again. "That is an exaggeration.”
Lynn shook her head. "Not by much, it isn't."

Brador reached over to his main desk and touched its surface. The upper right-hand corner of
the office scene cleared, replaced by asmulation of aragged archipelago of space stations on afield of
night and stars. "The center of our operations will be space-based until we can evacuate the
population--"

"Until we what?" Lynn gripped her chair'sarms. A couple of implants beeped in protest.

Brador folded his handsin front of him. "We're going to move the population onto city-ships and
go to ground with nanotech and bioscul pt.”

For asecond, Lynn remembered she wasin the middle of avery high-powered job interview
with arepresentative of a huge corporate enclave.

In the next second, she decided she didn't care. "Are you out of your corporate mind?* she
demanded. "Weé're talking about a billion people!”

"One point three billion, by the most recent estimate,” replied Brador. He touched his desk again.
The space smulation was replaced by a population-distribution chart.

Lynn stared at it without reading it. "One point three billion people who, despite what we saw
today, have along history of hating each other's genomes and going for blood when they can.”" Shethrew
up both hands. "Y ou're going to move them onto city-ships-" She stopped and did aquick calculation.
"There aren't that many city-shipsin existence!” Lynn turned away for amoment, staring at her window.
The evening sun turned the stone veranda a brilliant scarlet. She faced her interviewer again, somewhat
morein control of hersdlf. "Vice President Brador, you can't be thinking of jamming these peopleinto a
bunch of retooled freighters! This... project ... isgoing to take at least fifty yeard"

"Probably more like seventy-five." His pinched face and round eyes were absolutely sober and
serious. "And no, were not putting them in retooled freighters. We are going to place them in fully
functiond, city-ships, many of which will be custom-built." The graphic changed to aconstruction
blueprint. "Our engineering teams are dready at work in the Dedel ph system asteroid belts. We expect
an eighty percent need fulfillment within the year."

"How are you planning on scheduling an evacuation for a billion people? Do you have any idea of
how many abillionis?'

"Generdly: It'sathousand, million." Hisexpresson did not waver.

"Andwhat," said Lynn, looking him directly in the eye, "are you going to do with the plague
victimsduring this evacuation?'

Brador remained unfazed. ""Each city-ship will be equipped with ahospital quarter capable of
holding ten thousand patients. Again, we hope your partner, Dr. Zelotes, will be helping with their
relocation and care.”



Lynn rubbed her forehead. "Y ou're going to have to keep a billion Dede phi, sick or well, housed
and fed and comfortable during the evacuation. Y ou're going to have to have aresponsive grievance
team, aclear, concise schedule, a comprehensive crisis scenario ..." She broke off, running her hand
through her hair. "If you're not careful, this cure is going to be awhole lot worse than the disease.”

"Yes. That'swhy we need you." Brador leaned forward. What Lynn had thought was poor
lighting on hisface turned into afull day'sworth of five o'clock shadow. Whatever hed been doing latdly,
it hadn't even left him time to depilate. " Are you aware of the reputation you possess, Dr. Nussbaumer?
Not only for your ability to work with the Dedelphi, but for your massive successin coordinating and
directing their colony'sfoliation and agricultura efforts.”

"I had alot of help,” said Lynn, refusing to let hersdlf beflattered. " And you still haven't said
exactly what it isyou want mefor."

Brador's eyes glittered. " want you to organize and coordinate the relocation. For agtart.”
Lynn opened her mouth and shut it again. "And for my next trick?'
"Coordinate and manage the southern-hemisphere microrecon-struction teams.”

Lynn just sat there for amoment. To give awhole race ther lives back, give them their world
back, alive and clean and new ...

"Y ou're going to be alowing time for acomplete life-web survey, right? Micro- and
macroscopic?’

Brador nodded. "We have some teams down there dready, and were shipping out more this
week. The baseswill be up and running by the time you're there to help coordinate activities and
informetion.”

Twenty years work right there, mapping the ecosystem of an entire planet so they could take it
gpart and put it back together again. "And wéll be customizing the bioremediation tools based on the
local ecostructures, correct?”

"WEell be designing them from the ground up, if we haveto," said Brador. "If you and your
colleagues decide we haveto," he added. "Wewill go over the entire planet one inch at atime with every
nano we can breed."

"Why not just drop a couple of asteroids on the place and start from the ground up?* she asked
half-facetioudy. "It'd be faster, and cheaper.”

Brador's face remained impassive. " The Deddphi are hoping we can do thiswithout completely
destroying their civilizations infrasiructures. Weve agreed to try. Severd of our teams are going through
what archives and librariesthere are, trying to find out what exactly conditions were like two hundred
yearsago."

There probably wouldn't be much. None of the Great Families had much time or many resources
for pure research. That wasjust one of the reasons why, despite the fact that they were at least asold as
Humanity, their technology was at |ate-twentieth-century levels, at best.



Brador wasn't admitting it, but alot of the bioremediation was going to be guesswork. They
could interview the oldest Dedel phi they could find and hear what their mother's mother's mother had
said the world was like. Maybe they'd find arecord or two about some extinct creatures, but, asfar as
determining exact ratios of, say, rain forest to grasdand, or the proportions of bacteriain the soil of a
specific areg, or the origind extent of a cord reef, the teams would have to work from smulations and
educated speculation. They really would be building awhole new world....

A thought struck her. "What are the Dedd phi giving Bioverse in exchange for these miracles?’
Brador's smile dipped back into place. " Anything useful we find."

Lynn sucked in abreath. Except for ahandful of isolationist enclaves, dl the worldsin the Human
Chain ran on nanotech. Nanotech ran on proteins and DNA. For al the talk thereld been once about
microscopic fans and gears, the redlly useful technology turned out to be tightly controlled biochemistry.

Bioverse had been offered a planetful of untapped biochemistry.

"Think about it." A light shonein Brador's round eyes. " They've fuson-bombed whole idands,
and yet there're ill living organisms on them. Bacteriathat are radiation-hardened. We can turn those
into assemblersthat can't be interrupted by afluctuating e ectromagnetic field. They've got huge pitsfilled
with untreated inorganic debris, and ther€'re living organismsin there. We could make those into
disassemblers of incredible efficiency. They've got agae blooms big enough to turn awhole bay colors
and tough enough thet al that industria pollution can't wipe them out. That's awhole new way to eat
gaseous toxins next time we want to convert agas giant." Hewaved hishand. "We had all thison Earth
once, but we bulldozed it to clean the place up.” He must have caught something sour in her expression,
because he stopped himsdlf. "'l know, | know, to be fair, we didn't know what we had, or how to handle
it. We had to bulldozeit." Thelight returned to his eyes. "But now we have a second chance.

"We've got four conglomerates and six enclaves planning their economies for the next century
around this project, Dr. Nussbaumer. We're going to save aworld. Want in?"

A hillion people. A hillion people to trangport and shelter and accommodate in dl the billion ways
each of them would need. Negotiations and treaties to begin and maintain. They'd have to cap wars that
had smoldered for centuries. They'd have to clean out and rebuild an entire world.

"I'll need to consider it," she said with what she hoped was an appropriate blend of aoofnessand
cautious interest.

Brador's smile was merdly polite, but Lynn had the ditinct feding she hadn't fooled him for a
second. "Of course. Y our room has my direct address. Y ou may contact me at any time."

They sad polite farewells, and Lynn cut the connection. She sat dazed at the enormity of the
project Brador had just offered her. Findly, she shook hersalf and returned to the living room.

David was there, hislong frame stretched out on the couch. Three of the windows were clear to
let the end of the Martian day shineinto the room. The fourth showed the treaty sgning. The
Queens-of-All were just receiving the treaty boards from the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead.

She crossed the thick, burgundy carpet to stand behind the sofa and laid ahand on his shoulder.



"Look at that." David's voice was S0ft as he gestured toward the view on the screen. "They
actudly didit."

"I know, | saw." Lynn watched the scene replay itself. "Y ou wouldn't believe the scenein Crater
Town." Lynn shook her head without taking her eyes off the screen. "I aways knew they had it in them,
but | never thought I'd live to seeit.”

Suddenly, afamiliar shape caught her gaze, and she squinted at the shadows on the right of the
dage.

A recorder stood onitstripod legs, panning its double lenses dowly to takein the audience
packed shoulder to shoulder at the foot of the stage. A Human held itsleash. Lynn leaned forward. A
man. Old memoriesrang in the back of her head.

"Screen, zoom in on male Human figure on the stage.”

David cocked aquestioning brow at her, but Lynn said nothing. The image repositioned itself so
the thin, tan, bald man in his clean-suit was the only person on the screen. Involuntarily, Lynn gripped
David's shoulder.

"Arron," she whispered. Arron tracked hisrecorder's path with his own gaze. From this close, it
looked like he was searching their living room for something.

"Arron?' asked David. "Not Arron Hagopian?'

Lynn nodded. On the screen, Arron thumbed the recorder's leash box. It turned its lenses back
toward the delegates on the stage. His gaze followed the lenses. His face was tight, unhappy, and years
older than it should have been.

What's the matter, Arron? Arron had oncefilled her life. She had dways thought that someday,
when she had the time, sheld find him again, and they'd be friends. Sheld introduce him to David, and
they'd get dong gresat. But the time had never materialized, and without even thinking about it, shed lost
track of him.

David looked from Lynn to the screen and back again. "Do you want to talk, or do you want to
keep watching?'

Lynnfelt asmileforming. "Jealous?" she asked, touding David's neatly cropped hair.
Heraisad hisright hand. "1 am not now, nor have | ever been jealous of Arron Hagopian," he
announced serioudy. "Although | have occasionally wanted to beat him sensdessfor not appreciating

you." David lowered hishand to let it rest on top of hers.

She squeezed hisfingers gratefully. " Screen off," she said, and Arron winked out of sight,
replaced by blackness.

"Well," said David, wriggling around so he could see her better. "What'd you hear?'

Lynn opened her mouth and closed it again. What did | hear? Not a word about salary, or
staff, or citizenship conditions. | just heard about helping to save a whole world, and | didn't think



to ask about anything else.

David watched her face, listened to her silence, and nodded. "Y eah, that's about what | heard.”
His eyes shone with acold light. Lynn ran her knuckles dong his chin and nodded.

David was an epidemiologist. Hed cometo Crater Town shortly after the first wave of the
plague did, when it was redlized there wasn't one-tenth the number of doctors among the Dedel phi
needed to dedl with the crisis. Since then, held watched thousands of patients die, sometimesliterally
under hisown hands. If Lynn had ahandful of nightmares from the plague waves, David had alifetime's
worth.

Bioverse had offered Lynn achance to rebuild awhole world, but they had offered him the
chanceto savelives.

"Okay." Lynn squeezed his hand one moretime. "Were going.”

David brought her hand to hislipsand kissed it gently. "We're going.”

Chapter 11

Lynn stared at her freshly depilated salf in the mirror. She ran her fingers across her bare, pale,
dtill-tingling scalp. Her hair had been the functional, unenhanced auburn sheldd been born with. The sink
and the carpeting had absorbed it asit fell. Her fingers drifted across the ridges where her eyebrows had
been five minutes before. She traced the visible stiffness on her temple indicating the memory worksfor
her camera eye beneath her skin. She thought about David, still adeep in the other room, and how he
would be seeing this Sight as soon as he woke up. Her heart roseinto her throat, and she seriously
considered grabbing her clothes and hiding in the closet.

"Vanity, thy nameis Nussbaumer." She tossed the microshaver onto the counter next to the
vacuum sink and dissolution cream.

"Hi_"

Lynn spun. David stood in the bathroom doorway, as naked as she was, but consderably hairier.
During the three-week flight to the Dedelphi system from Mars, he had et hisbeard grow into agolden
brown fuzz and alowed his brush cut to start looking more like ahedge.

Hed be shaving again after his shower. For three weeks they had been on their way to work.
Today they would findly get down there, ayear and five months after they'd both accepted Bioverse's
citizenship offer.

David blinked deepily at her and lounged against the threshold. He smiled and met her eyes. He
was very carefully not looking a her scalp, or anywhere else she had just shaved. The only hair she had
left on her body was her eyelashes, which were not considered to carry any dander worth worrying
about.

Good bedside manner, Doctor , she thought with twinges of both love and exasperation. Put
them at ease, whoever they are.



"Hi." She plucked her robe off the towel bar and shrugged into it. The silk felt too dick and cool
against her completely bare skin. David caught her hand as shetied the sash and pulled her gently toward
him.

She looked up at his soft, brown eyes. "David, if you say thissuitsme, | will beat you, hard. In
anatomicaly sengtive places.”

David smoothed her hand between both of his. "l wasn't going to say that."

Sheran the knuckles of her free hand dong his chin, savoring the familiar line of hisjaw, even
under al the bristles. She knew what he was thinking. David had been assigned to one of thetTherian
hospitals. Lynn, on the other hand, would be idand-hopping, when she wasn't in her headquartersafull
continent away. They hadn't split up for thislong since they'd gotten married.

David did not lift his gaze from her fingernails. "I've just been thinking about ... What do they call
their world again?'

Lynn's mouth twisted into ahaf smile. He spoke and read three Dedd phi languages. She spoke
five and read four. Shed trotted the fact out once at ameeting, and he'd never let her forget it.

"ThetTheriacal it All-Cradle. The Getesaph cdll it Ground, or Earth, if you like, although that
getsconfusing,” she added. "The Shi lacal it Our Pouch, the Fil call it Everywhere, and the Chosa Ty
Poroth cdll it..." She hesitated. The amber words THE PARENT flashed in front of her right eye. "The
Parent.”

"I'll defer to our landing point." David cleared histhroat. "I've just been thinking about All-Cradle
and"--heraised his gaze to her face--"how very much I'm going to missyou.”

"It'sonly for afew months," she reminded him. "Until the evacuation's complete. Then we even
get our own house again.”

"I know." He reached around her waist under her robe and pulled her closeto him. "But hold me
for awhileanyway, Lynn," he whispered, as her cheek brushed his. "It's till going to betoo long.”

The dining room of Dedelphi Base | was huge. It had afull-service cafeteriaand garden attached
to ahoneycomb of dining cubicles. A view screen threaded to the outside cameras dominated the longest
wall. Thismorning, it showed the Ur, one of the two city-ships already in-system and awaiting the
evacudtion of thefirst of abillion Dede phi. Each city-ship was two pairs of glittering domes set on
opposite Sdes of aslver plate. The engineering and command centers were encased in two smaller
domes, one over each nozzle cluster. Againgt the vacuum, it looked asif acity had been built on ablack
lake and now sat on its own reflection. The projection had zoomed in just far enough that they could see
the gleaming buildings and green trees on both sides.

Three Dedel phi stood with their arms around one another looking at the projection. Even from
the back, Lynn recognized Pragis Shin t Theriaand her daughters. She grinned and touched David'sarm.
He nodded and waved her on while he headed for the dining cubes.

Lynn waked up to a polite distance and waited for Pragisto acknowledge her.



At the moment, al three of the Family Shin were dressed for indoors, and for Humans. They
wore matching straight-cut robes of water-patterned rose fabric over their swaddling clean-suits.
Egg-shaped, air-filter helmets covered their heads, leaving enough room for their earsto move fredly.

Inafew hours, Lynn and David would be dressed in the familiar Human version of the clean-suit
for the trip down to the planet's surface.

Resaime, the broader of the two daughters, turned an ear toward Lynn. Her gaze followed, aong
with her sster Thelareth's, and her mother's.

"Lynn," said Pragis, turning al the way around. "Human behavior in the Dedd phi system?”

"It's<till aHuman habitat." Lynn walked up to amore Dede phi-proper distance. "What do you
think?" She gestured toward the Ur .

"From hereit lookslike awork of art." Pragis gazed at the gleaming domes and the toy cities
indde. "I'm having ahard timeimagining living in there, but it is beautiful." She paused. "Perhapsit will
change our minds about space.”

"The Great Families don't like space?' Lynn'sbrow rose. "1 mean, | knew you didn't have any
ships, but | thought that was because ..."

Praeiswaggled her ears gently at Lynn. "Because we lacked the technology? No." She sighed.
"A few of the Families, a onetime or another, devel oped spacegoing capabilities. Unfortunatdly, they
had a tendency to use them to drop rocks on their neighbors." Pragiss ears drooped. “"Wholeidands got
obliterated. After thefirst few incidents, Families began shooting down anything that looked likeit was
trying to make orbit." Sheturned her ears back toward the screen. "Our engineers are il taught al the
theories, and we do occasionaly launch very disposable spy satellites when we need ..." The sentence
trailed off.

"Well ill be under glassin the ships," said Theiareth, changing the subject. She was more
dender than her sister, and about a centimeter shorter. "It's going to be strange down on All-Cradle, with
an open sky but no clean-suits.”

"Travel should be abroadening experience,” Lynn told her sagely. "A timeto gather new
experiences and make new friends.”

"Speaking of which." Resaime cocked both ears toward Lynn. "Have you spoken to your friend
ye, Lynn?'

"Arron?' Lynn shook her head. "I sent him ahywrite before we left, but | haven't heard back
ya"

After seeing Arron in the treety ceremony recording, Lynn had spun out every thread she could
think of to find out what he was doing on All-Cradle. Not every answer that came back wasa
comfortable one.

Res il had her earstilted expectantly. "It'sbeen along time," Lynn said, trying to sound casud.
"And he'stied some knots in the web that say he's not exactly ... in agreement with Bioverse's approach
toward the bioremediation on Dede--All-Cradle. He might not want to talk to me now that I'm on the



team.”

"Well," said Praais, without taking her attention off the Ur, "liketherest of us, hell haveto
adjust.” The skin under her glovesrippled. "Y oull have to excuse my distance, Lynn. It'sbeen along time
snce I've been home and--"

Lynn waved her hand. "Don't worry about it."

Privately, she waswondering if Praeiswas ill carrying her letter from her sstersin her pocket.
A month before Lynn and David were scheduled to leave for All-Cradle, Pragis had called Lynn a home
and asked if Bioverse could be prevailed upon to give her and her daughtersaride.

"Wheat's happened?' Lynn had asked.

Praeislifted afew sheets of the fragile paper the Dedel phi used for keeping records. "According
to my sisters, | have been pardoned, and ordered by the Queens-of-All to return home."

Sheld sounded bewildered, asif she didn't know how to fedl. Lynn couldn't blame her. Pragis
had never given her the details, but Lynn had aways understood that Praeis had presided over somekind
of military disagter that had gotten an inordinate number of t Therianskilled. Asaresult, shewas
gracioudy dlowed to fleefor her life.

Lynn shook herself out of her thoughts. "1 shouldn't keep you standing here. | know you've got to
get ready to head on down. | just wanted to say good luck. Y ou have my addresses for when we're
planetsde?!

"Yes, wedo." Pragiss mouth quirked up. "I expect to see you tearing about my homeland ina
day or two with acow switch to herd usal into place.”

"Nah, that won't be for another week yet." Lynn grinned at her. "Take care of yoursdlf, al right,
Praeis? And get hooked up fast. How am | going to handle things without you to correct me?"

Praeis blinked broadly. "I would have thought you'd be glad to get your own way for a change.”
Lynn shook her head. "Between you and David, | wouldn't know what to do with it anymore.”
Pragislaughed. "Y oulll think of something, I'm certain.”

Lynn touched Praeis on the shoulder. "Good Luck, Pragis.”

"Thank you." Pragislifted her armsfrom her daughters shoulders and took their hands instead.
"Come, my daughters, we still have much to do.”

Lynn wished them luck aswell, and they waved with their free hands and trooped off with their
mother.

Lynn's somach growled with surprising strength. She headed for the cafeterias garden.

David might be content with vat-grown, form-molded, flash-cooked food, but Lynn possessed a
set of working taste buds and her stomach was not stedl-lined. She picked up awicker basket and



threaded her way between the chatting knots of people to the stations she needed. She pulled two eggs
out of the drawer under the ceramic "battery hen." Walking between the troughs of black soil, she
plucked aripe tomato off one vine and a green pepper off a plant from awaist-high grow table. The
appleswere bright red, but the orange trees were just blossoming, and they filled the air with their light
summery scent. The cheese in the processor didn't look ripe enough for her taste, so she skipped it and
picked up seadled bulbs of orangejuice, coffee, and milk, and asmal loaf of fresh, warm bread from its
dot in the bakery box.

She was looking forward to having her own place again, where she could set up her own garden
and kitchen. As soon as the evacuation, sorry, the relocation was over, they'd have ahouse on
All-Cradle that they could organize asthey pleased.

David had |€ft the privacy walls clear on the cube he'd chosen, so Lynn spotted him easily. She
threaded her way through the exaggerated mouse-maze of cubiclesto him.

Helooked at her basketful of raw materials and shook his head. Sheignored him. "Room voice,
send in acooking jobber and opaque the walls."

"Completing request.”

The wals around the table darkened to an aestheticaly neutra beige.

The cooking jobber scooted in and parked itself next to thewall. It was aplain machine, little
more than amobile stove with storage for pans, utensils, and spices. Lynn busied hersalf chopping
vegetables, beating eggs, and humming, fully aware that David was grinning behind her back. When she
turned around with her fresh omelette steaming on her plate, she had to admit it looked remarkably
samilar to the haf-eaten concoction in front of him, but she would never say so out loud.

"One of these days'--David pointed hisfork at her--"I'm going to give you a double-blind taste
test, and I'll bet you won't be ableto tell the difference between thislovely, ready-prepared mea and
what you just spent ahalf hour picking out and cooking.”

"It was twenty minutes, and I'll take that bet." Lynn scooped up afluffy forkful, chewed, and
swallowed. "Ahh, red food. Nothing like that delicate tang of mud and blood.”

"Primitives." David had lived most of hislifein space enclaves of one kind and another and il
affected aminor horror of unprocessed nature.

"Lynn Nusshaumer," said the genderl ess room voice from the tabletop. "lola Trace and Shane
R.J. wish to put through acall.”

Lynn swore and met David's gaze.

He shrugged. "I'm surprised we've had as much peace asweve had.”

"Me, too." Shetook aswig of orangejuice. "Room voice, I'll accept the call.”

Theright-hand wall lit up to show small, dark, tidy Tracein her spartan office with its soothing

aquawalsand gleaming work surfaces. She had probably been up and in the station's "working" section
for the past two hours. The back wall showed gangly, perpetualy bemused R.J,, fill in hiscabininthe



dormitory module. He had hiswalls set to show an African savannah with lions staking through the tall
grass. Lynn il had not quite gotten ahandle on how R.J.'s aesthetic sensetied in to his sense of humor,
or how stuffy Trace's sense of propriety really was. However, they worked extremely well together and
had guided her deftly through Bioverse's corporate maze. Lynn's staff numbered in the dozens, and under
them were hundreds of direct-report personnd, but these two were her persond assistants. Lately, their
job seemed to consist of keeping her schedule from getting totally overwhelmed by requests for
conferences, advice, or talks. Brador had said Lynn had areputation as a Dedelphi expert. The entire
gaff of Bioverse seemed bent on proving him right.

"Good morning." Lynn saluted them both with aforkful of eggs.

"Good morning, Lynn. Good morning, David," said Trace. David lifted his besker of coffeeto the
projections, then turned his attention back to hisfaux-omelette, politely pretending to ignore the
proceedings.

"What's going on?" asked Lynn.

"Y ou mean asde from your three meetings, the advisory panel you're facilitating, and the
tTherian culture lecture you're giving?' asked R.J. brightly. He looked across a Trace and gave her a
tight smile."You logt, Trace. You gofirg.”

"Thank you," Trace replied with a primness Lynn was dmost certain was an act. "Firg, the
personnd -registration hardware is going to be delayed by at least aweek."

Lynn dropped her fork and groaned. David shot her a sympathetic glance.
"How'd that happen?' Lynn asked, wearily.

Tracelooked down at her table screen. " Apparently when the project outline and payment
scheme were rereviewed, somebody balked.”

"They're holding out for direct credit rather than adown payment and percentage,” chipped in
R.J. "Seems our PR on this project is not as clean as some would likeit."

"How clean do they want it?' Lynn threw up her hands. "It'sabig project. We're evacuating--"
"Ah-ah." R.J. hed up onefinger. "Relocating, remember?’

"Wereredocating," Lynn started again sourly, "an entire population and cleaning up aplanet that's
five percent bigger than Earth. 1t's going to generate controversy.” Corporate enclavesran on the
goodwill of their contractors and subcontractors, and those, in turn, ran on the goodwill of their home
enclaves, both the ones scattered up and down the Human Chain and the ones on Earth itsdf. The
threads and knots of the info-web connected al the enclavestightly together. If opinion on the web was
bad, and the enclaves got nervous, the best contractors and subcontractors would turn the job down in
favor of safer work, or would drive their prices up into the stratosphere. For aproject like this, with
ever-expanding needs across decades, too much of that could be disastrous.

"Well, I'm afraid Haberbuild is the main support of asmal enclave, and they don't like
controversy,” said Trace. " So, we're renegotiating.”



"Can you get me the downloads on that?" Lynn poked thoughtfully at her food. "Maybe | can
help somewhere. | know some peoplein the enclave." She paused and took afortifying swalow of
coffee. "Y ou said that wasfirs?'

"Second’--R.J. watched his st king lions for amoment--"Commander Kede has put in an urgent
request to see you before the fina meetings Sart.”

Lynn choked on aswallow of coffee. Kedle wasthe head of Bioverse Corporate Security, the
people who were usually caled the Marines. "What's Kede need to see me for?"

R.J. shrugged. "Heisn't saying. But if you're going, you need to remember that we've got our first
officid meeting at ten.”

Lynn subvocalized "Time," to her implant, and 9:32 flashed in front of her right eye.

"Nothing like cutting it closg, isthere?' she said in normal tones. "All right." She glanced
regretfully at David. "Passtheword I'm on my way."

"Okay. Seeyou in Al2 when youredone." R.J. cut theline, and hiswall went blank.
"Cdl usif you need anything." Traceswall blanked out aswell.
Lynn looked acrossthetable at David. "Sorry."

"It'sokay." Hetook her hand. "If | don't catch up with you in the room, I'll see you on the
shuttle”

Lynn stuffed afina piece of omelette in her mouth, followed it with aswig of orangejuice, picked
up the coffee bulb, kissed David quickly on the mouth, and retreated into the corridors.

Dedelphi Base | was designed for long stays, so the corridors were wide and frequently cut
through arboretums or gardens with fishponds and lawns. Much of the interior paneling was flagstone or
va-grown wood rather than meta. The light was bright and full-spectrum.

Lynn followed the directions her implant displayed for her. Ked€'s office wasjust off an acove
that had been made into a Buddhist rock garden. A brownstone path ran up the middlie so no one would
have to disturb the sne-wave patternsin the sand.

The door was open, so Lynn stepped over the threshold. The office was a standard
hexagon-shaped room with plain metal walls and abarefloor. Kede sat at amultiterminal comm station
inthe middle. The far end was taken up by a conference table, over which hung aview screen showing
two schematics. Thefirst was aglobe of the Dedelphi's homeworld. The second was ablueprint of a
city-ship like the ones the Dedel phi would be relocated to.

Lynn knocked on the doorframe, and Keale looked up. He was a broad-shouldered man in the
gpruce green uniform of the Bioverse security team. Multicolored ribbons decorated his chest, and he
wore four pips on hishigh collar. He was not shaven. Histhick hair wasiron grey, and held never
bothered to get the wrinkles smoothed out of his copper skin. His chiseled face said his ancestors came
from Europe aswell as any of adozen equatoria idands.



"Before and after?' Lynn gestured toward the globe and blueprints on the wall screen as she took
asedt at the conference table.

"Sort of, yes." Kedle got up from his comm station and reseated himself acrossthe table from
Lynn. "l am not going to waste your time, Dr. Nussbaumer. | put forth a security proposd to the project
seniors, which was rgected, and which | want to revive with your help." He gave her adightly sardonic
smile. "Y our praises are being sung from HQ to Dedel ph, and | think the vegps might listen to you where
they wont ligentome."

"I'd be glad to hear whatever you've got." Lynn sucked some coffee from her bulb and forced
hersdf into arelaxed posture.

Kedefolded his hands on the tabletop. "My commission isthe safety of the Bioverse personnel
onthisproject. | amin charge of making sure our people are not exposed to any excessive dangers.”

Lynn smiled sympatheticaly. "We are going into awar zone, Commander. Y ou've got ajob
ahead of you."

Hereturned the smile. "Y es. For along time." He gazed at the city-ship's blueprint. "However,
it's not safety on the ground I'm speaking about at the moment. The plague is everyone's common enemy
down there, and they're caught up in fighting it. It's our people on the city-ships that I'm worried about.”

Lynn felt her forehead wrinkle. "On the city-ships well have the warring Greet Families separated
and hundreds of miles away from one another."

"And that, Dr. Nusshaumer"--Kedelaid his hand flat on the table--"iswhat | am worried about."
Lynnraised her brow. "I'm sorry?

"The Deddphi fight. They fight vicioudy and savagely, with no am other than wiping each other
out. They've dways donethis."

"No one digputes that, Commander,” said Lynn patiently. "The Dedel phi will explain at great
length why they doiit.”

"Yes, I've heard some of that." A flicker of distaste crossed Kedle sface. Lynn nodded. Sheld
heard some of the rants, too. They were unsettling, to say the least.

"My teams have been studying the patterns of violence. It came as ho surprise to anybody to find
that atribe or family will most readily attack those who are the least related to them.

"Aboard the city-ships, that will beus.”

Lynn straightened up dowly. "What?'

Commander Kedle didn't even blink. "The Dedelphi attack those who are farthest from their
familiesin genetic terms. They do not do this because of lack of resources, because they are actively

endaved or oppressed, or because they are threatened in any way. They attack them because they are
different. Humans are far more different from the Dedelphi than the Dedel phi are from each other.”



Lynn shifted her weight. " So, with no history of warfare, no grudges, no need to spread and
grow, you're saying it'sinevitable that the Dedd phi will attack us?'

"I am saying"--Ked e pitched his voice soft and low--"that they need to et, breathe, fuck, and
fight. They need enemies. Either we give them some, or they are going to find some, and we, being the
farthest away from the family Structure, are going to become those enemies.”

Lynn waited until shewas sure her voice would stay even. "Thisleve of genetic determinism was
disproved as abehaviora predictor years ago."

"In Humans."

Lynn took adeep breath and let it out dowly. She relaxed her grip on the chair ams. "Have you
ever worked in the Dedephi colonies, Commander?'

"No." He shook his head. "Bioverse didn't have any jobsfor methere.”

"Okay. Then let metell you about the bloodlust of the Dedelphi.” Shelifted her gaze and looked
graight into hisblack eyes. "Unlike us, they do not war over ideologies. They war over actions. Where
thereisno priming action, thereisno war."

Ked e opened his mouth, but Lynn didn't give him a chance to spesk. "In Crater Town, Dedel phi
from dl the Great Familieslive within ten feet of each other, never mind ten thousand miles. They are
supported fully by Humans: medica staff, consultants, trading partners, neighbors. They have aHuman
security force. It has never, not once, been the victim of so much asaweb attack. The Dedelphi in
Crater Town do not wage war, with each other or with us, because there is no history of war between
them.

"The Confederation on All-Cradle is a paper peace. They are making provisonsfor aconjuga
pesce. They are using the cultural outletsthat allow them not to attack each other, or us. Asyou so
rightly pointed out, their enemy now isthe plague.”

" am familiar with the paper and conjugal peace, Dr. Nussbaumer." K eal€'s patience was
obvioudy straining. "But they are not universadly practiced, or universaly acknowledged. Nothing among
the Dedelphi is. They can't even agree on what to call themsalves. We had to label them.” Helooked a
her more closgly. "Y ou're friends with the Crater Town founders, aren't you?”

Lynn nodded. "My family worked with the Shin t Theriato build the colony. | wasan
Environmental Manager for them until 1 sgned up with Bioverse. Pragis Shin and her daughters got to be
my friends." She did not add how she had held Praeiss hand while they sat desth watch over her sisters
Jos and Shorie during the second wave of plague that hit Crater Town. It was not something Kedle
would appreciate.

Hewaswatching her closdy, measuring her words. "It's hard to see friendsin an unflattering light.
The refugeesthat livein the Solar system are unarmed and at the mercy of Humans. Many of them have
been disowned by their governments, if not their families....”

"Many of them are hailed as heroesfor bearing the family healthy daughterswhen their ssters
back home couldn't,” Lynn cut in.



Kede shook hishead. "But they're still unarmed and hel pless, and even then the ShintTheria
were bright enough to bring in armed Humans to keep the peace." He paused to let that sink in.

"If the Dedelphi don't attack the colony security, Commander, what makes you think they'll
attack us?'

Hiseyes glinted darkly for amoment. "Y ou're saying there aren't any brawlsin the colonies?
Y ou're saying the Getesgph and the Fil and the Chosaty Porath don't live in their own walled ghetto?"

Lynn fdt the pressure of her risng anger againg her temples. "The Getesaph quarter iswalled for
the Familiesthat |et their fathers wander loose in the Streets. The others consider that blasphemous, or at
least negligent, so acompromise wasreached ..."

"But there are still brawls," said Kede.
"Some," admitted Lynn. "Between newcomers, usudly.”

Kede nodded. "The Dede phi we are dedling with here are neither unarmed nor helpless. They
have never been subjected to an even, outside disciplinary force. They are going to be crammed together
in a prison, as comfortable a prison as we can make it, but a prison nonetheless. They are going to have
no ouitlet for collective aggression. They are going to turn it on each other, or on us. Ther patternstell me
they'll go after usfirst asthe most aien, unlesswe put them together with nonfamily with whom they have
immediate grudges. We will obvioudy have to work to make sure the paper and conjuga peaces hold
firmly, but we need a buffer between them and us, just in case.”

Lynn uncurled her hands from around the chair ams and laid them flat on her thighs. "'I'm sorry,
Commander. | do not agree with you, and | will not support the implementation of such aplan.”

A snglemusclein Kealesface twitched. "I see. Very well. Would you agree, however, that we
must be careful whom we place together and when we rel ocate them?”

Lynn stood up. "Y es. Absolutely. We must be careful about the schedule. | assume you've untied
my knots on the subject?"

Kedenodded. "Asfar asthey go, your plans seem workable."

"I'm glad you think so." Lynn rubbed her forehead. " Commander, I'm going to ask you something
persond.”

He waved one broad hand. "Go ahead."
Lynn took adeep breath. "Do you realize what a paranoid bigot you sound like?"

His mouth twitched for amoment. Then, to Lynn's surprise, he threw back his head and laughed
30 loudly the sound bounced off the high calling.

"Oh, God." He wiped hiseyes. "Finaly somebody said it out loud." He shook his head.
"Everybody tiptoes around looking at me like they want to say that, but they won't becauseit'simpolite.
It'sardief to meet someone who will actualy come out withit." He straightened up. "And, yes, Dr.
Nussbaumer, I'm afraid | do."



Bemused by his outburst, Lynn asked, "Then why are you doing this?'

"Because I'm worried," he said, completely serious again. "I know the Mars colony works. I'm
glad it works, but the people you and | are dealing with are not the ones who ran away from war and
plague. They're the ones il unleashing radiation and viruses on their neighborsfor reasons| can't get
myself to understand, and they worry me."

Lynn sighed and studied her fingertips for amoment. "I can't argue with that, Commander. They
worry me, too. But they don't fight because they haveto. Like Humans, they fight because they're
frightened. If we don't frighten them, they will have no reason to attack us." She stood up. "Isthere

anything dse?'
Kededso stood. "No, I'm afraid not. The rest can be easily handled during the official sessions.”
"Okay, I'll seeyou then."

Kedle touched a key on the table and the door swished open. Lynn found herself wanting to hear
some parting comment, some kind of closing remark that would tell her that Kedle redly cared about the
project, about the Dedelphi, about saving theworld. But he just looked at her with athoughtful
expression on hisface.

All she could do was turn around and go.

As sheretraced her steps down the corridor, Lynn wondered if she should tell Praeiswhat had
just happened. She decided against it. No sense getting the project off on abad footing. Keale had
admitted hisidea had no support, anyway. Worrying Pragis about his attitude was pointless.

Lynn picked up her pace. Kedle could deal with his own paranoias. She had amesting to get to.

Chapter 11

Praeis Shin watched All-Cradl€'s sphere, wrapped in its soft wools and creams, turn under the
shuttle's cameras. Here and there, the cloud blanket parted to show aripple of grey ocean, or awrinkled
cluster of green-and-beigeidands.

Her daughters pressed close againgt her, one on either sde. The shuttle didn't have artificial
gravity, so giff, magnetic dippers held them to the metd floor.

"So, that's home?' Theiareth peered closely at the screen.

"Profound, Theia" Resaime's nodtrilsflared. The sarcasm waslight, reflexive, just banter between
pouch-ggters. "Brilliant.”

"That'shome." Praeis rubbed her daughters shoulders, fedling the strength of their muscles under
her hands and enjoying the warmth of pride that spread through her. They were strong, beautiful,
well-grown children. Both wore red-on-gold kilts and white tunics. They had been ableto leave their
clean-suits behind. This shuttle had been erilized for their use. Under the tunics, their mottled belly
guards covered gently swelling pouches. They were nearly adults, almost ready to make her a
second-mother.



Thelareth's ears dipped toward the screen. "Looks alot like Earth, doesn't it? | thought it'd be ..."
She waved her hand. "'l don't know, different.”

"It might be if there weren't S0 many clouds.” Resaime reached out and tugged her Sster'sear
absently. "It rains more here than on Earth, right?' She flicked her mother a sideway's glance.

Praeis nodded and concentrated on keeping her hand from tightening on Theias shoulder. It had
been twenty years snce sheld seen thissight.

Inther siff shoes, Pragisstoes clenched, searching for something to grab to help preserve her
balance. Why do | want to turn around? Why do | want to stuff my daughters into my pouch and
run screaming back to Mars? |'ve been longing after home for half my life; why are my muscles
melting now?

In response to her silence, both Resaime and Thelareth pressed closer to her. Pragis could fedl
their warmth through her burgundy sarong. They smelled clean, dl Human soap and Human-filtered
water. Clean of blood and war and intrigue and lies, al of which she wastaking them into on All-Cradle.

Praeis bared her teeth at the planet. I you hurt them, | will make you pay. Earth of my
ancestors, | swear | will .

"Attention al hands and passengers.” Pragiss ears jerked. The voice through the intercom had a
precise, mechanica inflection. "Margaret Teale will be entering the atmaosphere in twenty minutes. All
baggage must be securely stowed in marked locations. All passengers..."

Pragisrelaxed her ears. She gathered her daughtersin her armsfor afina embrace before she
stepped backwards. The voice went on reding off itslists of do's and don'ts.

"Wed best obey, my children." There was only one atmosphere couch per occupant per cabin,
which meant they had to split up for thislast leg of the journey. She had a least managed to finagle
Resaime and Theiareth a dud-occupancy cabin. The only way down from the Human station was the
Humans shuttle, and Humans went to agreat dedl of trouble to separate themselves from one another.
From enemies, Praeis could comprehend, but from the rest of your family? Incredible. Twenty years of it,
and it was gill utterly incredible.

"Obedience first, obedience second, obedience third,” quoted Resaime. "Come along my
pouch-sister.” Shetook Thelareth by the wrist and pulled her dong. Thelareth looked back at Pragis,
wiggled her ears, and grinned. Bossy, Pragis knew she was thinking. She smiled and felt ears and spine
relax. They'd look after each other.

Getting down to the ground was along, uncomfortable business. The atmosphere couch was big
enough for alarge man, but bardly large enough for her. The pressure of gravity and acceleration after
hours of freefal pressed her somach against her spine and made her very glad she had not eaten
breakfast.

Then camethelong line of clean-suited Humans, tTherians, near family, and Others shuffling
through the shuttl€'s too-narrow corridors, trying to keep hold of daughters and luggage at the sametime.

But they made it to the open door at last, to breathe the fresh air of the t'/Aori peninsula, and to
seethat athick curtain of rain fell outside.



"'Esgph piss," muttered Praeis. She should have thought. There was no room for her to drop her
bags and strip out of her sarong. She hated the dimy fedling of wet cloth on skin.

As soon as Praeis emerged from the shuttle, the rain spattered hard against her scalp and ears.
Thelovdy, flowing sarong that she had worn expresdy to show her sstersthat exile did not mean
beggary, began to stick to her shoulders, belly guard, and torso. She closed her first eyelid and surveyed
the world through the film of the membrane,

The ramp to the ground was a smooth, dick affair that Humans could manage. All of them got to
the ground without faling, however, and she fdt strangely triumphant. Sheld made it. She stood upright
with her firstborn daughters on the ground of her home.

Theareth waved her ears, spat energeticaly, and ground the spittle into the pavement with her
hed. "Blessthisground of my Greet Family!"

"Very pious, Theia, but were holding up theline." Resaime yanked her Sster toonesideso a
snglefemae Human followed by apair of smoky blue near-family ssters could get past.

Thelareth cuffed her sister's shoulder. ™Y ou're so excited you're panting, Res, so don't teach at

Resaime closed her open mouth and looked up at Pragis. "Where are we going?"

Praeis narrowed her nostrils against the ram and looked sharply around. Sheld hoped either her
ssters or the Queens would send an escort, but she saw no sign of one.

Thefamiliarity of the place reassured her, though. Thiswasredlly an airport which had been
adapted for spacegoing use, asthe tTherians had no civilian space capabilities and only extremely limited
military ones. She could just seethetowersand "guns' of the satdllite launcher. The Humans were busy
putting up new buildings left and right, but it was still mostly the port she had |eft with adozen refugeesin
aHuman mercenary's cramped, dirty ship. None of them ever expected to come back, least of dl Pragis
Shin.

The shuttle's passengers, some of them Bioverse advisors, some of them returning refugees,
made their way down the rampsto mix with passengers from the few military and civilian planesthat
dotted the cement. They picked their way between clusters of booths whose owners, most of them
stripped down to their belly guards for the rain, shouted about cheap transport, clean lodging, the ability
to find anyone anywhere, reasonable rates! Fresh food! Clean water! Homecoming gifts for your mother,
your Sgterd Immunity!

Praeiss earsjerked at that and swiveled to focus on the voice.

"Immunity! Immunity from joint rot and fever, al sortsl Guaranteed!" Praeiss nostrils closed and
opened again. More than one of the boothers were shouting similar promises. Paying customers clustered
around them. The plague was good business for some.

Battered motor skids, pedal cars, and carts drawn by long-necked alar or huge, blocky oena
waited in aragged curve beyond the booths, dong with afew of the gleaming, enclosed vans the Humans
used for themselves.



Over it dl stood the soldiersin their watchtowers. They wore pearlescent body armor and brown
boots, and dl kept their eyes and earsfixed on the crowd, even though their gunswere at rest. Their pale
skin, more grey than blue, declared them all to be t' Smeras. Technically, the port was on their land, and
the paper peace gave them the right to defend it. Pragis noted with quiet satisfaction that their armament
was no stronger than needed for norma security work. There were no shields up, no signs of heavy
weapons. Thingsfor the moment must be fairly peaceful, probably no more than the usua skirmisheson
the borders with the t' Ciereth and the tlanain.

With the relocation due to start soon, even those might have stopped. Everybody might be too
busy trying to prepare themsalves to be moved onto the city-ships. Sheld hear the defense status from
her ssters, but until then she could alow hersdlf to hope.

Praeis dropped her gaze back to the port in timeto see acluster of three asters shuffle through
the crowd, leading afather swaddled in athick blue jacket. Hisearslay flat back against his skull, and he
sniffed the air restlesdy asthey pulled him forward.

Praeis bowed briefly asthe ssters and the father passed. A small wind stirred, and she caught his
rich scent. So did her daughters. Thelareth's nostrils widened in surprise. The father touched Theiareth's
shoulder, pawing her briefly and staring with vacant, soulless eyes. The sisters pulled his hand back,
murmured their gpologies, and led him away.

Theiareth gripped the place where he had touched her and swallowed hard.

"Areyou good?' asked Pragis. "That was not expected.”

"I'm good." Thelareth's skin rippled uneadily. "I'm fine."

"Y ou look like you're about to vomit," announced Resaime.

"Thank you for bringing that to our attention, Resaime,” said Praais.

Theiareth was staring after the father with amix of horror and fascination in her eyes. Pragistook
hold of Thelareth's chin and pulled on it, gently but firmly, until Theiawas|ooking Sraight at her. "Itisa
natural part of life, Thela, and one day it's going to be me and you."

"None of uswould alow you to be hauled around in public,” she grumbled. "Don't they have any
feding?'

"The Getesaph let theirs wander loosein the street,” remarked Resaime, primarily to see what her
sster would do, Praeiswas sure.

"And that makesit good. Perfect reasoning, Res."
"Theiareth, you are such aprude.”
"Oh, | suppose when your soul drops from your belly to your crotch | should--"

"Enough!" Pragis bared her teeth. "Do you have manners, and did | warn you to mind them? Are
you going to make us al sound like barbariansto our blood family?"



In perfect chorus her daughters said, "But she--"

"If | cared, you would have known it by now." Privately, she cursed the three strangers for
bringing the father outside like this. The touch had unsettled Thelareth. She and Resaime both were old
enough to fed the private swellings from the touch and scent. Both of them were squirming and trying
very hard not to.

She pulled them both under the narrow overhang of amaintenance shed, out of the main flow of
foot traffic, and temporarily out of theworst of therain.

"Come on, daughters, let's get out of these." Praeis dropped her bags and unpinned her sarong,
peding it off her skin and belly guard. Her skin shivered with relief. Resaime and Theiareth relieved
themsalves of their kilts and tunics and handed them over to Praeis. She wrung them out and stuffed them
into the carryall, hoping she hadn't put anything with colorsthat would runin there.

"Pragis ShintThena!"

Praeis draightened up immediatdly. A pair of ams-asters, looking heavy and avkward in their
body armor, shouldered their way through the crowd. Asthey approached, a ddlighted flush of
recognition ran through Praeis.

"Neyd Silv!" Pragis embraced her old arms-sigters, laughing from purejoy. "What are you doing
here?"

"What are we doing here?" Neys, short, tight-skinned and obvioudy still fond of good medls,
filled her voice with exaggerated effrontry. "Weve been sent to convey you and your daughters safely to
the Home of Queens, and we've been standing in the rain waiting for you for the last hour.”

"Then you should meet my daughters.” Pragis brought Thelaand Resin front of her. "Resaime
ShintTherig, Theiareth ShintTheria. Daughters, my ams-ssters, Silvi Cesh and Neys Cesh." Shoulder
clasps were exchanged, heartily by the arms-sisters and hesitantly by the daughters.

"So, come adong, come dong! The Queensawait!" Silv was as short as her sigter, but much more
sparely built. She grabbed up three of the satchels before Praeis could protest and strode
unceremonioudy back into the crowd.

Neyswaggled her ears and grabbed up the other three bags. "All things must be as my sister
commands," she said chearfully as she set off after Silv.

Pragis laughed and shook her head. Those two had not changed, except for the merit markings
on their armor. While she had been building acity for refugees, they had served their people with
diligence, honor, and bravery. Shetook Ress and Theia's hands and hurried after Neysand Silv before
shelogt sight of them.

Siv piled their baggage into a spotless frame car with ROY AL GUARD writtenin large letters
on the front and urged them all to take their places and make themsalves comfortable. Pragis crammed
into the backseat with her daughters. Neys and Silv took their placesin the front.

Silv gtarted the loud, choppy engine and drove unimpeded through the port gate, then acrossthe
gap between thefirst wall and the second. Beyond the flat, concrete security zone, they drove through



ancient gates that had been reinforced with stedl and titanium and into the city t Theria.

Instantly, the car was overshadowed by narrow buildings constructed as a series of short,
interconnecting corridors. They al had thick, smal windows and brightly painted walls. Many of the
muras had been faded by soot or had peeled off where no one had repainted them. Canals pardleling
the streets ran black and choked with weeds, moss, and garbage.

They passed one of the debate walls. A small cluster of mothers, Ssters, and even afew
daughters read the essays fastened to the wall or sat listening to the two sisters who pontificated at the
wall'sfar end.

Shacks and shanties of scavenged materid leaned againgt the sides of buildings where people
paid enough feesfor a solid roof and walls, but not enough for the ownersto take care of the
impoverished. Here and there the trees that grew beside the buildings and the vines that draped down
them were broken and burned, showing that peace had not been complete or long-lasting here. A few
boothers pulled carts loaded with their stands and wares down the sdewalk. A few near family scurried
aong asif they were afraid they'd be seen.

It was then that Praeis redlized the city was almost deserted. Her memory crammed the Streets
and the branching overhead walkways with bodies. Familieslived on their blanketsin the dleysand
hawked food and services to the passing traffic. Boats steered up and down the canals. The sailors
cursed one another and the occasiond idiot who decided to swim for it with equal vigor. Arms-ssters
paced or paraded in blocks of two or three dozen, holding up al kinds of traffic.

But now there wasn't enough noise to make itself heard over the frame car's engine. Shed
counted perhaps twenty pedestrians. The cands were completely empty.

"Ancestors Mine," she breathed. "How many of usdid the plague take?'

Silv kept her eyes and ears pointed straight ahead. "Half."

"Half?" Theword choked Praeis.

"Sofar," added Silv grimly. "At least we've cleared the corpses from the canals.™

Praeiss ears drooped until the tips brushed her shoulders. She felt her daughters hands on her
arms, but felt no warmth. She had seen the desths in the colonies, she had lost her sisters and four of her
daughters, but to watch the sgtersfdling in their millions....

Half so far. Ok, my Ancestors, how did we come to this?

Silv took a hard left, and the frame car rattled and banged over acana bridge. The buildings
opened out to form the broad mall that fronted the moats and bridges surrounding the grest wall of the

Home of Queens.

They were obvioudy expected. Astheir car gpproached, the main gate swung regally open, and
Silv drove straight through into the ancient cobbled yard.

"Neys, take them to the doors.” Silv braked next to one of the guard shacks. "I'll put the car
away, stow the luggage, and bring the honor guard to meet you."



"Asyou say, Sigter," Neys agreed amiably. "Perhaps we should make sure they're checked in,
firg."

"Perhaps we should,” agreed Silv dryly. Neyswaggled her ears and climbed out of the car.
Praeis and her daughters followed.

"She does bdieve in taking charge, doesn't she?' remarked Res softly, but not quite softly
enough.

"Shedwayshas" Neyssad dyly. "Has your mother told you about the time--"
"Later, Neys," said Pragis desperately. "As Silv rightly pointed out, the Queens await.”

Neystook them into the guard shack, where a pair of bored third-sisters searched them for
weapons, recent scars, or signs of illness, and eventually wrote their namesin alog as passed for entry.
Res and Theia bore the entire process without complaint. Praeis had warned them it would happen.
What surprised her was how badly she squirmed while she watched her daughters poked and prodded
by the guards.

"Fine children,” said Neys as she led them acrossthe yard. ™Y our only?"

"| lost their Sstersto the plague,” said Pragis. A sharp pain ran through her as she spoke the
words.

A flicker of sorrow crossed Neyssface. "We have al lost someone to sickness.”

Neyslapsed into silence to cope with whatever memories she carried. Pragistook her daughters
hands but didn't say anything. She kept her gaze on the Home of Queens. The crescent-shaped mansion
soread itsarmsto embrace al thet'/Aori peninsula. Like the city, though, the Home had falen onto hard
times. Of the three domes, only the centra one still shone bright turquoise. The other two had been
burned and blackened in some battle and never cleaned. Only three or four of the dozens of windows
hed lightsin them.

The sound of boots on cobbles cut across her thoughts. Silv arrived with the promised honor
guard: four arms-sisterswho looked vaguely harassed. Neys, Silv, and one other arms-sister formed up
infront of them. Three other aams-sstersfel into step behind them.

Pragis remembered the palace when it was blazing with light. Ministers, Councilors, Noble
Sigers, saffers, and petitioners streamed in and out of the rooms, stood in knots arguing and negotiating
with one another, or brushed past sngle-mmdedly on errands.

Now it was atomb. The gathering rooms echoed as they marched through. Shadows obscured
vague shapes that Praeis remembered as daborate statues and silken furniture, making her wonder what
was really back there now.

Up ashdlow st of stairs, the obsidian doors to the main Debating Chamber stood open. Neys
and Silv strode forward to the light.

"Praeis Shin, Resaime Shin, Theiareth Shin, dl Noblest SsterstTheriaanswer the summons of
their Mgestic Sigters, the Queens-of-All," they announced in unison, then stood aside.



"Our cue, daughters.” She squeezed Ress and Thelas hands. "When you address the Mgestic
Sigters, close your eyes and raise up your hands. Stay that way until instructed to do otherwise. Let'sgo."

The Debating Chamber, at least, had not changed. A dozen heavy marble tables, each large
enough to seat twenty, stood in asemicircle under the portraits of the Mgestic Ancestors. Thefloor's
mosai cs depicted the peninsulaand idands of tAori on ablue-grey sea. It was arich and solemn room,
but somehow diminished in its emptiness. Aside from the Queens, the only occupants were a quartet of
servants busy around the kitchen pit by the left-hand wall.

The Queens-of-All stood around one of the ancient centra heating pits. They had not aged well.
Praeis had been there when the Queens had taken the rule. They were vibrant then. Two of them had live
bellies, rolling with the precious burden of their daughters. Now they looked old, with sagging faces and
pale skin that sood out starkly againgt their plain black robes. Their daughters were nowherein
evidence. Pragisfound hersdlf wondering if they were dill dive.

Despite the changes, Praais still knew them all: blunt, broad Ueani Byu, subtle Aires Byu, whose
attention could be like aknife against your skin. Between them stood the First-Named Queen, Vaier
Byu. She could be underestimated, if you were not careful, but it was she who ruled the triumvirate, as
the triumvirate ruled thet Therians.

"Welcome home, Noblest Sister Pragis Shin." Vaer Byu stepped forward. "And to your
daughters, our Noblest Sisters Resaime Shin and Thelareth Shin.”

Praeis closed her eyes and raised her hands, palms out. "For my daughters and myself, | thank
my Mgedtic Sgers.”

"Y ou are most welcome." Aires Byu's voice was smooth and quiet, but nonethelessit filled the
room. Cloth rustled. "Open your eyes, Praeis Shin, find a seat for yoursalves and your daughters. Food is
being brought."

"Thank you, Mgjestic Sisters.”" Praeis opened her eyes.

She and her daughters sat tiffly on asingle sofaunder arendering of the five Mother Queens.
The Queens-of-All each took individua seats. Pragis felt surrounded and hoped it didn't show. The
cooks brought glasses of water and teas, and platters of fish strips and fried rice cakes. Praeis smelled
thefood and ingtantly began to salivate. She helped her daughters to portions and took a piece of fish for
hersdlf, trying not to fed the eyes of the Queenson her.

"Now then." Vaier Byu picked up aglass of green teaand sipped at it. "What have you been
told?'

Praeislicked her fingersin gppreciation of the warm food. "Only that | have been pardoned, and
that | am needed.”

Aires Byu dipped her ears, in acknowledgment or approval, Pragis wasn't certain which. "Do
you have any ideas about how these things came to be?"

Praeis spread her hands. "1 assumed plague, Confederation, and time."

"Decent assumptions.” Ueani Byu caught up arice cake and munched it down in two bites. "And



not far fromwrong."
"l am a the service of tTheriaand our Queens” said Pragis. "Where | have dways been.”

"And your daughters?' asked Ueani. "These childless children of yourswho've never seen t'/Aori
until now? What about them?"

Ress cheeks twitched. "Our loyalties are our mother's.” She spoke more fiercely than she should,
and forgot to close her eyes, but her words were good. Praeistook her hand and pressed it quietly,
hoping to smooth out thefigt it had knotted into.

"Very right and proper.” Aires Byu picked up another rice cake. "Very firm, too."

"That's enough, Aires,” said Vaer Byu. "Y our daughters do you credit, Pragis Shin. | am glad
you are back before us." She studied the depths of her glass of tea. "Do you know how many of usthe
plague hasteken so far?"

Praeiss shoulder muscles quivered. "I had heard haf."

"Haf." Vaer Byu sipped her tea. "It may well be hdf. Thetruthis, we do not know exactly. Nor
do any of the near family, nor any of our old alies. We only know our cities are emptied, our armies
diminished, and our survivors, what few there are, are | eft scarred, deaf, and sometimes crippled.

"If the Getesaph chose to attack today, we could repel them, but it would be a close contest.”
Pragiss ears wanted to fold against these words, but she forced them to stay ill.

"What isnot publicly known, of course, ishow closeit would be, dthough it iswiddly suspected.
Also suspected is the uncertainty that this year's harvests can be brought in, or that next year's can be
assured. No one, of course, could miss how few fishing boats are still ableto go out. The shortages are
not yet felt, but they will be, in another year. Then thereisthefact that our Ssters and daughters are ill
dying." Sheraised her eyes and focused them on Praeis. ™Y ou can understand, then, Noblest Sister, why
we choseto join the Confederation.”

Praeis dipped her earsin silent agreement.

Vaer Byu took another swallow of tea. "Y ou can, | think, aso understand this. There are those
who say the price we have negotiated for the salvation of our Great Family istoo high. They say wewill
not dl die from the diseases spread by this new weapon, or even from the famine that may, or may not,
be coming. They say we should not bind ourselves to those who have shed our mothers blood and
robbed us of our mothers souls. There are many who lay out these opinions. More, we fear, than there
are of those who agree wholeheartedly with us and Confederation.”

"Among these," said Aires Byu, "are your blood sisters Sengjess and Armetrethe.”
Praeis bowed her head. Oh, Ssters, what have you been doing while I've been gone?

"There are not many of us, Praeis Shin," Aires Byu went on, "who can stand out against our
ssters. But you have before, and you are now.”



Praeisraised her eyes and opened her mouith.

"Do not say you don't understand.” Aires Byu leaned forward. "Y ou went againgt your ssters
when you traded Urisk Idand and four thousand lives for a swift peace. Y ou are an isolated, dienthing in

this respect.”

Praeisfdt her fingers curl and her earstry to fold up. She held herself rigid. The Queens spoke
nothing but the truth. She could Sit and hear it. She could. Her daughters leaned closer to her. Shefdlt
their warmth and drank it in. They knew the story, most of it anyway.

Aireswatched al this, but the set of her earsdid not change. "Y et, you can build accord like no
one we have ever met, and we have met masters of the art. Y ou can deal with enemies and make them
cometo terms.

"We st isolated here for the propaganda of holding our Ancestor's city. Our people work among
those who are building consensus againg us, in an attempt to bring them to our Side, but thereislittlethey
can do to sway whole families."

Pragislicked her lips. "Thereisagroup of Humans caled the Bedouin who have an ancient
saying that describes uswell. They say ‘'me againgt my sister, me and my sister against my cousin, me and
my cousin againg theworld.™

Vaer Byu laughed. "Very good. Who knew the Humans understood such things?”

"Pragisdid." Aires Byu dipped her ears again. "Pragis knows many things, and she will tell them
al to her Mgestic Saters, will shenot?’

Praeiss earsflickered back and forth. "About the Humans, Mgjestic Sister, or about my blood
Sgers?’

"Ancestors Mine!" Ueani hurled a scrap of rice cake into the heating pit. "Y ou're being asked to
Sy for us, Pragis Shin. To get out there and find out who's with us and who isn't. To subvert those who
aren't over to our Sde, if you can, and to give ustheir namesif you can't. Y ou have your own friends out
there. Get them. Work with them. We cannot adlow this disaster we've created to fal gpart. There are
too many dead bodies and unattended souls out there asit is."

Pragissjaw hung open. She panted, but got control of herself and closed her mouth. Thela
pressed closeto her side, and, reflexively, Pragis wrapped an arm around her.

Vaer and Aires Byu both glowered at their sister.

"I don't carel" Ueani Byu jumped to her feet. She began to pace back and forth, working figure
eights around the chairs. "We've had enough subtlety here. We are the Queens-of-All, and there's no one
to hear our voices but cooks and shit cleanersl Weve got to get out of here, back into the thick of our
lands and people, but we don't know where we can go in safety or whom we can trust. Y ou--she
stabbed aringer a Praeis-"are going to find out for us! Y ou are going to gather the loya following we
need, and you are going to hand usyour living sstersto try for high treason if wetell you to. Y es?
Good?'

Ueani Byu stood there, feet spread, fingersflexing. Pragisfdt her heart beat wildly. Her nogtrils



clamped shut, and her ears cringed. For amoment, she thought if she refused, her Queen would go for
her throat.

Praeis swallowed hard and forced her nostrils open. "Why me?* she asked, ashamed at the
weaknessin her voice. "It cannot be that my Mgestic Sstershave no dlies.”

"Because you have traded t Therian lives for peace,” said Vaier Byu. "We have no one e sewho
has done that. We may require you to do it again. Once before, you were our hands and eyes and did for
us things which no one else could, or would do. We can trust you to act for us aswe can trust no other.”

So there it was. The red reason she had been alowed to come home. The Queens needed
someone who could and would betray her family. Praeislooked at the floor. The harbor idands sprawled
under her feet. She panted hard and did not try to stop hersalf.

At lagt, she closed her eyes and raised her hands. " Obediencefirst, obedience second,
obediencethird.”

It was nearly dark by the time Praeis and her daughters were released from the Queens
presence. Two soldiers Pragis didn't know drove them out of the city and into the working lands. Walls
enclosed factories, fields, and orchards, so it was like driving through a cement maze.

Here and there, the walls opened up to reveal distressingly weedy lawvnsfor the crematoriums.
Praeis remembered only two on the whole length of road between the city and home. Today, though, she
had counted eight, and each one of them had itsfire going. The familiar, dreaded, sweet-sour burning
scent from the bodies being burned before their ashes were commited to the earth of the Ancestorsfilled
the damp wind. At the smdll, both Theiaand Res grew quiet and huddled closer to her, and Praeisheld
them gratefully.

Findly, the road took asharp corner and the walls opened up again. Thistime, though, Praeis
saw rain damp grass and afew sprawling trees no one had ever bothered to prune.

Then she saw home.

Its walls were smooth white cement. She and her sisters had spent hours scrubbing the cursed
things. Any breach of family disciplinewould get them sent out with hoses and soap. Four adolescents sat
on top of thewalls, either aslookouts or just looking. Asthe car drove past thewall, the daughters
turned and shouted. Praei's couldn't understand the words.

Behind the walls Praeis could just see the four chimneys and peaked date roof of the mam house.
The wide wood and iron gate glided into view. The timbers were alittle darker than they had been, and
there were flecks of rust on the reinforcing iron bars and hinges, but it remained the entrance to her home.

Their driver braked roughly and gestured to the roadside. "Here we complete our commission.”

Praeis dipped her ears. "Thank you. With me, Daughters.”

Resaime and Thelareth clambered out of the car, fast enough to make themsalves clumsy.



"PRAEIS"

Praeis barely had time to turn around before the gate swung open and the floodwave of family
broke against them. Cousins crowded around, becoming a blur of hands and faces as they were hugged
and touched and tugged at. V oices laughed and called, and babbled out more questions than could
possibly be answered. Pragisfelt warmth mounting inside her. With half an eye she watched her
daughters. Res and Theia hesitated alittle. They'd seldom had such a crowd around them, but they
quickly rdlaxed into it, touching and being touched, laughing, naming themsdaves and having names cdled
back to them. A fierce happiness surged through Praeis, one she hadn't felt in years. She was passed
from hand to hand. She grasped arms and shoulders and ears, shouted names and greetings until shewas
hoarse. The happinessin her blood and skin filled her with fire and strength enough to make her drunk
and dizzy.

Then, shelooked up and saw that the hands she held belonged to her sisters. Proud, wide-eyed
Sengess, and warm Armetrethe, who'd lost her [eft arm in askirmish years ago.

"Armetrethel Senglessl” Laughing, Pragisthrew hersdlf into her ssters embrace.

"Pragid” Their strong arms wrapped around her. They al whooped with love and joy asthey
held one another, drinking in scent and sound and solid presence.

I'm home. I'm home! thought Pragis, dmost ddlirious with the wonder of holding her sgters.

"WEell, come now!" Sengessfindly said. "We cannot stand here making riot in the Streets. Let's
get ourslvesindoors.”

With her ssters armstight and strong around her shoulders, Praeis let herself be steered toward
the house. The cousins and daughters flocked around them, blocking the view of the grounds and the
outbuildings. Here and there, she caught aglimpse of afamiliar wal, or cluster of stonesin the garden and
her heart lifted until she thought it could go no higher.

They spilled through the doors of the main house and into the great room. The family fanned out,
dropping onto the sofas arranged in clusters around the tiled space. The vibrant greens, blues, and golds
created stylized scenes of seacliffsand foreststo surround them dl. Thetadl dit windowslet in the
daylight to mix with the mellow light of oil lamps. Praeisinhaled the scent of warm oil with agtart. The
electricity probably wouldn't come on until after dark. She hadn't thought about power rationing in years.

Still, the room was as she remembered it. It was beautiful. 1t was home.

She collapsed with Sengless and Armetrethe onto asofa. Res and Theia dropped straight to the
sand-colored mats that covered the floor with acluster of cousins about their own age, languid and
relaxed.

They taked eadly for awhile, about the colonies, about the daughters. The conversation turned
colder and drew them closer to one another asthey talked about the plague and the long lists of the
dead.

Finally, Sengess shook Pragiss shoulder lightly. "Tell uswhat the Queens were so anxious about
they couldn't let you come homefirgt, Sigter.”



Between their cousins, Res and Thela stiffened, but said nothing.

Praeis struggled to rise above the envel oping warmth that surrounded her so she could choose
her words carefully. "They wanted my thanksfor their pardon, Sister, and to inform me | was now their
officia representative.”

Sengess looked from her to Armetrethe and pulled Pragis into a close embrace. "I'm so glad,
Sge.”

Sowly, Pragisredlized she was, but that Sengjess was also disappointed. She was hoping for
more than Praeis had said. A cool thread began to ease through the warmth of her blood. Her skin
rippled, and she extricated hersdf from her sgter'sarms. "They didn't mention money yet, of course. Is
that not how it dwaysiswith the Mgestic Ssters? Order now, pay when you work out how."

Before they laughed, another look passed between Armetrethe and Sengjess, just aflicker, but
nonethel ess too long to beimagined.

"S0," Pragistried hard to sound completely conversationd. "Tel me how things stand in the
Council of True Blood."

Armetrethe shrugged. The sump of her missing arm flailed outward. "1t isfull of argumentsas
always. Not everyone accepts this Confederation. Some find petty ways to assert what independence we
have left ingtead of working toward effective solutions.”

Well, Ssters, now we have exchanged ambiguities, Pragistried to relax again, to sink back
into the rivers of warmth and be washed away on their currents. She did not want this. She did not want
to be gpart and afraid. She wanted her birth ssters. She wanted them so much, shefdt tearswelling up in
her eyes.

"Ah, nothing new then," she said softly.

Armetrethe touched Pragiss shoulder with her one hand. "What isit, Sster?”

Tell them, tell them. Thereis no need for this. You can be birth sisters again. They'll
forgive you anything, if you tell them now. Your daughterswill have their cousins, and you will

have your sisters blood and soul again. Tell them.

But there was that silent ook between Sengjess and Armetrethe that stood for dl they had not
told to her.

"Nothing, Sisters. We spent agood dedl of today under stress, and | am tired.”

Sengess swalowed. "Of course. We are careless. Thereisfood waiting for you. Daughters, you
will bring our medl to the serving tables.™

The daughters scrambled to their feet in aragged chorus of "yes, Mothers.” Resand Theiawent
with them asthey hurried to the kitchen acovesto pull platters of seafish and shdlfish, baskets of both
flat and raised bread, and deep bowls of legumes, milled and seasoned so sharply, Praeis could smell
them where she sat.



The daughters set the food on the serving tables. The dishes were passed around, and the talk
turned to nothing but food. Thethingsthey ate as children, the prices of shellfish and legumes, the
superiority of thisfood they ate now compared to what could be gotten in the colonies. Time and again,
Praeiss soul reached out, seeking the warmth and easy rhythms she had felt when they first arrived. A
few times she thought she dmost found them, but they always dipped away again.

She cast aglance a Resand Theia. If the daughtersfelt the unease between their mothers, they
were doing afinejob of hiding it. They seemed absorbed in one another, talking about homes and
Humans, the food, dl the vast strangeness of Mars and the Solar system, of what it wasliketo travel in
space, of al the technological miracles that Humans produced.

The sky darkened and the plates and bowls emptied. The overhead lights came on asthe electric
service started up for the night.

Then, suddenly, Armetrethe asked, " So, what isthis assgnment the Queens have given you as
their representative? Y ou did not say.”

Praeissfingers fumbled reaching for adice of bread. "The Queens say they need adiplomat.”
She concentrated on scooping some of the legume paste onto her bread. "They want meto help build
support for the Confederation.”

Sengesssears curled. "Y ou are supposed to understand the complexity of the Confederation
agreement and our Great Family's response to it? After living apart from usfor twenty years?'

Praeis bit down on the bread, savoring the spices, the smooth richness of the legumes. It helped
hold back the bitternessthat welled insgde her. "No. | am supposed to learn about it. Surely I'll have the
help of my sstersfor this, or have you resigned your position on the Council of True Blood?'

Armetrethe opened her mouth and shut it again. "No. We have not resigned.”

"Good." Pragistried to sound nothing but pleased. " Then you can take meto asession, and
introduce me to the Councilors. I'm sure there are many new Wise Sisters | will need to get acquainted
with," she paused. "And many grievances.”

Armetrethe's sump quivered. "l wouldn't class the objections of our Wise Sistersin Council as
grievances. Until you understand the Situation, you shouldn't either.”

Praeis dipped her ears. "You'reright. I'm sorry. | spoke too soon. | need to get started on my
mission immediately, though. We only have two weeks before the rel ocation begins, and we need as
much consensus as we can get before then, or things won't go smoothly.” She met her Sister's gaze.
"After dl, we can't make the Humans do everything.”

"l don't seewhy not," muttered Sengjess. "They enjoy it so much.”

Praeisfdt the skin on her back ripple. Now, we hear something real .

"Have there been problems with the Humans, Sisters?" She popped the half-eaten dice of bread
into her mouth.

"Nothing that couldn't be solved by reminding them of their place." Armetrethe picked at the shell



of ashrimp in the seafood bowl. One of the daughters, Oan, took it from under her hand and pedled it
for her.

The daughters al remained respectfully slent during this exchange, including her own. Praeiswas
proud and thankful. Now was not the time to add poor mothering to the list of charges her ssters had
surely piled up againg her.

Armetrethe bit down on the shrimp and tore it in two. "The Queens deal with our enemies” she
mumbled around the mouthful. "But they refuse to speak firmly with our servants, and they wonder why
the Great Family isunhappy.”

"Humans do need reminding who has created their positionsfrom timeto time.” Pragislaid a
sympathetic hand on Armetrethe's shoulder. "I have contactsin Bioverse. A few words to the proper
superiorswill go along way."

"Thank you, Sigter, that will surdly help." There was no warmth to Armetrethe's words.
Pragis edged closer to her dgter. "Have | misspoken? |s there something el se | should do?’

Armetrethe squeezed Pragiss hand briefly. "No. No. I'm sorry, Sister, you mean well, it'sjudt...”
Armetrethe's ears fell back against her scalp.

"It'sjust that you do not understand,” finished Sengjess. "It isnot your fault. Y ou did not watch
this plague spread and grow even after its origins were supposedly destroyed. Y ou did not seethe
Queens-of-All wiggling and squirming in delight at thisidea from the Getesaph, the Getesaph, to bring
the Humans swarming down on us. What isthe 'Esaph'sred plan, hmmm? What are they going to do
once our daughters and carrying mothers are al caged and hel plessin these city-ships, hmmm?"

All at once, Pragis became keenly aware of Res and Thela across the room with their cousins.
Her shoulders stiffened. "I have seen the plague, my Sisters. Jos and Shorie are dead of it. Ten of our
daughters are dead of it. It is because of Human help that anyone survived in our colony."

Sengess gripped Pragiss arm. "And what did the Humans do about it?*

Praeiss brow furrowed. "What they could. They helped ustreat the symptoms, and create more
effective quarantine measures. They kept the sick comfortable and safe, just asthey intend to do aboard
the city-ships. | have seen the designsfor the hospital sections. They are models of cleanlinessand
efficiency. Our ssterswill bewell taken care of by those who have made greet stridesin understanding
the nature of theseillnesses”

"But they found no cure?'

"No," said Praeiswarily. Tenson sang between her ssters. It worked itsway into her skinlikea
draft of cold air. Her heartbeat sped up, and her skin twitched and bunched. "They said it was more than
one disease, that the wegpon had mutated some wild viruses, turning them deadly. They said they'd have
to go to All-Cradle to find the source and the cure.”

"So!" Armetrethe dapped her thigh, triumphantly. "If they cured the plague, they couldn't come
hereto us, could they? They'd have no reason to, would they?!



Praeisfdt her earstip backward. "What are you talking about, Sister?”

Sengjess leaned even closer. "When the plague broke out, the Getesaph dropped afusion bomb
on the Octrel, destroying, they said, the creators of the plague.” Her intensity thrummed through Pragiss
mind. "A year ago, after over amillion of our Great Family sickened and died, the Getesaph and their
alies contacted the Humans. No one knows what passed between them. Then, they Start thisidea of
Confederation. Bring the Humansin, give them control over our fates, let them take charge of our home.
Oh, dl for the most benevolent reasons, of course. Let the mighty Humans wipe out the plague and clean
up the radioactive zones."

Dizziness threatened. It had been so long since sheld been with so many family. The room was
full of them, dl their consciousnesses pressing againg her, demanding attention. Her Ssters both touched
her, and it was asif they touched will and soul aswell as skin. She wanted to relax, to let the fedings
carry her away to cadmand love.

But she couldn't. Something was wrong; she knew it. She tasted it on the back of her tongue like
the spicesfrom their dinner.

"l don't understand, Sisters." Her voice sounded thick.

"Can't you hear? Ancestors Mine! It shouts at us from the sky!" Armetrethe gripped Pragiswith
al the strength of her one hand. " The Getesaph entered into an agreement with the Humans. If the
Humans place us, dl of our Great Family, in avulnerable position for them, the Getesaph will pay the
Humanswith thelife from our planet.”

For amoment, Pragis saw it. For asplit second, it made perfect sense. But dl her long years of
living and working with Humans pulled her back.

"Sigers'--shetook their hands--"I hear you. | feel you in my blood. But what you're suggesting is
not possible. No Human enclave would agree to enter into awar.”

"You've lived with them, Siter," said Sengjess, dgjection plain in her voice and the set of her
ears. "We must bow to your superior knowledge.”

"Y ou must bow to nothing of mine, Ssters” said Pragis softly. "But | ask you, on the strength of
where | have been and whom | have known, to listen to me closdly.”

Cold, hard disappointment welled up through her fingertips, and Pragis knew they would not.
Perhaps they could not.

"| cdll the housal" shouted avoice from outsde.

Sengjessjerked around. "Who ...7" She got up swiftly and went to the window. "It'sa
messenger. I'll takeit."

She went to the front door and after amoment returned with afolded, unsealed square of paper.
"Itisfor you, Pragis.”

Puzzled, but grateful for the distraction, Pragistook the letter. It just had her name and the house



name on the outside.

She unfolded the paper. The words insde were machine printed, and the language was English.

Ancestors Mine, she thought. It's from Lynn.

"What isit?" asked Sengjess, leaning over her shoulder. "What language isthat?"

"English,” said Pragis. "One of the mgjor Human languages. | find it more difficult than Mandarin.”

Sheread:

Dear Praes,

Hey, look at this, |'ve put words on paper. Thisis so strange. | can't manage your thing
with the pen. | am even more impressed with you than before. | was hoping to ask you a favor.
David has pulled hospital duty at the Aurion-in-Uieth near you. Praeis sucked in her breath. Lynn had
named one of the larger plague hospitals.

He says they're having trouble sorting out the victims and their families for the relocation
schedule. Could you visit the site and do a little cultural interp for them so we all know what's up?
I'm afraid you were right when you said your home was far more alien than your colony. |
appreciate whatever you can do.

All okay with the Queens? Anything you need from us?

GET HOOKED UP. I've got a machine reserved for you. All you have to do is find
somewhere to put it. This letter thing makes a great party trick, hut we need to do some serious
brain dumps soon.

Lynn Nusshaumer

Praeiss ears waved. She could practically hear Lynn's voice reading the letter to her. She looked
up and saw her Ssters slanding expectantly over her.

"It isfrom one of the Humans with Bioverse," she said. "I have worked with her along time." She
trandated the letter as best she could.

Sengess touched her shoulder. " Are you going to do as she says?

Praeisfelt her ears droop. She folded the paper back up. "My firg duty isto the work my
Queens assigned me, but yes, I'll try to visit David at the hospitd." She saw her sster's lowered ears and
pinched nodtrils. "What would you have me do?’

"You will do asyou will, Sster," Senglesss skin rippled up and down her arms. "Asyou dways
have.

Praeis swallowed hard againgt the tears that stung her eyes. She turned away and lifted her head
and ears.



"With me, my Daughters. Let me show you the night sky of your home. It has been too long since
| have seen aproper sky full of moonsand stars| can name."

She led them out the door. The musclesin her back spasmed with tension as she hoped that none
of the daughters or her ssters would come with them.

Aloneintheyard, she put her arms around her daughters shoulders. She looked up. Three of the
maor moons shone between the ragged clouds, with two of the minors between them.

"Wdl, my own," she said softly. "What do you think?'
Thelaleaned her head on Praeiss arm. "About the sky, Mother, or about our family?"
"Ah, | am trangparent to you, my own.” Shetugged Theids ear gently.

"I like being here," said Res. "'l fed!... enveloped. Connected. Closer to everyone, even Thela
Why?'

Pragissmiled alittle sadly. "We are not so careful of each other here. We know exactly who we
are with, who is around us, who leads us. In the colonies we have to restrain oursel ves more because we
are surrounded by those who are not of our Great Family. We can only afford to let go for brief
moments, as with the celebration when we heard of the Confederation treaty.” She watched the stars
watch them dl for along moment.

"What if | pull you away from this natural closenesswith what | do? | have aready stood against
my sstersthisevening, and I'm afraid it will get worse." She paused, and her skin trembled, but she said,
"I could send you back to Crater Town. We have enough near family there to shelter you."

"No," said Resimmediatdly. "We cameto help you, Mother. How can we abandon you?"

You would not be abandoning me. You would be saving yourselves. "I may truly need your
help, my own. There may be questions | cannot ask and places | cannot go.”

"Weareyour own," said Theia. "Wewill sand with you."

Praeis hugged her daughters close and they stood like that for along time and she closed her
eyes S0 that she could stop her own tears.

Armetrethe looked through the dit window into the dark yard. She could just barely see Pragis
and her daughters standing and watching the sky. Sengjess stepped up behind her and watched over her
shoulder. Their daughters were busy clearing away bowls and pushing the furniture back so they could
lay out the deeping mats and blanketsfor the night.

"She has not changed,” said Armetrethe. Her voice waslow, but none of her anger was
disguised.

"No." Sengesslaid ahand on her warm, dry arm. "Did you think she would?"

"I hoped." Armetrethe's ssump flailed briefly. "For amoment, | thought she would open her



Sengjess smoothed down the skin on Armetrethe's good arm. " So did I. But we must keep our
eyes open to what sheredly is." She bared her teeth for amoment. "Sheistheloya daughter of our
Maesic Sgters”

Armetrethe leaned heavily against Sengjess. "When did | begin to see devotion to the Queensas
afaling, Sger?’

"When Pragis et them order her to sacrifice Urisk Idand,” answered Sengjess softly. "The same
timel did."

Chapter 1V

Arron Hagopian stared down into the lumps of shadows that daylight would change into the
chvintz Rvi, the Defenders quarter of the city. It was a clear morning. The late stars till shone over the
bacony. Their light glinted on his helmet. Dawn was just athin, white line on the horizon. This Earth was
alittle bigger than the Earth held come from, so its days were alittle longer. Even after ten years, he till
got up outrageoudy early.

Thevoicesand clatter of predawn traffic filled the warm morning breeze. Getessph called back
and forth to each other, raucous, belligerent, and sometimes mind-bogglingly rude, but peaceful in avery
City sort of way.

Should beinside. That data'll be done cooking by now. | need a transmission in the pipe.
No sense giving the funding panel extra ammunition.

He didn't move. He gripped the bacony rail with his gloved hands and leaned over it, determined
to soak up as much of the early-morning noise as he could hold.

One for the head mechanics. How many cases come in because they've got it bad for a
noisy, smoggy, plague-ravaged, glow-in-the-dark planet? His gaze drifted up to the starsagain. And
what's Lynn going to say about it?

He'd had no idea he was ever going to hear from her again.

They'd dissolved into individua slencesdmost immediately after college. He certainly hadn't
expected a hywrite from her. Hed stared at it for so long on the comm screen at the outpost, hed
practicaly memorizedit.

Arron:

| wasn't sure what kind of facilities you'd have there, so you'll excuse the lack of splash on this.
I'm coming in with the Bioverse team. I'm amanager, and they've got me working on the evacuation.
"Relocation” iswhat we're supposed to cdl it. Either way. Some brilliance in the stratosphere decided we
can't hire planetsde Humans, but | could use a brain dump from someone who's been there before you
take off for Whoknows.

Hopeyou'rewilling,

Lynn Nussbaumer



Lynn. Lynn had become a corper, and she was on her way with the people who were destroying
hislife

"Scholar Arron?”
Arron turned. The Dayisen Rua, Lareet and Umat, stood silhouetted in the arched doorway.

Arron smiled. "Dayisen Lareet, Dayisen Umat." Dayisen was arank somewhere around the level
of colond, except that it belonged to the entire family. Lareet and Umat were the tvkesh ckvaniff, the
outsde sgtersfor the family Rud. Their children were raised primarily by their Ssters and their mother.
Their job was to make sure the family was fed, housed, and protected. "Mornings light looks good on
you."

The ssters stepped onto the balcony.

"We are perhaps disturbing your meditations?' Lareet leaned her elbows against the balcony
railing, twitching her earstoward the wind and noise. She was the shorter and pinker of the two. Even by
Getesaph standards, her skin hung loosely on her, making flgps around her neck and wrigts rather than
the usud folds.

A st of particularly vehement blasphemies exploded from the streets. Lareet folded her ears
down. "1 sometimes worry about what you tell your employers about us.”

Arron laughed. "Nothing worse than you tell your Members of Parliament about me, I'm sure.” It
was no secret that the Rua family agreed to host him because the parliamentary memberstheir family had
been assigned to wanted firsthand observations of a man.

"Have you heard from your people yet?' asked Umat from the doorway. Where her sister was
short, pink, and loose-skinned, Umat wastall, grey, and gaunt. Even her ears were thin. They were so
sharply pointed that Lareet sometimes teased Umat that they could be used as spears against their
enemies.

"No." Arron rubbed his gloved hands together. "I'm going to the outpost today to seeif there's
word. My department head promised to present my staying on to Bioverse asfird-rate public relations.
So, welll see” He glanced at the two Getesgph. ™Y ou have no ideawhat I'm talking about, do you?'

Lareet sporead her hands. "There are some timeswhen it is easier to remember that you are an
dienthan others”

Arron smiled and looked deprecatingly down at himsdlf. Y ears of fishing, farming, and anything
else he could lend ahand to, across al the Hundred Ides, had turned him lean, tan, and corded. Hed
awaysthought of himsdlf astdl, but he could hide behind ether of the Sstersfacing him. Histhick work
trousers and plain green T-shirt were asharp contrast to their eectric blue uniforms with green rank
bands around their cuffs.

"Isthere something you need?’ he asked.

Umat caressed the threshold with one knobby hand. "Y es, there is. Our members have asked us
to speak to you."



Arron's forehead wrinkled. "About what?'

"Scheduling difficulties” said Lareet with careful blandness.

"Severe ones," added Umeat.

Lareet's ears dipped. "Monumenta."

"es"

Arron looked from one to the other. "What schedule are we talking about?"

There was now enough light for him to see the intensity of their expressions asthey both looked
draight at him. "Thereocation,” said Umat.

Arron tried to see where this was leading, but couldn't. "1 thought the Confederation gave
Bioversetota say over the relocation coordination.” Held been stunned when it happened, too. He
suspected Bioverse had ingsted onit.

"Parliament ceded permission to the Confederation by a narrow mgjority,” Umat reminded him.
"Now that the main Bioverse team has arrived, they have sent usthe relocation schedule. It States that the
Getesaph will not be removed until the last segment of the procedure.”

Pride of place? Arron wondered. Lareet and Umat were both obvioudy waiting for him to say
something. He just spread his hands and waited for them.

Lareet strangled asigh. "ThetTheriaare going to be among the first relocated. Once their
daughters and carrying mothers are removed from al danger of retdiation, what will prevent them from
atacking us?'

Ah. "l don't seehow | can hep with this" he said carefully. "My department of the university has
nothing to do with Bioverse"

"But one of their coordinatorsisafriend of yours,” said Lareet.
Arron's brows jumped up. "Lynn?'

Umat considered. "Isthat the same as'--she paused, probably to make sure she got the
pronuncietion right--"Manager Lynn Nusshaumer?'

"Yes" Arron glanced up, asif expecting Lynn to drop from the sky. "That's her.”
Lareet nodded. " Our memberswould consider it atremendous favor if you would spesk with her
and ask that the schedule be rearranged so that the Getesaph are evacuated firdt, or at least at the same

timeasthe... tTherians."

Sheld probably cut herself off from speaking one of the dozen or so insulting terms the Getesaph
hed for the t Therians.

Arron's gloves rubbed his clean-suit-covered forearms. "I Parliament isworried about the



consequences of the evacuation, you shouldn't go. There's got to be away the plague can be cleansed
with the Ded--" he cut theword off. It wasfairly widely known that the word dedel phi meant opossum
in an ancient Human language. It was aso fairly widely known that an opossum was a poorly regarded
rodent. "There has to be some way to cleanse the planet with the Family and the Others on the ground.
Humans areaclever bunch.” Clever enough that they'll kill what the Confederation has started
without even realizing it. Why can't they see that the Families have to shape their future without
our interference? Especially our interference on such a world-shattering scale?

Umat's pointed ears sagged alittle. " Scholar Arron, | know you do not agree with thisplan to
house usin human shipswhile they cleanse the Earth and our blood for us, but that isthe agreement we
have reached. Our membersfavor this much of our Confederation agreements, and we do, t00." Arron
glanced a Lareet, who dipped her earsin confirmation.

"Itisonly thetiming we question,” said Lareet.

"It can be taken to the entire Confederation,” Umat went on. "But that might--"

"Renew old tensons," Lareet finished the sentence smoothly. "If we speak the truth about the
tTherian intentions, they will claim we are hurling insults to break the Confederation and say we need to
be coerced into cooperation.”

He might argue with the phrasing, but Arron couldn't dismiss the conclusion. The enmity between
the t Therians and the Getesaph was awatchword. As far as Arron could determine, the Confederation
was the first time the two Families had ever cooperated. The plague had accomplished what centuries of
lesser threats had not. No one, however, was sureit had accomplished it firmly and findly.

"l can't guarantee I'll be able to convince Lynn of anything,”" he said, more to the dawn than to the
ssterswaiting for hisanswer. "It's been avery long time sncewe were... close.”

"Were only asking youtotry,” said Larest.
Arron pushed himself away from therailing. "All right, Since you're asking, I'm agresing.”
Umat let out asgh of rdlief. Lareet ladd ahand on his shoulder. " Thank you."

Umat wrapped her arm around her sister's shoulders. "WEell find out where Manager Lynnis
going to be based, so you can plan your trip. It will be somewhereint'Aori."

"Y ou want me to go from the Hundred Idesto t'Aori?* Arron shook hishead. It was easier to
get between competing corporate enclaves on Earth than it was to get from the Getesaph archipelago to
thet’/Aori Peninsula. "Any chance of your members giving me clearance and papers?'

"l don't think s0," Umat said. "They want this request kept as quiet as possible.”

| can understand that. "All right. Y ou find out where I've got to go, and I'll get there."

"Wewill oweyou al thanksfor this, Scholar Arron.” Lareet gave hisarm afind, friendly shake.
"Many timesover."

The sagtersleft him there. Arron turned around and faced the city again. Clouds obscured the



stars now, but he stared at the sky anyway.

Lynn. He remembered hours of debates about everything their separate concentrations held. He
remembered eclectic midnight feasts, way too much acohol, and laughing at whatever occurred to them.
He wondered what had happened to her, and what had happened to him.

Arron turned around and went back into his room. The university had paid for the double-thick
filter doors and windows so he could have a place where he could take off his clean-suit without
contaminating the entire house. The room had originaly been acloset, so it was smdl by Getesaph
standards. For aHuman, though, it made an adequate apartment. A thick mattresslay next to the
persona fountain Lareet had given him, saying she couldn't understand how anyone could concentrate
without the sound of water nearby. A desk and chair had been shortened to amore Human height by
having twenty-five centimeters of their legs sawed off. Hisflat, shiny portable lay on the desk, surrounded
by the paper notes he'd learned to keep. The walls were covered with flat pictures of snowcapped
vol canoes, boat-clogged harbors, and portraits of families he had worked with. Thewall next to his desk
was taken up by abig, full-color, hand-drawn map of the Hundred Ides of Home.

Arron lifted thelid on his portable. DATA CONFIGURED AND SLOTTED INTO REPORT
THREAD FORMAT, read the screen. He closed it down and put it into his backpack aong with three
old clean-suits to take to the outpost recycler.

Most of the house was till adeep. Arron moved quietly past the second-floor deeping rooms
and down the centra spird staircase, which was closer to aHuman'sidea of aladder than a Human's
ideaof gairs. It had taken along timeto get to the point where he could climb down it without going
backwards and using his hands. The task had been made more difficult by the fact that the rungs had
been spaced for longer legsthan his.

Outsde, morning light filtered through the layers of cloud and smog, turning the eastern ky into a
furnace of orange, pink, and gold. The city was hot, crowded, smelly, and strangely three-dimensiond.
Rather than flattening the nearby cliffs or just building on top of them, the city builders had carved them.
Natura caves had been enlarged and regularized to form compartmentaized buildings with ladders on the
outsde linking their terraces the way the streets linked the buildings on flatter ground. Suspension bridges
ranfrom hill to hill, and dliff to dliff, alowing what motorized traffic there was to have a path, jostling
alongside pushcarts or animal-drawn wagons, the Getesaph's wide, clunking, four-whedled pedd cars,
flocks of fowl, and cattle with their herders.

Mothers and sisters with baskets or daughters on their backs avoided the bridges. They
swarmed up laddersingtead, crossing roofs and climbing down into narrow, winding streetsfull of
garbage, vendors with carts, or baskets making deliveries or hawking wares, their neighbors, and their
cousins. A father, restless, engorged, and strangely graceful, flitted through the crowds.

Thevitd traffic--military, public hedth, and anything that had to be rushed between idands--was
not on the streets. That traffic drove through the network of concrete-lined " security” tunnelsthat ran
even deeper than the sewer pipes.

Arron squeezed through the crowd, saying "hello” and "the light of day |ooks good on you" about
every three minutes to somebody who called his name. Occasionaly he was able to cal aname back to
arecognized face.

His notoriety had sneaked up on him. In addition to his research, held done lectures and talks for



assorted Getesaph schools and government departments. Copies of hislessforma pieces, modified for
paper, got reproduced al over the Hundred Ides. He was Human and he was a man, so of course he
was acuriosity, but somewhere along thelineit had turned into more than that. He had to admit he
enjoyed it. It wasn't every field researcher who got to have fans.

Arron started up a broad, much-braced metd ladder that danted over agrocery. A shortcut over
three roofs that would save him a haf hour of threading through crowds. He did sideways for amother
who carried three infant daughters on her back. A fourth peeked over therim of the linen-swaddled
pouch.

On theroof, aloose crowd gathered around a dry fountain in the northwest corner. Mothers,
sgters, and daughters talked, exchanged items out of baskets, or just stood together holding hands. Al
the public fountains and pools were dry since the plague hit the city. They had been places for bathing,
drinking, and laundry washing, and had spread disease even fagter than the dirt and animalsin the sireets.
Looking up theidand's dope, Arron could see the chvintz Thur, the Dead quarter. The edges of the city
had been deserted as the population shrank and huddled in on itsdlf.

Sudden thunder split the morning open. The roof shuddered underneath him. A gust of hard, hot
wind knocked him flat against the smooth tiles and smashed al the breath out of him. Something thunked
againg his hdmet. Screams, tearing stone, rattling dust, and more thunder poured over him. Thetiles
under him seemed tottilt.

Hisearsrang painfully. Arron lifted his head and saw adust cloud folding in on itself. He lowered
his gaze to the roof and swore. Thetilting sensation hadn't been anillusion. The roof sagged dangeroudy
in the northeast corner across from the fountain.

Around him, Getesaph gingerly raised ears and heads. They saw the dust cloud and the sag in the
roof. The sound of shouts, swearing, and bloody protracted curses against the t Therians penetrated the
sharp ringing that engulfed hishearing.

Of courseit wasthetTherians. It was dwaysthetTherians, whatever it was. Almost dways.
Enough times.

Arron'sfingersfet avibration under thetiles. He was pretty sure hed have heard alow creak if
his ears were working right.

Mothers and ssters with daughters clutching their backs or held tight againgt their chests, crawled
or waked in ahalf crouch up the dope. Some leaned against one another. A number were cut and
bleeding. At least two limped.

"Scholar Arron!™ exclaimed asister he didn't know. She peered closdly at him, amost pressing
her nogtrils againgt hishelmet. ™Y ou are hurt? Y ou are hit? Someone help me with Scholar Arron!™

"l amfine! | amfing!" he protested as half adozen handslifted him to hisfeet and settled himin
the gpproved crouching position. There was an idea running around that Humans were ddlicate, just
because they were smaller, and not as strong, and were very bad swvimmers, and couldn't stand up again
immediately after abomb blast without their vision blurring and their knees wobbling.

Arron let himself be gently led to the southwest edge of the roof. The ladders on that side had
been shdltered from the blast. Sisters hung back, and Arron with them, to let the carrying mothers pick



their way down first. The Streets below were astew of milling, shoving bodies and, to Arron anyway,
uninteligible voices.

When Arrons turn came, he abandoned pride and climbed down backward, using both hands.
His escorts followed solicitoudy beside him. Once they reached the ground, the Ssters stood himinan
undamaged doorway.

"Rest yoursdlf, Scholar Arron," one admonished. "Public Health will be here soon to seeto you."
With that, they turned and joined the river of mothers and ssters heading for the blast Site.

Arron leaned againgt the arched doorway just long enough for his kneesto stop trembling. His
ears il rang, and his balance wasn't too certain, but he forced himself into a shambling run toward the
devadtation.

The missile, or bomb, or whatever it had been, had turned apair of buildingsinto mountains of
rubble. Nearby buildings stood without faces or roofs. Some dumped asif not certain whether to stand
or fal.

The rubble was aive with Getesaph. They clambered over the ruin, digging with their hands. A
few had gotten hold of shovels. One party lifted out abroken beam and passed it down the side of the
mound to other sisters, who carried it out of the way. More sSsters arrived every second. Many carried
buckets, shovels, or jacks. What hoses there were got turned onto the dozen fledgling fires that sprang
up like orange-and-gold weeds. Bucket brigades formed to help douse the flames and to soak down the
nearby buildings. The wounded were carried to the sidewaks. Mothers, ssters, and daughters crowded
around thevictims, even if they could do nothing more than sit with them. No onewas|eft done or
without a hand to hold.

It should have been chaos, but it wasn't. The Getesaph worked together without flaw, panic, or
hesitation. Whoever saw something that needed doing first wasin charge until someone with more skill or
better equipment arrived. Seniority wasyieded without argument. There were no spectators. Each new
ggter who arrived fit hersdlf into the rhythm of the work, like an expert singer joining in on achorus.

Even the two fatherslurking around the edges seemed to know something important was
happening. They stayed where they were without seeking to touch anyone or find what they needed to
satisy themsdves.

It was incredible to watch. No group of Humans could have worked like that without years of
training. For the Dedel phi thiswas smply the way it was. For Arron it was the ultimate contradiction.
How could they work together so seamlesdy but till fight so vicioudy? There were amillion theories, of
course, from hormones to pheromones to tel epathy, but no one knew for certain. A professor of his had
once sad, "God introduced usto the Dedel phi to show us how ignorant we still are.”

Arron looked at the rubble and hesitated. The fire brigades and some heavy evacuation
equipment were tarting to arrive. He swerved around the main ruination and headed for the wounded.
Hisfirst aid was good, and most of it functioned as well on a Getesaph as on aHuman.

After that, the world narrowed down to binding lacerations with stockings or torn deevesor,
occasionaly, areal sterile bandage. Tunics, skirts, and trousers became pillows and blankets. Blood and
gore and body fluids coated his gloves. More blood spattered his helmet and shirt. Sweat poured down



his face faster than the clean-suit could wick it away. It puddled under his collar and in the smal of his
back.

Once, he arrived to find someone impa ed on asplinter of wood. Another time, he saw awailing
cluster of daughters around their mother, whose head had been crumpled in like arotted pumpkin. He
could only turn away and let Sisters and other mothers comfort the ones suddenly bereaved.

Then, ashelifted aprostrate Ssters eyeids to check her pupils, a Getesaph in the white-and-gold
coverdlsof the public-health team, knelt beside him and gently lifted his hands off the patient.

Arron stood up and backed away. His vison took a moment to clear. Around him he saw more
sgtersin public-health uniforms descending on the wounded with medicd kits, body boards, and oxygen
masks.

Hisjob was over. He could stand there and notice that his hands were shaking and how badly he
needed a drink, and how prickly and uncomfortable he was under his clean-suit and how sick and
withered his somach fdt.

"Scholar Arron!"

Startled, Arron looked up to see Dayisen Lareet threading through the shifting crowd. He lifted a
tired hand and waved to her.

"Mother Night, Arron,” shesaid. "Y ou look like you werein the blast, not just tending it.”

"I'madl right, redly." Hewiped his handsineffectudly on hisshirt. "I've just been learning about
some of the comfort limitations of thissuit.”

"I'm sure.” Shelooked him over sharply. "Y ou need to rest. Do you want to go home, or to your

outpost?'

Helooked at his gory hands. "I'd better go to the outpost. I'm going to need afresh suit and a
redly long shower.”

"1 will walk with you." Ignoring the substances soaking his deeve, Lareet tucked her arm under
his. "Umat became concerned when we saw you with the wounded. | said | would make sure you were
al right.”

"Thanks," said Arron, asthey turned down a crooked side street that doped down toward the
harbor.

"Do we know what happened?' he asked after alittle while.

Lareet bared her teeth. "The devna.” The word meant cannibal, and was used to describe the
tTheria. "Who elsewould it be? We think they launched the device from aboat in the harbor, then sank
their boat and took themselves to the bottom so they would not have to answer to us, but were not sure.
Wewill investigate and report to the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead. They will report to the Confederation. The
tThenan Queenswill claim to know nothing, and no payment will be exacted for our weeping dead.”

Arron wasdlent.



Lareet's ear swiveled sdewaystoward him. "What are you not saying, Scholar Arron?"

"l am not saying how it isafine thing that the Confederation prevents my ssters from launching an
attack until they are certain who the target should be. It avoids waste of life and anger.”

Lareet laughed once, hard. ™Y our humor is grim and strange, Scholar Arron.”

"l was not joking. Consider: the Queens-of-All know that we could attack at any moment and
destroy the Confederation and al hope of saving their daughters from the plague. The Humanswill not
day if thereisawar. If the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead confront the Queens, the Queenswill haveto
negotiate some kind of satisfaction. The life debt will be paid, and no new dead will be created.”

"Y ou makeit sound idyllic, Scholar Arron."

He shrugged, and waved his hands. "Aslong asit is understood that the Families and the Others
must work together to save their sisters children, it is possible. Thereisno reason for it not to be.”

Lareet's ears sagged briefly. "No reason except them and us.”

The buildings opened up to make space for the busy quay with itslong docks protruding out into
the boat-choked harbor. Blocky battlements stood sentry on the shore. One broad aidein the water
remained clear. Thiswas the pass-through for the military. As Arron watched, amidsize transport pulled
away from its dock and headed out toward the harbor mouth, maybe on its way to investigate the attack,
maybe to make sure the attackers had no dlies.

"Y ou can find your way from here?' asked Lareet. "The sster-ferrierswill take you? | need to
get back to Umat."

"I told you, I'm fine, Lareet." He disentangled her arm from his and squeezed it.
She dipped her ears. "Then | will see you back at our home."

Lareet retreated up an dleyway and Arron headed down to the docks. The harbor ferry wasin
itsdip, and the Sster copilots were aboard. Because they had no other passengers they were willing to
take him out to the Human idand immediately. It wasn't thet they minded, they had assured him a
thousand times, but some sisters, and mothers particularly, worried about the Human poison.

Arron's pack bumped againgt his back as he stepped off the ferry and onto the creaky wooden
dock. Human Idand was redly little more than asandbar at the harbor mouth. Where it wasn't sand and
glt, it was rocky, weed-scummed, and moss-coated. Fish washed up initstida poolsto finish dying. The
wind brought in the smells of sdt, smog, fish, and burning petroleum. It was not a vacation spot, but it
was a decent distance away from anything populated. If anything happened to the ventilation system, or if
the outpost got hit in askirmish, chances were no one would get hurt from exposure to Humans.

The outpost was aservice sation for the indigent Human population of the Hundred I1des.
Corpers and embassites had their amenities provided for them. Over the years, the leftovers--fredlancers,
curiosity traders, and academics on thread-thin grants, like Arron--had banded together and set up their
own Stes.

Arron walked down the path they had cleared when the outpost bunker was built. Like the dock,



it was getting moss-grown. Riotous orange fungi sprouted on the moss's back.

Time to call a cleanup day, thought Arron automatically. Then, hewinced a the thought of his
colleagues saying, "Why bother?!

A st of sponge-cement stairsled down into the heart of theidand. The microporesin the
cement's cell structure siphoned off the water and kept the stairs clean and dry. At the bottom waited a
thick metal door that always made Arron think of the entrance to some ancient dungeon.

He stood in front of the door's mirror, and said, "Outpost entry for Arron Hagopian." There was
abrief hum while he was scanned. The door cycled open with ahuge whomp! of ar from the ventilator's
indraft.

Arron stepped into the foyer. It was alocker room with packages of fresh clean-suitsand
recyclersfor the used ones, dong with cubiclesfor changing and showering. The sign over the inner door
read STRIP, FRIEND, AND ENTER.

Arron pulled aclean set of clothing out of hislocker, stepped into one of the shower stalls, and
unsedled his helmet with afedling of relief. He stripped off his gloves, shirt, and trousers and tossed them
into apile. He disconnected what the suit-makers euphemigtically caled the "relief options,” the one
portion of the clean-suit he'd never really gotten used to, and dropped those into a separate pile. Then,
he began the wiggling shuffle needed to ped off the skintight layer of transparent organic that covered him
from neck to toe. The organic had another day's worth of useinit, but he did not want to have to soak
and scrub it to clean off the stains, so he dropped that in a pile with the other used clothing.

After along, steaming hot shower he began to fed mostly restored. He dressed in clean shorts
and ablue jersey. The hdmet and relief options went into the sterilizers, the used clothing into a
separator, and the suit and glovesinto the recycler.

When he approached, theinner door did up dowly so asto displace aminimum amount of air
and any dust particles that might have escaped the powerful vents.

The outpost's main room was an open, Getesaph-style chamber. Its plaster walls needed
scrubbing. Secondhand tables, chairs, and comm stations had been scattered around it. A pair of blocky
foodstores sat across from the door. A few short hallsled to work alcoves that could be closed off for
privacy. Some Humans got tired of the endless communality of the world around them and just needed a
placeto st and be donefor awhile.

"Arron! How'slifein politics?"

Cabal was one of the room's three occupants. He was alean, copper-skinned man who
managed to douch in every chair he sat in, no matter how contoured it was. The other two were Rath
and Regina, both short, round, sienna-colored women. They were dso both anthropology students
getting in somework in the xeno-field. Arron suspected they were aso lovers, but had never felt the need
to ask. They waved absently to Arron as he plunked his portable down on an empty chair, then bent
back to studying whatever graphic the table laid out between them.

"Today, lifein paliticsisbad." Arron headed for the foodstores. "I spent my morning at ablast
ste. Couple of buildingswent up right in the heart of the Handworks quarter.”



"Weheard it go," said Rath. "Didn't rattle us here though." She stopped hersdf. "God, when did
abomb blast less than two kilometers away become passe?”

"Just shows you're becoming like the rest of us, Rathillvna." Cabal raised a pouch of bubbly,
brown liquid to her. "Hard as diamond and mad down to your little toenails."

Arron shook his head and lifted the lid on one of the food-stores. Cabal was an antiquarian. He
sold Terran ephemerato the locds, everything from books and beverages to honest-to-God antiqueslike
watches and furniture.

"Soyou say," said Rath amiably. "Hey, Arron, you've got a hywrite waiting for you."

The university? Arron straightened up with a bottle of water and two packs of ration barsin the
other. His expression must have looked stunned, because Rath frowned at him.

"Weadl got one." Rath hit akey on the tabl€'s edge and froze the graphic. Arron saw it wasa
video of agroup of ty Porath demonstrating one of their massive trawling nets. "They're from various
departments of Bioverse. Basicdlly, it saysthisis our world now and you've been declared useless. Ship
offworld or be shipped. Y ou've got two months."

"No, | got that one dready." Arron shook hishead. Then he thought of something else. "Hey,
Cabd, are you planning atrip to t Theria before the push-out? | could use alift." Cabal had a small
converted trawler that he used to sail from one port to another, arranging buyers. He could have gotten a
plane, he said, but boats inspired fewer random shootings from nervousidanders.

Cabdl raised hisbrows. "Y ou? Heading for t Theria? | thought you were strictly a Getesaph
native."

Arronignored that last. "I need to meet somebody coming in with the corpers.”
"My God." Reginaleaned back. "Don't tell me you've got aHuman friend?

Arron smiled indulgently and popped the cap on the water. ™Y eah, actudly, | do." He swigged
some water down. "I met her at college..."

Rath's brow wrinkled in surprise. "Y ou actudly went to college? Asin left your enclave and lived
a aunivergty?'

Arron smiled crookedly. "Didn't redlize | had such astable psych outlay, did you?"

Rath shrugged. "1 wouldn't trust you in the same building as my sigter.”

Caba snorted. " So, thisfriend you made during this grand experience of living at acollege
instead of getting your degree off the wire like anorma person, is coming in with the corpers. And?' He
made a"come-on" gesture with hisfree hand.

"And"--Arron mimicked his gesture--"she wantsto pick my brains."

Cabd whidtled. " You are going to consort with the enemy?*



Arron sighed. "Actudly, I'm running an errand for the Dayisen Rud. They want the relocation
schedule updated. Somebody didn't think that the Getesaph might be worried about being |eft on the
ground while thetTheriaare up above them." He shook his head. "But | might talk to her about stuff,
yeah. Things might be better if someonein the corp knew how complicated the Stuation hereredly is.”

Reginalooked at Rath. "What he meansis, maybe he can convince themiit's not worth it and
they'll turn around and go home."

Rath smiled grimly. "Not achance, Arron. They've been promised new gene combos. Oncethe
corpers get the scent, theres no caling them off." Sheblew out asigh. "And | dmost had my dissertation
topic sorted out.”

"Y eah, you've only been saying that for three years," muttered Regina. Rath glared at her, and
Regina patted her hand. "'Sokay. Well find another world to dissect.” Arron had afedling she was
carefully not looking a him.

Cabad brokethe silence. "It wouldn't hurt me to make one more run out there. Megt me here at
high tidein two days, and well head out, okay?'

"Okay, thanks." Arron transferred hisration packsto the hand holding the water bottle and
picked up the portable. "Now, if you al will excuse me, | have some personal businessto attend to.” He
bowed to the assembly and retreated into one of the work acoves.

He did the door shut behind him, cutting off the flow of banter from the main room. The acove
contained achair, acomm station, atable, and a bunk. He set his portable on the table and jacked it into
the comm dtation.

Arron did into the station's chair and dropped his stuff on the table. " Station. Thisis Arron
Hagopian. Identify and open mail." The one thing he missed out here was being ableto follow thelive
threads. Without afull sat-net to handle the transactions, he had to receive the conversations as mail
dumps and upload his responses.

Arron tore open a pack of bars and munched on one of the crispy oblongs that was supposed to
taste like fried rice but didn't. The station beegped and whirred. The outpost account didn't have quite
enough for afully interactive Al, but they were saving for it. We had been saving for it, Arron corrected
himsdf. Now we are arguing about how to divide up the outpost's assets.

The station blurted out a canned message. " Arron Hagopian identified. Sixty-five conversation
holders have new data. One hywrite received. Displaying titles.”

The screen lit up with amber lines of text. Arron skimmed them. Regarding Explaitation of
Dedd ph and the Dedelphi. Bioverse Feeding on Sisters Fear, that one actually had a Dedelphi author
from the Mars colonies. Bioverse Saves Lives. Therewere severd smilar titles. He didn't see the names
for any new architects. The discussion just didn't seem to be expanding any. The cdlsfor inquiriesand
boycotts weren't getting anywhere. They certainly weren't hurting Bioverse.

Arron suddenly redlized that he wasredlly looking for aconversation started by Lynn. He wanted
some hint as to where she stood. He wanted to know what she saw that led her to believe the evacuation
of the Dedelphi was agood idea.



| want to be ready for her. Arron stared at the a cove's curving white walls. Rath pinned it. |
want to be able to tell her she'swrong.

Arron scrubbed at hisface, asif trying to wipe something sticky off hisskin.

At the very bottom of the list was the address for Professor Marcus Avenall & the University of
the Eadt.

Arron drank some more water, trying to swallow histenson at the sametime.

"Station, open hywrite from Professor Marcus Avend|.”

Severd linesof plain text formed on the screen. Marcus had always been aminimdigt.

Arron:

Wetalked to Bioverse. They say they've barely got enough room for the Dedelphi and support
saff. The only way you're going to be alowed to stay with the evacueesisif we pay the cost of
maintaining you on one of the shipsfor the duration.

Putting it bluntly, Arron, the univeraty can't afford that.

Y ou've done amazing work. Come home, and well be delighted to find you anew project.

Arron dumped back. Well, that's that. Home again, home again, riggity-jig.

Anger surged through him. He hurled the water bottle at the wall. Plastic hit plaster with athud
and dropped to the floor. Liquid splattered across the wall and spilled onto the floor tiles, which drank it
inthirdily.

He dropped his head into his hands and ran them back and forth across his scalp.

It wasn't just him. It wasn't that held fallen in love with the world and its people, which he had, he
admitted it. It was that something unprecedented was happening here and nobody, nobody understood
that Bioverse was about to shatter it to pieces.

And nobody cared.

An ideatouched the back of hismind. He sat up straight again. " Station. Download and replay
file Hresh from Arron Hagopian's portable jacked into your number three port.”

"Loading. Replay."

It was afull mediablitz file. One of the few held ever created that wasn't for grant money. It was
from hisfirst trip out into the field. He'd been assigned to aworld called Hresh. Humans, in the form of
the Avitrol Corp, had found the world seventy-five years before Arron arrived. Avitrol was alife-miner.
They went out looking for new organic molecules that could be pressed into service as nanotech. Such
thingswererare, but incredibly vauable.

The Hreshi were shambling, gold-pelted people whose idea of nanotech was awell-ripened



cheese. Avitrol offered them luxury goods, automated services, and the skillsto use them. All they asked
in return was the run of the planet and the right to keep whatever useful things they found.

When Arron got there to study a people he was physicaly incapable of talking to, huge segments
of their world had been razed. Firgt, Avitrol hauled up plants and insects by the freighter-load to test and
retest. Then, the Hreshi themsalves mined and drilled for fudls and raw materidsfor their new
manufacturing needs. The people, dazed and distracted by their new wealth and able to travel farther and
faster than ever, were warring with one another over ideals and land use. The gouging of their ecosphere
unleashed disease that their medical sciences, which Avitrol had forgotten to augment with their
luxury-goods market, had no way to control.

Arron had stood horrified at the sight of so many dead and dying while his Site supervisor
lectured about what agreet thing it wasto find aracein trangtion like this. Furious, hed built the blitz file
and tried to knot it into the web, only to be informed by the university that if his name was found
connected to its release, he could find other employment.

So, held kept it under wraps. Held tied other more staid and strictly factua knots. With the help
of thousands of other voices, the webbed enclaves had ralied. Avitrol was shunned and had to make
reparations to the Hresh.

Now, as he watched the horrors held recorded, Arron wondered if the blitz could be reworked.
He could weave pardlds between Avitrol's life-mining of the Hreshi and Bioverse'sworking over of the
Dedelphi. He could do it. His career at the university would be over, but if he could get the word out
about what was happening here, if he could give back just aportion of the life and hospitality the
Getesgph had shown him, it would be worth it.

He'd need to set down acoreideato give therest of the presentation something to wrap around.
Takeapage from Marcus and minimdizeit. A text block, maybe with music in the background, but
make it something they'd have to pay attention to.

"Station, prepare media-tool workspace for anew thread. Clear space for text input. Convert
voiceinput to text."

Arron bent over the keyboard and set to work.

Parliament Hall was never quite empty. Soldiers patrolled its gates and stood besideits doors,
guarding the Members and their staff who worked through the night. The wide, polished-stone rooms
werelit, if dimly, by dectricity al night long. Lareet had never lost her love of the beauty of the place.
Layers of round wooden terraces rose from the floor like uneven stacks of coins. Tiled poolsheld idand
conference spacesin their center, fountains and waterfdlsthat filled every crevice with music.

Umat paced beside her, close enough so that their shoulders could rub reassuringly together.
Umat's expression was intense. Her dender ears were completely aert. She had probably already
pushed the memory of the morning's blast into the back of her mind and was concentrating on nothing
except accomplishing their errand. Umat was like that, and Lareet envied her.

Silver lamplight illuminated athird-level terrace near the center of the hdl. Their members, the
Members Shavck, Ris, Pern, and Vreaith, sat at the circular worktable. Reflexively, Lareet fell back and



let Umat precede her up the steeply danting stairway (why did Arron call stairs ladders? Ladders were
temporary, mobile things) to their workspace.

Lareet and Umat stood side by sidein front of the Member's worktable. Umat extended her
hand and received the touch on her knuckles from Shavck Pern.

"Dayisen Umat. Dayisen Lareet," Member Pern gregted them. "The shades of night ook well on
you."

Lareet let Umat return the greeting. No one who had hearing could missthe pride in Umat'svoice
asshe sad, "Wewere successful. Scholar Arron will spesk to Manager Lynn.”

"Excdlent!" boomed Member Vreaith, folding her hands on her belly. "1 knew hewould not
refuse you after years of guestship and particular friendship.”

Lareet wished she could bask in the gpprova asfully as Umat did. "He did warn us, Members,
that she might not be persuaded. He has not had contact with her for along time.”

Umat dropped one ear toward her scalp in warning. "He did, however, complete his mating with
her amicably. Our best research shows this can establish a pattern of favor and reciprocation, even if the
partiesinvolved are separated.”

Member Rislaughed quietly. "Do relax, Dayisen Rud, both of you. No oneis expecting ablood
promise. Thereis nothing to do now but wait and see what happens. If the schedule is changed, we can
go ahead with our first plans. If it isnot"--her ears dropped briefly and lifted--"dternatives exist.”

"Thank you, Members." Umat reached out and quickly touched Member Riss hands. "We stand
reedy for further assgnments.”

"Asisexpected.” Member Vreaith dipped her ears gpprovingly. "We have nothing further in this
specid areafor you until we hear about the schedule. Go home and spend the night with your family in
hedlth and peace.”

The Members did not bother with a parting touch. They just bent back over their table and
sorted through the papers, talking in low voices about what was indicated by this missve and that note.
Lareet politely folded her earsto muffle the conversation.

Umat, radiating satisfaction, tucked her arm into the crook of her sisters, pivoted them both
around, and waved to indicate that Lareet should go first down the tairs. Lareet gripped the rungstightly
with her toes and tried to shake the unease that had settled against her skin as she climbed down to the
mainfloor.

"What isthe matter with you?" asked Umat softly, asthey returned to the vaulted foyer. "You're
astwitchy asanewt on hot concrete.”

Lareet nodded to the soldiers who opened the double doors. She did not speak until she and
Umat had crossed the shaded lawn with its thick ferns and moss, been checked out through the gate, and
walked five yards down the crowded street.

"I wastdking with Scholar Arron thismorning,” Lareet said findly. ""He makes some strong



arguments for the Confederation.”

Umat squeezed her arm. " Scholar Arronisour sster in dl but blood, but heisnaive. He believes
the devna can be talked out of killing us."

Lareet held her sgter'sarm tightly for amoment. "He aso believes we can be talked out of killing
them.”

Umat drew hersdlf up short. She turned and faced her sSister. "Listen to me, my pouch-sister. |
agree with Scholar Arron that the wars must stop. We will al of us be dead if they don't. We are going to
gop them.”

"You'reright." Lareet laid her hands over her sgter's. "I'm just feeling we should be united in this.
Our Members are not even acting for the full Defenders House ..."

"Our members are congtantly gathering support, Lareet. By thetime everything'sin place, they!ll
have the entire Parliament." She blew across her pam, trying to send Lareet'sworriesto thewind. "We
will make the world safe for our blood.”

Let that be true, Lareet breathed slently to the ground. Please, let that be true.

Boats crammed into the harbor. They jostled one another's sides and tangled one another's
anchor cables. Little fishers and squared-off houseboats clustered around the sides of the big barges,
freighters, and the two mammoth warships.

It could have been a harbor from any of ahundred times and placesin the history of the Humans
Earth. There were only so many shapes of vessdl that could carry abiocular biped with two opposable
thumbs efficiently across open water. Physics as much as body shape determined the way you built your
ships, and physicsvaried alot lessthan form.

Torches, candles, and lamps reflected their light on the black, trash-speckled water. Thewind
was choked with scents of sdlt, dead fish, hot oil, hot fish, smog, and charcod. VVoices called to each
other in six or eight different dia ects, punctuated here and there by the splash as someone dived into the
water to swim for somewhere they couldn't walk to.

Caba walked across the harbor by stepping from boat to boat. His boots clumped heavily
against damp wood as he stepped on decks, chests, or boxes. Seawater soaked the cuffs of hiswork
trousers, and more of it spattered his canvas shirt and short jacket. Sometimes heads turned as he
passed. Sometimes someone shouted at him to get his poison off their boat. Mostly, however, he was
ignored as an equal with the dozen or so Dede phi who made smilar zigzag paths to and from the shore.

Findly, he swung hisleg over the sde of awell-kept fishing boat. It was bigger by half than most
of the othersin the harbor, built for market fishing rather than just subsistence. He negotiated hisway
between ropes, chests, kegs, and nets.

"Who'shome?' called Cabal in the mgor Getesaph diaect.

A hatch swung back, cregting a square of yellow lamplight in the deck.

"Whao'sasking?' came the reply from belowdecks.



"Your brother," Caba used the English word. There was no true equivaent in Getesaph.

"Comein, then."

Caba descended the ladder. Belowdecks was a single room with bunks built into thewadlls, a
gdley areaat one end, and aworkshop at the other. Two Getesaph sat on the farside of acentral table.
They were both stripped down to canvas breeches and rubber boots, like fishers usualy were.

"Advisor Tvir, Advisor Cishka," he said quietly as he sat down on the bench opposite them.

"Trader Cabd," replied Advisor Tvir. "The shades of night look well on you. What's your news?"

Caba nodded. "Scholar Arronis contacting afriend of his on behdf of the members of the
dayisen he lives with. They want to change the rel ocation schedule, and thisfriend, she'sworking on that
part of the project.”

Advisor Cishkahad lost an ear in some skirmish long ago. She rubbed the scar thoughtfully. "Do
we know how likely heisto succeed in this?'

"l havenoidea,” Caba shrugged. "They were close once, but he hasn't seen her in years. He's
not talking about it much.”

"Why ishetaking about it a al?Y ou and he are not true friends, you have said.”

"He asked meto take him to t Theriato meet her, and I've a so told you how he gets going about
internd affairsat every opportunity.”

Advisor Cishkas remaining ear twitched. ™Y ou do not respect him, do you?"

Cabd shrugged again and thought a minute before he found away to construct the sentencein
Getesgph. "There are places where he is shaded by night in broad daylight. He doesn't dways
understand how people could not completely agree with him."

"I hear you." Advisor Tvir nodded. "At least | think | do. Thank you, Trader Caba. Y ou will let
usknow if he succeeds or fails? We need to know which of their plans the Defenders will implement.”

"Assoon as| know, you'll know." Caba stood up, flexing his kneesto keep hisbdance asthe
boat bobbled on the harbor's gentle waves. "Isthere anything el se, Advisor Tvir? Advisor Cishka?'

"Not tonight, Trader Cabal. Go with care.”

Cabd smiled and let histeeth show behind hisface mask. "Always."

Chapter V

The command center for the city-ship Ur looked more like an office than aship'sbridge. Captain
Elizabeth Esmaraude and her section officers worked at amultiterminal table that had adedicated Al of
its own. The space around the walls had been divided into private meeting rooms, screening facilities, a
flash-cook foodstore with an attached coffee urn and bread box, and alavatory complete with shower



gal.

When Kedle stepped through the hatchway, Captain Esmaraude was at the central table, going
over something on the screen with her chief gravity engineer, Rudu King. King was an ebony-skinned
man wearing tan coverdlswith no markings except asmdl, slver commandersinsggniaon hiscollar.

Kede suppressed asmile. If there was aman who loved hisjob, it was Rudu King. When
Captain Esmaraude brought the Ur in, Keale had asked her for atour, and she had handed him over to
King to seethe gravity deck. Rudu had taken him down the work shafts, seemingly obliviousto the weird
pushes and pulls of the gravity fidlds. Hed delivered anonstop commentary as Kede peered through
thick glass at the forests of lozenge-shaped tractor units hanging in the yokesthat controlled their dew
and pitch. Each tractor contained the toroids or "doughnuts' of neutral particlesthat turned in on
themselves according to equations that King redled off like other people reded off plots of smulations or
paragraphs of regulations. He talked nonstop about angles of interference, field calculations, the need for
constant spot checking of each and every "doughnut holder” in case a charged particle some how got into
the toroid, which would cause the toroid to start bresking down into hest and X rays, or, worse, if some
irregularity developed in the particle spin, which could shake the entire doughnut, the holder, and its
neighbors, and eventudly thewhole shipand ...

K edle had watched the man carefully for signs of boredom or attempts to impress, but had seen
neither. Thiswassmply King'sentire life, down herein this dizzying world of fields, neutrd particles, and
delicate, precise angles and caculations.

The only time Keale managed to make King pause was when he asked if one of the tractors
could be shut down.

"Why?' King's eyes narrowed.

"Security precautions,” Kede had replied.
"Y ou want a zero-gee section somewhere?’
"No, no, just a... an area of confusion.”

Standing on the work platform, King stared at hisrows of tractors with his mouth pressed into a
long, thinline.

"Y es, we can do that. Bleed off one of the doughnuts.” He drummed histhick, calused fingers
againg the platform'srail. "Rotate the fidld angles on afew others. Wewon't like it, the captain won't like
it, and the ship won't likeit, but we cando it.”

Now, watching the captain and the gravitor together, Kede folded his hands behind his back and
got ready to wait. King was methodical in the extreme, and Esmaraude ... Keale had known her for a
long time. She did not rush for anybody.

Histiming appeared to be good. Rudu's lips moved as he sub-vocalized something to whatever
implants he carried and then stood up, nodding to his captain. Esmaraude nodded back and turned
toward Kedle. As Rudu disappeared through the hatch in the floor that 1ed down to the gravity deck,
Esmaraude waved Kedle forward.



"Kede, soglad you could join us." She kicked out achair for him.

"You'retop on my list of priorities, Esmo, you know that." Keale sat down. Esmo was a short,
sguare woman with thick brown hair cut short to keep it out of her way. Whereas most people who took
on eye implants had cameras or video displays you couldn't tell from anaturd eye, Esmaraude had apair
of old-fashioned looking wire-and-crystal spectacles connected to terminas at her temples. They gave
her greater display range and flexibility, she said, and the extra memory space alowed her to hook
directly into the ship'sinfo systemsif she needed to.

The corner of Esmo's mouth twitched. "1 am top priority only because | have something you
want, Kaye."

He shrugged elaborately. "I want to do my job and keep your people safe.”
Shedghed. "You redly think werein for trouble?!

"| redlly think we could be, yes."

All the humor drained out of her eyes. "Where from?"

Kedeknew she didn't mean who'd tart it. "Can you get me a schematic up on this?' He tapped
the station screen.

Esmo preferred to give her commands with keys rather than her voice. She typed on the pad for
amoment. The screen cleared and showed a 3-D white-line print of the Ur. Keale reached across and
hit acouple of keys. The diagram resolved itself to show the ship as seen from above.

"Right here." Helaid hisfinger on the space between the city dome and the engineering dome.
Esmo peered at the screen. Y ou think they're going to get through the tunnel s?*

"No. We can sedl the hatches. The shortest, easiest way between their space and oursis straight
acrossthe hull. It's only thirty meters from the city dome to engineering, and us.

Now Esmo was looking hard at him. "It'sthirty meters of hard vacuum, Kaye. | know the pogos
can hold their breath along time, but... "

"They're going to have access to pressure suits that we're going to show them how to use” He
frowned at the schematic. "Maybe nothing will happen, Esmo, but if they're going to do anything in the
heat of the moment, | don't want to make it easy on them."

Esmo dropped her gaze. She pulled the command word out of itsdot and studied it. It wasa
fragile glass and electro-optic key that decrypted al the command systems on the ship. Without it, even if
you could get the engines going, you couldn't make any navigation calculations. Y ou could not override
any of the artificia intelligence's standing orders. Y ou could not open any |ocked doors or databases.
There were two other keys. Rudu King had one for the gravity systems, and the chief engineer had one
for the ship'sdrive. But it was Esmo's key that controlled the minute, complex workings of the ship. The
dender, sparkling artifact represented the real power of the captain. Keale wondered what was going on
behind her impassive eyes as shelooked at it.



Esmo returned the key to its place. "Want acup of coffeg?

"Sure," said Keale. He stood up and followed her to the food-store. What are you not getting
at, Esmo?

Esmo got two plastic mugs out of the cupboard and started drawing rich, black coffee out of the
urn. Its scent filled the air. She handed one to Keale and put the second on the counter while she peeked
into the bread box. The smdll of yeast and baking immediately joined the coffee.

Findly, sheturned around. "Why are you doing this, Kaye?'

"Because | give adamn about whether the people on this project live or die,”" he said irritably.
"Which seemsto be amgjor cause for surprise.”

Esmo shook her head. "1 don't mean that. | mean why are you doing this." She waved her hand
toward the command center. " Sneaking around, laying down the emotional blackmail, trying to drum up
underground support with the seniors.” She stopped when she saw him grimace. "There aren't that many
people on this project yet, Kaye. Word still getsaround fairly quickly.”

Kedetook aquick sip of coffee. A good blend, rich but not too bitter. Trust Esmo to get the
best for her people, and hersalf. Esmo took her job serioudy, but she liked her comforts. "I'm doing this
because the veeps and presies aren't voting me anything to work with. We're getting a thousand
multipurpose shuttles, but not one of them will be armed. I'm only getting fifteen hundred security
personne per ship, to cover both Human and Dedd phi personndl, and that includes the admin bodies."
Hefrowned at his coffee, remembering the last conversation he'd had with Veegp Brador on the subject.
"It's been made quite clear to me that most of the trouble has been expected to come from the Human
sde of things, as the Dedelphi do not appear to have problems such as petty theft or drunkenness. They
definitely do not have any problem with sexud assault, for obvious reasons, and what brawlsthey do
have are settled in-family. So, none of my fifteen-hundred-per-ship personnd are going to be equipped
with |lethal-force capabilities™ He set the coffee down and folded his arms. Esmo watched him without a
trace of expression on her face. "Since there's no help there, I've got to find it where | can.”

Esmo said nothing, shejust kept looking a him. Finaly, he cracked. "All right, what isit, ESmo?’

She blinked, picked up her coffee, and took aswallow. "I'm just wondering why you took this
jobinthefirg place.

Ah. Yes. There wasthat, wasn't there? Kedl e ran his hand through his hair. Maybe he was too
paranoid. Maybe he was too hungry. If something happened, and histeam locked it down, thered be
bonuses, praise, promotions, everything you could hope for. He knew it, everybody knew it.

How much did heredly need, though? He was dready fully vested. He could cash in tomorrow
and be comfortablefor the rest of hislife. What he didn't have was a coup of any kind. No fegther in his
cap, asthe saying went. That had bothered him alot as ayounger man. He thought he'd gotten over it,
but when the offer to head up the team going to All-Cradle had come aong, he'd jumped at it. Insde
him, that young, eager man had woken up and started polishing his boots.

It was not acomfortable feding. It was also not one he was ready to admit to out loud, not even
to Esmo.



S0, he gave her the other part of the truth. "When | signed up, | didn't know how many of my
requests and suggestions were going to be refused.”

"Y ou could quit, or you could raise astink in the management courts about dereliction of duty
and ignorant endangerment of Bioverse citizens"

"Yeah, | could,” he admitted. "But al of that will take alot longer than two weeks. Do you redly
think they're going to hold things up just to give metime to scream my head off?"

Esmo puffed out her cheeks. He couldn't help thinking she knew what he hadn't said, but then
again, he frequently got that impresson when talking to Esmo.

"They had you write up the contingency measures, didn't they? What Bioverse can or will do if
the Confederation falls apart?’

Her words dropped like stones. Keale took along drink of coffee before answering. He had
treated that part of hisassgnment asamilitary exercise. It made good sense. Y ou had to have plansin
case the worst happened. It wasn't anything he hadn't done before. It dso wasn't anything so many lives
had hung on before,

He shouldn't even be thinking about it in that light. The fact that he had was another
uncomfortable redization. "Yes, | did have to write up the contingency measures.”

"And you can't tell mewhat they are, can you?'
"You know | can't, Esmo."

They stood in silence for aminute, surrounded by the smells of good coffee and fresh bread.
"Bad?' she asked.

"Effident.”
Her eyebrows arched. "M ore efficient than you've ever had to be personally responsible for?"

Hisfacetightened. "Esmo, my entire career has been about keeping people safe. If we haveto
oversee any actionsin hogtile territory, there are going to be alot of unsafe people around.”

Esmo pursed her mouth. " So, you want any ... troublemakers dedlt with quickly, and efficiently,
before the trouble spreads.”

He nodded. Esmo was very good, she always had been. But then, like him, sheld grown upin
Bioverse, and she knew the score, the game, the rewards, and the pendties. "Yes, | do."

She picked her mug up again and swirled the coffee around for amoment. "I suppose you know
the relocation schedul€'s been set back aweek because of thisdelay inthe ID hardware.”

He nodded solemnly. "I'd heard.”

She leaned back againgt the counter and took aswallow of coffee. "Y ou've got aweek then."



Kedelet himsdf amile "Thanks, Esmo.”

She focused on something on her spectacles he couldn't see. "I'll give you Chief Engineer Tiege.
He's got aniece on staff with him, ajunior grade named Marjorie Wilkes. Runs her ragged. It won't look
funny if they clock some extratime together.” She turned her attention fully onto Kedle again, and a
sharp, warning light shonein Esmo'sdark eyes. "Keep it quiet, Kaye. Neither one of us needs any
garbage from the veeps on thisone.”

"Y ou've got my word, Esmo.”

Shelooked at him over therims of her spectacles and gave him her dow, broad smile. "I'vegot a
lot more than that on you, Kaye, and don't you forget it."

The satdllite Keystone did into its orhit. It rotated gently, and its solar panels angled themsdlves
to catch the sunlight.

Lynn watched the completion of the satdllite network from the wall screenin her new office. The
tTheriahad given Bioverse a set of abandoned buildings. The architects had promptly fed them to the
congtruction jobbers so the raw materials could be reworked into a place Humans would be comfortable
with. One of the room's walls was video-capable. The two adjoining walls were actualy windows. One
looked out over the gleaming new coordinators complex. The other looked acrossthe cliffsand out into
| petia harbor. Lynn made sure the sound filters were set so she could hear the surf crash againgt the
rocks.

With the sat-net finally in place, she could start getting her office linked to the necessary
databases. She felt isolated with just her implants and a portable. Worse, she felt delayed. Trace and R.J.
in their shared space out front were aready hard at work, reeling out threads for access to progress
reports and problem sessions. At the sametime, they were tying the incoming threads to their databases
and schedules. Therest of the staff was laying out microschedules, arranging transports, working on plans
for ared network of roadsto belaid down by the engineers, coordinating with the grievance committees,
and trying to beg, borrow, or steal badly needed supplies.

Two new city-ships--the Beijing and the Rome--werein place over All-Cradle's Lagrange point.
Another, the Athens, was on itsway from Sol. Each had a hundred converted midrange shuttles to work
with. She had callsin to the port centersin t'Smeras, Avar Fil, and Usoph. They had room to evacuate,
sorry, relocate, the first three million t Therians, as soon asthe ports were ready for them. The selected
preparatory personnd would go first and take aweek to make sure everything would be comfortable for
the mam body of citizens. The mass relocation would follow.

"Lynn?' R.J.'svoice came across the intercom. "Lynn, weve got acriss.”

Lynn graightened up. "Already? What isit?"

"I'm sending you in athread. VVeep Brador wants you to follow it to the knot.”

Uh-oh. Lynn dropped into the chair in front of her comm station. Who's said what out there?

"Why didn't he send it straight to me?"' she asked with afeding of foreboding.



"Hesfurious, Lynn. Thisiswhat he does when he'sfurious.”
"Ah." Lynn nodded. "Thanks."

The screen lit up to show the rambling code that made up the thread's spec. "Claude," Lynn said
to activate the room voice, "redl out the loaded thread.”

"Completing request.”

The thread spun out into the web. Addresses, keys, and graphics scrolled up on the screen too
fast for her to follow. Then, the screen went black except for aline of sedate bluetext in shining cursive
lettering.

A Comparison of the Hreshi Degradation and the Biover se Efforts on Dedelph.

Lynn swallowed. Thelisted architect for the knot was Arron Hagopian of Prandth 1dand, one of
the Hundred I1des of Home on the planet Dedel ph.

Arron? What are you doing? "Claude, untie the knot.”

Thetext vanished. In its place appeared agroup of delicate, gold-furred bipeds wearing beige
coverdls. They gazed over avalley that had been ripped up and overturned until there was nothing left
but uneven dirt and broken roots.

Oh, no.

The voice-over sarted. "Avitrol scouts discovered the Hresh in the four hundred fiftieth year of
the third millennium, according to their mgjor caendar.” Arron had, Lynn noted with some gpprovd,
resisted the temptation to make himsalf sound more sonorous or musical than heredly was. Thiswasthe
same voice that she knew from college. " Seventy-five years later, Avitrol had laid waste to mgjor
segments of the Hreshi planet, aided the dispersion of dozens of new infectious diseases.” The scene
blended into a crowd of Hreshi crouched outside a square building Lynn assumed was a hospitdl. Their
heads and hands were swollen to grotesque proportions. "And created economic instabilities that caused
four mgor warswhich killed millions of Hreshi." Another valey, this one trampled and torn, with Hreshi
bodies |eft embedded in mud, blood, and offal. Lynn winced.

Now, the view shifted to a scene Lynn was becoming very familiar with. It was the crowded
stage of the Dedel phi Confederation treaty signing with the big screen behind it and the Bioverse execs
amiling benignly down.

"Trillions of miles away, the Dede phi, an embattled, ecologicaly threatened race, signed atreaty
with the Bioverse Corp in the hopes that Bioverse would be able to reverse the ecologicd damage on
their planet and stop the horrible engineered plagues that had been unleashed during arecent war."

The scene split, displaying the sad, static Hreshi on one side and the ceremonious Dedel phi on
the other.

"It will be argued that there are no Smilarities between these two cultures and their
circumstances. The Hreshi were discovered by chance. The Dedelphi are old alies of the Human race
and invited Bioversein. Avitrol had no mission except profit. Bioverse has a clear-cut contract of benefit



to the Dedelphi. But thereis abinding similarity between both corps and both worlds."

The screen showed a single scene: amuch-speeded-up look at trand uscent beads binding
together in the double-hdlix pattern of DNA.

"Both corps werein search of new life”
Ob, come on, Arron. You're not going to say we've got the same mission as Avitrol?

But obvioudy he was. Images cut, shifted, jJumped, blurred, and blended across the screen,
linking the Hreshi and the Dede phi while Arron talked about the immeasurable wealth new bioforms
could provide in terms of nanotech advances and how corporate execs would go to any lengthsto
recoup thelr outlays.

"Bioverse has aready laid out fifty thousand kiloshares to its subcontractors, twenty thousand to
its partners, and over amillion and ahdf to investors and citizens. Will they be able to stop, will they
want to stop for any reason, even impending cultura disaster, before they get what they came for?”

Lynn hung her head. How did your university let you get away with thislittle tabloid?
"Claude, isthere asummary for this? If thereis, fast-forward to it."

The view on the screen blurred until dl that was left was glowing blue text on the black
background. It scrolled forward dowly to the rhythm of soft, funereal drumming.

That the Dedelphi have a history of violence against their own kind is indisputable. That
the plague which has decimated their peopleisthe result of thisviolenceis also indisputable.

But this plague has brought about a miracle. For thefirst timein their history, all the
gover nments on this many-named planet are working together on a goal. The ancient enemies
stand united. Thisis a critical moment.

We Humans went through a similar moment in the twenty-first century, C.E. At that time
our world had a choice. We could have united, or fragmented.

We chose to fragment. Humanity broke apart into our little enclaves, conglomerates, and
corporations. For us, this has worked smoothly. However, when our moment came we had
devel oped enough info and biotechs that smaller enclaves could obtain food, goods, and
information to sustain themsel ves.

The Dedelphi are years away from that kind of technology, if they can ever reach it. They
don't have the easy access to the natural resources Earth had. If we split them up now, clean up
their world, and leave, we remove any impetus for them to unite. They will return to their
warfare, chewing up yet more resources, wasting more years, and digging themselves even farther
into their graves, until another bioweapon is released to finish the descent.

This plague wasn't caused by the first bioweapon used, just the most recent. The next one
will be even more devastating than this.

If we allow the Dedel phi to work out their own solution to this problem, if they have to



work together to save themselves, the groundwork is laid for peaceful coexistence. If they are
given the time, they can develop an international information exchange in order to trade research
and hard goods. This way, when and if they have to splinter permanently as Humanity has, they
have a chance of surviving without returning to a primitive state.

We can either buy them that time, or we can strip it from them.

The screen went blank. Lynn rested her helmeted forehead againgt her hand.

It was an attention getter, that wasfor sure. It was aso Arron at his best. It wove the factsinto
new patterns and held them up for everyone to see. It looked good, it felt good, who wasto say it wasn't
true? More than once sheldd found herself reduced to sputtering, "But that's not how it works" when faced

with one of Arron'sverba creations.

Lynn shook hersdlf. "Claude, run acall out for Vice President Emile Brador. Make sure he
knowsit'sme."

"Completing reques.”

Lynn busied hersdlf threading together databases until the station back-burnered her tasks and
brought up Veep Brador's head and shoulders.

"Record session,” she murmured to her implant. It never hurt to have a persona record of what
you'd said to the boss, and what the boss had said to you.

Brador's face had flushed to a deep burgundy and his round owl-eyes narrowed to haf-moons.
"| presume you untied the knot, Dr. Nussbaumer?"

"Yes, | did. It'sextremely inflammatory.” Lynn spread her hands. "What | want to know iswhy
did you cdl it to my attention? This should be over with the PR dervishes, or sent back to HQ, if you
think it'sthat important.”

Brador's face flushed even darker. "Hagopian isafriend of yours."

Lynn frowned. "Am | going to be held accountable for him?"

"Y ou petitioned for acitizenship offer for him."

Oh, so that's what thisis about. "That petition was rejected on the grounds that we weren't
hiring any planetsde Humans™" Which is one of the dumber ideas the veeps and presies back home
laid down on us.

"Dr. Nussbaumer"--Brador leaned forward until his nose amost touched the screen--"we have
aready had three subcontractors pull out of negotiations because of thisknot. It does not look good that
you sponsored its architect for citizenship.”

"Areyou claming | wastrying to sabotage something by bringing Arron on board?' Lynn met his
gaze coally.

She could practically see the whedlsturning. Bioverse had done a background check. Any



unacceptabl e associations would have kept her out. If Brador went ahead and accused her of corporate
espionage based on her knowing someone Bioverse had dready cleared, she could pull him down into
the management courtsfor defamation of character.

Lynn wouldn't enjoy that, but she'd do it to save her reputation. Then sheéld quit, and she
suspected Brador knew it.

"It would save the dervishes alot of troubleif you could debunk the Avitrol comparison for
Hagopian.”

"Believeme, Vice President, | intend totry.” | intend to beat his thick skull against the wall, if
necessary. "Isthere anything e s?*

"No, Dr. Nussbaumer, fortunately.” His skin color faded alittle. "Thank you for your attention to
this matter."

"You'rewelcome." Lynn cut the connection. " Store recording under file name Brador One," she
told her implant as she stood up.

Lynn walked into the outer office. Both Trace and R.J. looked up, Sartled.
"Anything e se entertaining happening?' Lynn folded her asams and leaned againgt the wall.

"Wdl"--R.J. held out afolded sheet of paper--"we found this on the doorstep. It's got your name

onit.

Lynntook it. It did have her name on it, along with the name of the complex, and the Street it sat
on. Pragiss hame and the name of her house had been written on it aswell. The packet had been glued
tightly shut.

Lynn carefully tore the paper open.

The letter wasin tTherian, except for afew wordsin English scattered through the text.

From Pragis Shin t Theriaaddressing my respected aly Lynn Nussbaumer,

I'm writing you in t'Therian because you obvioudy need the practice trandating. However, don't
worry yourself about the Problem, asyou cal it. That takesyearsto learn. I'll be happy to give you
lessons when everything's more settled down. How are Council and Convinced doing? Have they

adjusted to us yet? Y ou must be running them off their feet with al the biover se that need doing.

I've had word that is going to imprison t'Therians on ison hisway from City-Ships. So make
sureto tell him, what's the phrase, so getesaph can destroy us for me.

Res and Theiaare surrounded by cousinsand are loving it. My sistersand | are hardly out of one
another'ssight. It's magnificent to be part of afamily again.

Weve sent for the comm station, and I'll be hooked up as soon as | can.

The Queens have given me a specia gppointment that I'll tell you al about over the net.



Lynn lowered the letter, raised it, and read the English words again. Problem, Council
convinced Bioverseis going to imprison t'Therians on city-dlips so Getesaph can destroy us.

"What's the matter?" asked Trace. "Y ou're white as aghost.”

To her embarrassment, Lynn giggled. "Brador's overhesating about aweb knot.” She held out the
letter. "What do you think hed do if | showed him this?"

Traceread it, blanched, and handed it to R.J.
"Ohmygod," he whispered, and looked up at Lynn. "How could they..."

"The Getesaph contacted Earth first." Lynn tapped her fingers against her arm, " So, of course,
the t Therians are wondering what they did it for. It couldn't possibly have been for anything as universdly
beneficia as stopping the plague.”

"But why..." began Trace. Then she waved her hand. "Never mind. If they think we're working
for the Getesaph, of course were not going to hear about it."

R.J. sared at the blank walls. "Weveredly got to get these wired for full video," he said, patting
his pam against the desktop. "So what do we do?'

Lynn puffed out her cheeks and stared a the walls without seeing them. "We go down to the
Council chambers and make ourselves available to them. We get Praeis to introduce us to the dissenting
voices, and we tak to them. We arrange tours of the ships for Council members and the Queens. We get
Keale down hereto talk about security measures ..." Both her assistants looked sour. "1 know, | know.
I'm not fond of his approach either. But he takes hisjob serioudy and he puts on an impressive show."
She hadn't told anybody about the conversation they'd had and didn't intend to.

R.J. shrugged. "I just wish | didn't get the fedling he's ready to do more than just hisjob.”
Lynn looked from R.J. to Trace. "Isthere anybody in this corp you two like?"
"Not above junior management,” said Trace camly.

"I'll play that back when it'stimefor your review." Lynn twitched the letter out of RJ.'sfingers
and retrested into her office,

Okay, Praeis--she looked down at the letter in her hand--1'm doing what | can on my end.
Just give us a couple of days, and we'll have everything smoothed out.

The Getesgph cruiser tossed on an ocean colored the same gun-metd grey asits doping sides.
Rain poured down from the solid blanket of clouds. The late-evening gloom had the deck crew
scrambling to set up haogen lights for the technicians busy around the old gun turret.

Two of the Members Shavck, Pern and Vreaith, peered through the cabin window at the activity
out on therain-dick deck. Technicianswearing only trousers and tool belts scrambled around the turret,
which had been stripped of its armament and now held a gigantic telescope. From where she stood, Pem



could see the platform'’s hydraulics pumping unsteadily in response to the roll of the ocean under the ship.

Pem turned one ear toward the Trmdt Kilv who commanded the ship and its mission: round
Simnet and gaunt Irdeth, whose throat was atwisted mass of scar tissue and who couldn't speak above a

whisper.

"Therain will not interfere?' Pem asked. On the deck, asister waved her arm. The hydraulics
frozein place. She picked up alight and awrench and did bodily into the platform's works.

"Only if the housing over the mirror legks." Simnet oozed satisfaction and excitement. Her ears
were prectically quivering. "We have people checking on that right now. We may have to clean off the
lens, but other than that, it presents no problem. The cloud blanket is exactly what we need.” She peered
up at the sky and folded her hands contentedly over her pouch. "A thick cloud cover will scatter extra
light from the Humans communication lasersfor usto pick up. Well get amuch better sgna than we
would in clear wesgther."

"It seemstoo easy somehow. Put up atelescope and know al the Humans secrets.” Pern
rubbed her hands together and huddled allittle deeper into her coat. The Trindt Kilv did not keep it
overly warm on their bridge. Vreaith pressed closer to her.

Simnet noticed immediately and sgndled to apair of the ovrth. They hustled over with spare
work gloves. "It is not quite so easy, Member Pern. We know we can intercept the signals, but we il
have along way to go before they are completely deciphered and decrypted.”

Pern accepted the gloves gratefully and put them on. Her knuckles were solid pink with the cold.

"We have grown soft in Parliament,” Vreaith joked to the Trindt Kilv. "Give us unlimited
electricity, and we forget what it isto be cold.”

The Trindt Kilv both laughed dutifully, but Pern felt their disapprova like acold spattering of rain.

Vreaith obvioudy fdt it, too. Her skin rippled, and she changed the subject. "How much more
time do you think you will need?

"Difficult to say,” ragped Trindt Irdeth. "The Humansfinished their satellite network today. If
communications traffic increases as much as predicted, well have much more to work with." Her face
puckered thoughtfully. "However, we must assume we will only be able to make sense of about haf of
what'sreceived. If we get even that much, it is because the standard Trader Caba provided usis
complete.” Her earsflicked toward the rear of the bridge.

Pem turned an eye toward the Human who perched on astool and let the activity of the bridge
flow around her. Him, Pem corrected hersdlf. His clean-suit and round helmet gleamed under the
bridge's harsh light. He met her gaze calmly, with the corners of his mouth turned up. This, she
understood, was an indication of amusement or happiness.

She aso understood he could rummage around the Humans communication sysems asessily as
she could rummage in afile drawer, and had proven quite willing to put that talent to use for certain
consderations, such as broad travel permits and valuable trade goods.

"We are not working entirely blind." Trindt Smnet brought Pern's attention back to her. "The



ssterswho have access to Human communications are sending us signd diagrams for messages for
which the content is known. Our code teams are working from them.”

Outside, one of the technicians dashed across the deck, hopping over the cables clamped down
to the plates. As she opened the cabin door, one of the ovrth tossed a blanket over her shoulders.

"Itsstable, Trindt Kilv," she said breathlesdy. "We can gart it up.”
"If you'll comewith us, Members" said Trindt Smnet.

Trindt Irdeth led the way down the narrow stairs and an equally narrow corridor to a cramped
conference room. A round table piled with books and binders took up most of the space. The rest was
filled with the clattering computational boxes hooked together with awebwork of cables. Pem, Vreaith,
and the Trindt Kilv could do little more than stand in the doorway while the code team skirted the edges
of theroom.

Most of the activity was centered around asmall screen at the far end. Pem caught glimpses of it
as the coders shifted around.

All a once, dl the boxesin the room started chattering and clacking asif their insdes were being
rattled by an earthquake. Vreaith caught Pern's hand and squeezed. Between agap in the coder's
shoulders, Pern saw awave of figures sweep across the screen. One of the printers began to disgorge a
ribbon of paper. A coder toreit free and spread it across the conference table. She and her duty-sisters
began pulling books out of the piles, flipping them open and running their fingers down columns of Ietters
and figures. All the while they jabbered and exclaimed excitedly to one another. Whatever jargon they
were using, Pern could only understand every third word.

"Well?' boomed Trindt Simnet in avoicethat could have carried acrossthe deck in araging gae.

One of the coderslooked up from her book and papers. "It will be awhile before we have
anything coherent, Sigters, but we are receiving real information, and the binary standard we cdibrated to

appears sound.”

"Superb." Pern folded her hands across her pouch. "Wewill leave a once to report to our
members. Where elsewill you be able to set up these listening stations?!

"Near port,” said Trindt Irdeth, asthey made their way back to the bridge. "Near the biology
gtation. We are scouting for other locations.”

Trader Caba hopped off his stool asthey returned to the bridge. "Everything working out all
right, Trindt Kilv, Members Shavck?'

"It appears 0." Pem reached into her wallet and pulled out asmall shesf of sedled papers. "Here
arethe letters of reference promised. My sister in Crater Town will receive you if you present these."

"Thank you, Member Pem.” Trader Cabal rifled through the papers, then sowed themina
pocket of his canvas jacket. "1'm leaving tomorrow morning on alast swing around the ocean, but | will
be back. It should still be aweek or three after that before | have to be on my way. Isthere anything else
| can help you with?'



Trindt Simnet waved her ears. " The code trand ation would go much faster if we could wire our
scopes to Human comm stations. | don't suppose you have three or four of those lying around

anywhere?'

"Actudly, Trindt Smnet,” said Cabd, "I know where sx will be available within the week.
Perhaps we can come to an arrangement for them?"

Trindt Smnet's entire demeanor lit up. "I'm sure that would be possible.”

Pern laid a cautionary hand on Smnet's arm. ""We cannot use any machinery set aside for
Parliament or the evacuation crews. It would be noticed if it went missing.”

"Of course." Trader Cabal bowed hishead once. "When | said abandoned, | meant it. This
equipment belongs to the Human outpost | am based out of. I'm the only one with the facilitiesto sdlvage
any of the hardware out of there, and within aweek there will be no one left to seewhat | do withiit.”

Vreaith caught her sster's gaze, and Pern nodded. "Then, Trader Cabal," said Vreaith, "I think
we should hear your price."

Chapter VI

The Council buswas long, battered, and brown. Its engine sputtered. However, it was enclosed
from the drizzle that had started up. The fans didn't work, but the roof didn't leak either. Praeisand her
daughters, properly stripped for the weeather thistime, sat on one of the unpadded bencheswith their
arms companionably around each other. The bus was about three-quarters full of mothers, daughters,
and ssters from the country heading to the inland city of Charith.

Outside, theflat, ragged grasdands stretched al around them. The weeds opened their
gold-and-scarlet rain funnels or spread their waxy green leavesto shelter their bit of ground. In the
distance, towering stone walls bisected the meadows to enclose farms and factories.

For thefirst haf of thetrip, Pragis had babbled cheerfully to her surprisingly attentive daughters.
"See, Res, see Thelg, therésthe Hytal family compound. Textilesin there mainly. That's Reari. | wasa
management trainee there for ayear before | went into the defense. It's not much more than aglorified
warehouse, but it was greet training in tracking ebb and flow of supplies. Complex inventory is hafway to
logigtics. Oh, and that pinkish grey roof over there? That's an orchard under there. Belongsto the Oarn
family. They're near family to us. They grow incredible berries. My friends Baya, Kiesh, and Paeth Oarn
tTheriawere just taking over from their mother and her ssterswhen ... [eft. | wonder if they've still got
the management?'

She did not, however, point out the guard towers and fortifications that marked the end of the
tTherian lands and the start of the t'Ciereth's. With the rel ocation two weeks away, it was not something
they really needed to know. It also was not the impression of her world, their world, that she wanted
made on her daughters minds. It was enough that the rest of the traffic on the road consisted of funeral
processions, familieswaking ongside carts or dow frame cars carrying their dead to the smoking
crematoriums that gppeared whenever the walls parted. Surely, that was nightmare enough without her
adding even the vague threat of war so close.

Now they had reached country she had only a passing familiarity with and jounced dong in



slence. Pragis shifted her weight. Her back and buttocks were certainly going to be glad when they got
to Neysand Slv'shome. She had spent the last severad miles having second thoughts about the wisdom
of not commandeering a private transport. Asthe Queens representative, she could have, even with the
plague-inspired restrictions on private travel between cities.

But agovernment car would have required she take government drivers aswell. Considering that
there was an excdllent chance any drivers from the Home would be near family to someone on the
Council of True Blood and would report back everything Praeis did and said, she had decided not to use
that particular privilege.

It had been difficult to keep her reasonsto hersdf while dedling with Sengless and Armetrethe
thismorning.

"Siger, you cannot mean to leave so soon, and without one of usto go with you,” fumed
Sengjess as she stood with Armetrethe and Pragisin their home's gateway watching their luggage being
loaded onto the bus.

Praeis shrugged, keeping one eye and ear focused on the driver asthe luggage was strapped
onto theroof. "I have my assgnment from the Queens-of-All, Sengess. They made it possible for meto
return. | can't gppear ungrateful, or disobedient.”

At the last word, the skin over Sengjess's shoulders rippled. She dropped her voice to awhisper.
"Y ou could purchase a car for your work, or rent one from the Council."

Praeis shrugged and looked over her head, ostensibly searching the yard for her daughters. "I
told you, | have no budget yet. | don't want to start running up bills before | know how much money I'm
going to have." Pragislowered her gazeto look into her ssters eyes. She saw very plainly that neither
one of them believed her. The knowledge constricted her heart. She lifted her voice. "Resaime!
Thelareth! Daughtersmine, itistimeto leavel"

Her daughters separated themsalves from their cousinsin the yard and came running. "Wewill be
back in afew days, Ssters,”" Praeis made hersdlf say, as Resand Thelareached her side. "When | have
set my work in motion, we will be ableto talk together and decide how it will be next with us.”

Armetrethe and Sengjess |ooked at each other. Each reached out a hand to her without any of
the tension easing from their ears or their skin. Praeis grasped their hands and tried to pretend thiswas a
true embrace.

A murmur drifted through the gabble of conversation and pulled Pragis out of her reverie. All her
neighbors attention was focused on the way ahead. She craned her neck to see out of the front of the
bus. A quartet of arms-sisters stepped out into the road and waved the busto ahdt. Pragisfdt a
dartlingly familiar mixture of frustration and impatience, and fear. What do they want now? Will they
just get this over with? Ancestors Mine, what if they want me?

The driver, who had probably done this athousand times, dowed the bus to a stop, got out her
manifest pad and ID papers, and opened the door. Two of the four passenger escorts followed her to
stand outside the vehicle and exchange papers, hand-waving, and half-heard mumbles with the quartet of
amssders.

Theareth shifted and leaned closer to Pragis. Resaime stretched her arm across her mother's



shoulders until shetouched Theia.

Praeis opened her mouth to say, "Just aformdity, my Daughters,”" when two of the arms-sSisters
climbed into the bus. Now Praeis could see they were near family, grey enough to bet'Aiarather than
tTheria. The one with the prime-sister marks on her armored vest swept her cold gaze acrossthe

passengers.

"T'Ciereth!" she announced, naming a people that used to be near family but now were outlaws
for spying againgt thetTheriain War 1302.2.

"Not on my bus" indgsted one of the remaining escorts. "All my passengers have been checked
and cleared. Y ou've got bad information.”

The second arms-sister, who ranked third-sister, shifted her grip on her weapon.

"Y ou've got bad security." The prime-sister strode to a bench occupied by four small,
blue-grey-skinned, near family. "Here, here, here, herel” She stabbed aknobbly finger at each of them.
"T'Ciereth.”

Praeis wrapped her armstightly around Resaime and Theiareth. Both sat like blocks of wood,
ears erect and eyes wide, watching the spectacle afew feet away.

"Escort!" blurted out the tallest of the near family. "We aretTheria" She waved ashedf of
papers a the arms-sigters. "Check! Check al you want."

"Anyone herewilling to dlam these four asfamily?' Prime-Sster's eyes swept the bus again.
"Mother ..." murmured Resaime.

Pragisfixed her gaze on the arms-sisters and their guns. "If anything happens, get down on the
floor," she whispered. She stood up.

" am arepresentative of the Queens-of-All," Pragis announced in aclear, strong voice. She
scooted Sdewaysinto the buss central aide. "l make no criticism, nor do | fed any disrespect for you,
Prime-Sister, but hope you have papersfor this."

Uncertainty showed in Prime-Sigter'sface, and Praeis felt dl the skin on her back tighten.
Something was not right here.

"l have dl the papers| need,” replied Prime-Sister. ™Y ou come with me, make sure they're
treated dl right.”

"l will be doing that." The escort did past Pragis.

"No!" Thetallest of them brandished the papers. "We aret'Theria Y ou have no right.”

"Prime-Sigter, you may discharge your duties as soon as the escorts and | have seen your
papers” said Pragis evenly, letting the armed escort get in front of her. "And even then, you have the right

of gpped," she said to Tallest. "Under the Confederation treaty they can do no more than detain you and
must notify your family asto what's happened and why." Sheld been up most of the night studying the



convolutions of the treaty so she could better understand what her sisters and the Council were objecting
to. The Queens had, after dl, charged her with smoothing over differences and garnering support.

Pragiss gaze flickered from the prime-sigter, to the driver gesticulating angrily outside with the
remaning aams-sisters. Shetried to hear the fourth escort, who stood behind her. Pragis desperately
wanted to turn to seeif she had her sidearm out. Something was very wrong here. Pragisfelt her jaw
struggle to open so she could pant.

"If you need to see our papers, you are welcome to step outside with us, then.” Prime-Sister
leveled her gaze at Tdlest. "Now."

Talest glanced at Pragis. Pragis dipped her ears. The skin on her back twitched and rippled,
even though she fought to keep it ill.

Talest looked down at her three sigters. One of them, who'd had her earstorn ragged in some
fight or the other, had her mouth open and panted restlessly as the musclesin her face jJumped under her
in.

"Well go outside." Tallest stood. Clutching her precious papersto her chest, she did down the
aide between the prime-sister and the third-sister. Torn Earswas still panting, but she stood up and
waked out after Tdlest, with Third and Fourth crowding behind her. The escort looked at Pragis, her
face smooth and gtiff. Praeis nodded again and followed the escort off the bus. Praeis very deliberately
did not look back at her daughters.

Outside, the ram had cleared up without taking any of the heet of the day with it. The concrete
steamed, and the scent of wet pavement and wet bodies surrounded her. The accused t'Ciereth Ssters
huddled together, flanked by the four passenger escorts, who were facing down the four arms-sisters.
The driver stood between the two groups, with her arms folded and her earsflat againgt her scalp.

Praeis stepped up beside the escorts. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see faces pressed
up againgt the windows of the bus. She ingtantly picked out Theiaand Res.

St down, my daughters. St down and stay calm, shewilled them slently, and to absolutely no
effect.

"Now, wearedl outsde," said Pragisto the arms-ssters. "We are delayed, and we're standing
herein the midday steam. Y ou say you have papersto hand over to our Sster escorts. Let's have them.”

Prime-Sigter glanced at her backup, and put her hand to her sealed wallet a her Side.
Third-Sister shifted her grip on her gun. Pragis heart seized up ingde her, and her foot rose reflexively to
step backward.

Oh, no. Oh, no. Please, no.

Torn Earslet out astrangled shout. She dived at Prime-Sister and wrapped her arms around the
arms-sster's head, dragging them both down to the ground. Third-Sister jumped backward intimeto
avoid being knocked over. One of the escorts raised her gun, but Third-Sister already had hers thrown
agang her shoulder.

Praeis measured her length on the concrete. A shot burst out, followed fast by screams, shouts,



and the stench of gunpowder, more shouts and the creak of metal and the sound of running feet. On her
belly, Praeis scuttled toward the shelter of the bus.

"MOTHER!"

Res. Thela. Running for her. Pragis heard the shots, and the screaming, and al she could do was
lunge toward her daughters asthey ran for her, knocking them both flat against the pavement, covering
them as best she could with her own bodly.

Red rage boiled through her. Who did this! How DARE they endanger my daughters!

More shots, screams, running feet. Grunts and screams and the namel ess straining shuffle of two
or more bodies straining to overpower each other.

Praeisrisked a glance up. One of the escorts grappled with an accused t'Ciereth. Another faced
off againgt Prime-Sigter. Both had knivesin their hands. A bunch of passengers had mobbed Torn Ears
and pinned her to the ground. An arms-sister stood over Torn Ears, pointing agun down. Talest lay
bleeding on the ground, her guts haf hanging out of her shredded pouch.

The sick, familiar sight shocked Praeisinto motion. "Crawl," she ordered her daughters. " Follow
me. Don't look up.”

On hands and knees, she scrambled away from the righting toward where she saw the bus's
whedls. The vehicle would offer some protection. Maybe she could driveit out of here, get her daughters
to safety, find out who did this and make them pay, pay hard, pay dear for her daughters crawling
clumgly on the ground, trying to keep up with their mother, panting with their fear. They'd pay, and pay,
and pay ... Adrenaline poured into her blood and suddenly the world was wide-open, and her senses
were clear. Anger surged through her, but now it did nothing but add to her strength.

It'sthe Burn. I'm Burning.
Legs blocked their path. Pragis stared up at Third-Sister.
"Queens representative,” she sneered, and raised her gun.

"No!" Resaime shrieked, and leapt before Pragis could stop her. She grabbed the arms-sister's
ankle and pulled. The gun went off in the air and the arms-sSster crashed to the ground.

"Red" screamed Theia, asResrolled over. Pragis was on her feet without knowing how she got
there. She dragged her daughter away. The gun came up and the arms-sister bared her teeth. Without
even thinking, Praeis dodged sdeways, falling flat on the ground again. The arms-sister climbed to her
knees. Praeis snatched up ahandful of dust and gravel and flung it in thearms-aster's eyes.

The arms-sister swore and shook her head. Pragis |eapt. She grabbed the gun with both hands
and struggled to wrench it out of the arms-sister's grasp.

"Run!" she screamed to her daughters. "Run! Run!™ She grasped the arms-sigter's ear and yanked
onit hard. Third-Sister shrieked in pain, and her grip loosened just enough. Praeistore the gun free.
Praeis|et go of her ear and brought the gun butt smashing down on her head. Third-Sister sprawled
backward, blood gushing out of asplitin her scalp.



Praeis stared wildly around. She saw the bus, saw the chaos of the melee, but she didn't see Res
and Theia

A whine and acrack split theair. Her right shoulder jerked. Praeis whirled around, threw the gun
up to her left shoulder, and fired back.

Idiot! Sanding around in the open! Where are my daughters? Get behind the bus, you
idiot, before you get shot down! Where are my daughters!

Praeis doubled over, folded her ears, and ran toward where she last saw the bus. Shots whined
past her. Her |eft elbow jerked. She staggered and dmost lost hold of the gun. Her shoulder hurt now.
Her ebow would hurt like dl the pain in the universein aminute. The buss brown metal sides|oomed up
in front of her, she dodged left. Hands grabbed her. She bared her teeth, and saw her daughters.

They ran behind the bus. Good girls, smart girls, the best, the best in the world ... Shelet
them pull her forward behind one of the buss rear wheels and crouch her down.

"You're hurt, Mother. You're hurt." Theiatried to climb into her lap.
"Who did this?' Resbared her teeth. "I'll kill them! | swear, I'll ..."

Praeis dropped the gun and threw her arms around her children. Her wounds burned likefire, but
she pulled them as close to her as she could.

"No, no, my own. Were here. Were dl here. Well get away. | swear we will. Together. Our
mission now isto get avay."

"Obediencefirg,” murmured Res againgt her shoulder. "Mother ..."

Theroar of enginesrolled over the sounds of fighting. Praeis jerked her ears toward the sound.
Two frame carsfull of arms-sistersin body armor tore up the road and screeched to a halt. Pragisrisked
apeek out from behind the tires toward the melee. All the passengers were involved now. No one had
run. Everyone had stayed to protect or revenge. There was no one else behind the bus. Not even one
daughter. Thearms-9gtersin their black armor waded in, swinging out indiscriminately, knocking apart
combatants, rounding them up at gunpoint, dragging them away by ears and arms. She recognized Torn
Earsin the hands of thearms-ssters.

Adrendine siwvam through her blood as she redlized what was coming next. Another of the
accused t'Ciereth was thrown against her sister. They grabbed on to each other asthe new arms-sisters
brought their gunsto their shoulders.

Pay, pay, pay for what you've done, thought Pragis before she could stop hersalf. She dumped
down againgt the tire and squeezed her eyes shut. She panted hard and shamelesdy, asif trying to cover
up the sound of the shots when they came.

"Mother?" whispered Theia. "The arms-ssters killed them. We're safe now, Mother.”
Praeis stared at her. Her skin shook all the way down to her bones. It had been so long, too

long. She hadn't felt the Burn in twenty years. Not even in her nightmares. Not since before shed made
her ded against the Getesaph.



Dully, she reached down and touched her elbow. Her hand came up with blood smeared across
it. She stared at the blood on her palms. She could smdll it, sharp and bitter on thewind, like seaair, like
gunpowder. The pain burned, too hot, too hard. There were scrapes aong her pams, and they were so
red, so vitally red with the sharp blood that smelled so strong she could taste it in the back of her mouth.
Sharp red. Biting, bitter, blood red...

"Mother? Mother? We need to go, now. They're calling us. Mother?!
Praeislifted her gaze from her palms and blinked, dow and stupid, at Resaime'swild eyes.

"Mother?' Someone did her hands under her good arm. She knew the touch. Theia. "Areyou
good?'

The world opened again in arush. Praeis gulped air and tore her gaze away from her pam.
"Yes" She staggered to her feet. "Yes, | am good. But | am hurt. Who is-"
"Pragid Pragis ShintTherial"

"Neyd" Praeis ducked around the end of the bus. Neys and Silv, armored from neck to ankle
with guns dung over their shoulders, hurried across the concrete toward her, careful of their footing on
the dick aftermath of the battle.

Silv grasped Praeiss good hand and saw the red on her skin. "Y ou're hurt, Arms-Sigter.” She
turned her head. "Hey! Help over here! Wounds!"

"I'm scratched,” said Pragi's, although the pain told her it was more than that. "What did we get
caught in here, Siv?!

Silv shook her head. "We're not sure. We got arunner in who said there was trouble with abus
on the road, and we came out as fast aswe could. Might be those t'Ciereth were trying to make an
intelligence run across our border.” She shook her head. "If it's not your blood, who knows what starts
thefight?'

"Then they were t'Ciereth?' asked Resaime.

Neys smoothed Ress shoulder. "Asfar as we know they were. They are now, however, soaked
into the ground and explaining themsalvesto their Ancestors.” She spit. A pair of Ssterswith medical
badges on their chests arrived. They sat Pragis down firmly, probed her shoulder, and checked her
elbow. Messy, they decided, but not much more than glorified flesh wounds. Shewas lucky. They
bandaged her up and ordered her to get care-takersto pack and stitch her shoulder before the day was
over.

Pragis swore she would. So did Resand Theia.

The medica-ssters seemed satisfied with this and hurried back to grimmer tasks among the dead
and dying.

Praeis turned her back on the scene. "How soon can you get my daughters out of this?"



"Right now," said Neys. "We can commandeer one of the cars. Come on." She offered one hand
to Pragis and another to Thela. Thelatook it somewhat hesitantly. Resaime took her sster's other hand
and crowded close beside her.

Theframe car didn't run any more smoothly than the bus had. Each rattle and jounce sent fresh
flashes of pain up Pragiss arm. She wanted to ignore it and talk to her daughters about what they'd been
through. All she could do, though, was stare at the green, hilly country with itsfortifications and
compounds and think about the strange, frightening moment when the world had entirely narrowed down
to her body and her immediate sensations. She'd come down from the Burn dozens of times when she
was ayoung ams-aster, and it had never fdt like that.

Don't think about it. You've got so much to worry about. If it's happening . . . she
swalowed. If it's happening, then it's happening, asit must, and | have less time to work with than
| thought.

Resaime stretched her neck up and shouted in Pragiss ear. "We were not afraid, Mother. Of any
of it."

Praeisturned her head. Reswas so close, her face blurred in front of Pragissvision. "l wish you
had been, my own. What you saw was worth fearing, and worth avoiding.”

"I don't want to sound childish, Mother," said Theig, leaning as close to Praeis as she could
without touching her bandages, "but they sarted it.”

Pragissighed. " "They' generaly do," she bawled over the noise of the engine and the rushing
wind. "But notice, my own, you were the only oneswith the good sense to leave the fight. Thismakes
you the only oneswith whole skinsright now."

Praeis's cheek twitched. Neys had turned around and was staring &t her.
"Is something wrong, Arms-Sister?' Pragis shouted.
Neys hesitated. "No, Sister. Nothing at al.” She faced forward again.

Praeis closed her eyesbriefly. Yes, Arms-Sister, | teach my daughters to be detached, to be
cowards, to long for peace above blood. To be like me.

The Cesh compound lay just outside the Charith city walls. Over the years, it had become an
unoffical checkpoint and barracks. The yards werefilled with arms-sstersin the uniforms of the Great
Family and assorted near families. Arms-sisters marched across the lawns and the tops of thewalls.
Outbuildings that had once housed livestock now housed mechanics gations. The livestock looked on
from hastily constructed pens that some third- and fourth-sstersin bad grace with their primes repaired
and shoveled out.

Neysand Silv'sinner home was a sprawling dwelling under half a dozen peaked roofs. It had
been continuoudy added on to for the past four generations. Four little daughters ran around the yard,
playing games of tag with laughing ams-sigers.

At the door, three servants hurried to set out cold drinks and help Neysand Silv strip out of their
armor, but no other sisters came forward. Pragis bit her tongue. When she had last been here, there had



been nearly two dozen Cesh, counting aunts, mothers, and sisters. Shelooked at the empty room and
wished desperately for away to go off and be quietly sick with her daughters.

If the horror of her redizations showed on her skin, Neysand Silv gave no sign.

"Shall we take your daughtersto meet ours?' asked Neys as she handed Pragis aglass of swest,
scented juice.

Praeistook her greeting sip. It tasted marvel ous, and she wanted to gulp therest of it.

"It will haveto belater,” shesad. "I need my own to be here for this." Resaime's ears pricked up
with pride, and she squeezed her Ssters hand. Thieareth just looked solemn.

Praeis sat down on the nearest divan and kept her daughters on either side of her. Generaly,
everyone thought Res was the smart one, but Praeis was now sure that honor belonged to Thieareth. She
just hoped Reswould listen to her quiet Sister in days ahead.

"So tak with us, Arms-Sigter,” said Silv, as she and Neys sat close together on one of the sofas,
now wearing only bleached white shirts over their belly guards. "Tdl us how we can help you."

Praeis nodded. "I need to know what my sisters have gotten themsalvesinto."

Neys sighed. "That's agood question. When the Queens-of-All agreed to the Confederation,
they didn't have alot of support down at the shoreline. They till don't. Sengjess and Armetrethe came
out early and loudly againgt it. The guessisthey retained their position under the Council of True Blood
s0 that somebody could keep an eye on them.”

"That and the fact that no one could legdly strip their name from them without creeting ared
ruckus, even after ..." Neysglanced a Resand Thela

"After what Jos, Shorie, and | did," Pragisfinished for her. "We dl know what | did, and we dl
know, Arms-Sigters, I'd do it again.”

"Ohyes" sad Slv solemnly. "We know that."

"Ligten, Arms-Sigters,” Pragis|eaned forward. "I have been commissioned by our Queensto
start building red support for the Confederation. But there's moreto it than that. There's got to be some
reason they wanted me back in thefleet.” She swallowed and forced the words out. "It may be because |
am eminently expend-able.”

Both Resand Thela started at her words. Pragis bowed her head. "I'm sorry, my daughters. But
you needed to hear that. Y ou arein thiswith me."

"Y es, Mother," whispered Theia

"It can't betrue." Resaime'sface wastight and till. Y ou've fit the pieces wrong, Mother. There
isanother way to make this picture.

"Maybe," she rubbed Ress shoulder.



Neyss ears dipped and straightened. "There are currents here we can fedl but can't map yet.”

Silv snorted and tugged her sister's ear. "Thank you for speaking the obvious, Neys. Pragis, let
me ask you for aplain answer." Her ears and eyes focused completely on Praeis. "What do you yoursdlf
think of the Confederation?'

"l want it towork," said Pragis. "I don't know if it can, but | want it to, and | will dowhat | canto
help." Her earsflickered back and forth amoment before she could still them. "And you, my
Arms-Sigters? What do you think?"

Neystook Silv'shand and held it tightly. Praeis could see the currents of fedling pass between
them in theripples of their skin. Loneliness burned sudden and sharp in the back of her mind.

"Wearedying," said Neysflatly. "The Great Family, the near families, the'Esgph and al their
hangers-on, al of ustogether." She stopped and her ears dropped backward. "1 have wished the 'Esaph
all dead, but my soul isagood accountant and won't let meignore the costs.” She grimaced and swept
her arm out. "There are more of us than there are of them. It is possible some of our Great Family will be
aivewhen the plague haskilled dl of them. But | think the ancestors would howl if we counted on that.”
She shook her head. "We need this plague gone. We need the Humans to do that. Theincomprehensible
Humanswill not hear our history with the 'Esaph. Very good. We do thisthing for the same reason we
have adways fought the 'Esaph, because we haveto." Onefold in her right cheek jumped. "Those who
work to kill the Confederation are working to kill their Ssters.”

Praeis dipped her ears. "l hear you, Arms-Sisters, and you have my agreement. | need to know
who else sharesthisview. | need agtaff | can trust, and whom | can send out in my name with directives
that might not stand the light of day. Isthere anybody like that left?"

Neysand Silv exchanged thoughtful glances. "Keeig, Ini, Omalat,” said Neys.

"Uait and Ral Baeit," added Silv.

"AndUrethTa."

"Yes, and Ureth Tal," Silv dipped her earsin gpprova. "And they will know more. We can
contact them &l tomorrow."

" Tomorrow?' Pragis asked before she could stop hersdlf. 'Sisters, we have less than two weeks
to change the Council's mind. They can ruin everything by smply refusing to movel"

"Tomorrow," repeated Neysfirmly.

126

"Because today, Mother," said Res, "you need rest and to have your wounds looked after."”

Pragis stared down at her daughtersin disbelief. They sat rigid in their unity. At lagt, shethrew
back her head and laughed. "I givein! | givein!" She waved both her hands over her head. "'l am

surrounded by mutineers.”

"At last, she understands.” Silv caught Pragiss shoulder and shook it. "And for our first act of



mutiny, were caling in the caretakers.”

After that, it was reminiscence and good food. Silv made good her threat and caled for atrio of
care-tekers. Pragiss aching arm was numbed and stitched up tightly. She'd tried to shoo her daughters
into the yard, but they refused to leave. They stayed near her dl afternoon, seldom straying out of reach
of each other or her until the deeping mats were unrolled.

Asher daughtersfell adeep, Pragislay on the edge of the mat listening to their breathing and
trying to understand what they must befedling. Thiswasall so new to them -- the random,
incomprehensible attacks, the constant readiness. She had grown up like this. 1t was nothing. She had
nourished her soul-hate of the 'Esaph, contempt for the t'Ciereth, fear of the Porath, for years. Shed
bresthed it. Shed svuminit.

But her daughters had known them as friends and schoolmates. They'd known peace. How
would she explain thisto them? How would she comfort them?

And that's not all you're going to have to explain to them, isit? inquired avoicein the back
of her mind. Praeis squeezed her eyes shut and tried to will the voice away, but it would not go.

Oneinch at atime, Praeis did off the mat. She stood and silently picked her way across the room
to apatch of moonlight that filtered through the dit window. With trembling hands, she unfastened her
belly guard and looked down at hersdif.

Her pouch had been flat for some time now. She'd gotten used to that. She wasn't young
anymore. Sometimein the last few days, though, it had shriveled. Unsupported, it hung in wrinkled folds
amogt hdfway down her thighs. Shetried to tighten her muscles. The folds spasmed alittle in response.

She swallowed hard. Her ears and skin trembled. She sat on the floor and cautioudly reached
between her legs, and found where dl the swelling had gone.

She closed her eyes. Ancestors Mine. Ancestors Mine. | accept this. | accept this because it
isthe natural way of life. | will pass on my soul willingly, but oh, why so fast?

"Mother?' Thelawhispered. Cloth rustled behind her.
"No, daughter..." A shadow fell across the moonlit floor, and Praeis knew it wastoo late.

"Ancestors Minel" Theiaflung hersdf againgt Praeiss back and clung there like an infant. "No!
No! You can't bel" She buried her face in the folds of Pragiss back. "Y ou can't!"

Bodies tirred all across the room. Another shadow got to itsfeet. "Theia? What isit?' Res
padded acrossto them.

Ancestors help me. Res saw her and gaped.
"Res, get my belly guard. Everything's good. Well go outside. With me." She stood up, holding
onto Thelasarms, so Thela could dangle from her shoulders. As quickly as she could, she got outside.

Restrailed behind, holding her belly guard.

Fortunately, there was enough moonlight that she could lead them across the lawns away from



the buildings

"Res, give me my guard and help me with your sster.” She bent down and felt Respry Thelds
fingers apart, murmuring, "It's good, my Sister, come hereto me, it'sgood.” Theiafindly let go and
collapsed into her sster'sarms. She curled up asif seeking to bury hersalf in Res's pouch.

Praeis's hands trembled as she strapped her belly guard back on. She turned around.

Thelas fear had soaked into Res. Res bent over her sister, her back and shouldersrippling like a
river in flood.

Praeis kndlt and gathered them both in her arms. Their fear enveloped her. Her heart raced, and
her skin quivered. She fought it down. She swallowed it, as she had swallowed their night terrorswhen
they were little. But thiswent on far longer than those ever did.

Findly, Reswas ableto speak. "Y ou're Changing.”

"Yes." Pragis stroked her ears. "My second-mother Changed early, but my mother did not, so |
hoped it had not carried through.”

Thealifted her head. The streaks of tears down her face glistened in the moonlight. "I can't take
any more, Mother. | can't. | want to go home."

Guilt surged through her, and Praeis clamped brutally down on it. "Home or here, thiswould till
be happening.”

"But not likethid"

"Yes, likethis. And right now." Shetightened her hold on both of them. "The only differenceis
what's happening around us."

Ress ears drooped so far the tips amost dragged her shoulders. "If we asked you to take us
home now, would you?"

Pragiss heart froze. "Are you going to ask me, my own?"

Resaime combed her sgter'sears. "No," she said softly. "Were not. Arewe, Theia?'

Theialifted her trembling head. "Whét are we going to do?"

Praeis sighed and rocked them dl back and forth alittle. " Tomorrow, I'm going to the hospita
where Lynn's David works. Alone." They both instantly opened their mouths to protest, but she shushed
them gently. "It's a plague hospital, and you two will be no good to me or to each other if you become
infected. I'll have him make sure I'm healthy otherwise, and work out how long | have left before my soul
drops.” Sheleaned her cheek againgt the top of Resaime's head. "After that, well see”

Neither one of them said anything.

"Areyou cold, my loves?' asked Pragis. "Shall we go back inade?



"l want to Say herefor awhile," said Thelain avoice smal enough to make Praeisswhole
loosened soul ache.

"Then that'swhat well do.” Pragis shifted herself so her back was againgt atree and she could
pull both of them into her lap.

They stayed like that until her daughtersfell adeep and Pragis was able to lead them, drowsy and
unprotesting, back to the house.

Praeis wa ked through the doors of the hospital. The scent of disinfectant assailed her nodtrils,
and they pinched shut autometicaly.

The place was awarehouse. The single, long room had been hung with sterile sheetsto make
clear, temporary walls. Ssters and mothers wearing filter masks moved around the sheets, swabbing
them down with whatever added the incredible stench to the air.

More sheets had been hung around individua beds, turning them into miniature tents. But that
wasn't doing much good. The families of the patients worked their way under the sheets, lifting them up
and breaking the serilefield.

The beds were surrounded by metd racks holding bags of saline solutions, blood, or other fluids
Pragisdidn't want to think about. Care-takers moved between the bedsin teams. They worked with the
fluids. They injected the patients. They gave the families pillsand drink, or clean sheets and other supplies
s0 they could tend their sick family members. The patientsin their narrow beds coughed and retched and
trembled, held down by straps as well as by family members. Some of them lay rigid as blocks of wood,
dying of the pardysisthat wasthe last stage of the plague.

Pragisknew calling the disaster that brought its victimsto this place "the" plague was incorrect.
That made it sound like there was just one virusto be tracked down and dedlt with. In the wards of
Crater Town, David had explained to her what the Humans had discovered. The plague wasn't one virus,
or even one set of viruses. By now, it might very well be every viruson All-Cradle.

"Asnear aswe can tdl," hed said, leaning closeto her and Jos, speaking in hislow, steady
voice. "Whatever the Octrd |et [oose was designed to attack the cell pores. Poresin cellsare like pores
in skin. They open and close as needed to transfer chemicals, waste materials, and so on.

"The origina virus blocked the signalsthat tell the cell poresto close. If the cell poresdon't close,
one of the mgjor keysto neuro-chemical regulation within the body isremoved. That sets off ahost of
problems, the most dramatic of which is paralyss of the voluntary and involuntary muscles.”

"It freezes your heart." She remembered how hard she'd squeezed down on Joss hand as she
spoke.

David had nodded. "Heart, respiratory system ... Y ou die because your body can't control itself
anymore." He paused. "That's only the beginning of the problem however.

"We're sure the virus was supposed to die out when the infected population did. That's generally
how these things are planned.” Thelook of distaste on hisface was so intense, Pragi s reached out



inginctively to touch hisknee. "But in this case, it didn't die out fast enough.

"Somewherein here, the origina virus met up with awild virus. Somebody may havedied ina
pool of water, or some feca matter got into awell, or somebody tried to evacuate aboard aboat and it
met up with some rodents ... Thereésamillion possibilities. At any rate, our origina virus got out into the
ecosystem and met its cousins. They shook hands and exchanged genetic material. All of asudden,
virusesthat have been no problem for millennia can run through abody in days, kill the host, and move
on. Theword from All-Cradleisthat these wunderkind -- " Praeis had looked at him, puzzled. "It's
German, it means'wonder children." Weve started cdlling the plague virusesWKV's. These WKVsare
taking down everything mammalian on the planet." He paused and shook his head, heavy irony creeping
into hisvoice. "It will sortitself out. A certain percentage of any given population will probably proveto
be immune, and they'll breed. In a hundred thousand years, the WKV swon't bother anybody any more
than the normal strainsdo now. But | persondly am not willing to walit that long."

Thered been agleam in his eye and an edge to his voice as he spoke. That was what had
warmed her to him. A lot of the Human doctors and researchers seemed to regard the virus, viruses,
killing the colony as an interesting riddle. David treated it as an enemy, avery smart enemy to be sudied
and thwarted using every possible method.

But not in timeto save her sster Shorie, and not in time to save her sster Jos, and not in timeto
save her four smallest daughters, who al lay in one bed, crying and shaking and dying of pure pain.

"Siger, areyou ill? Do you need to register?* A concerned voice broke Pragis out of her
memories. "Areyou looking for family?'

A pair of agtersfaced her, with their earstilted forward and quivering alittle, dthough whether it
was from concern or smple weariness, Praeis couldn't tell. Filter masks covered their faces and rubber
gloves covered their hands up to their elbows. Their overalls were chegp and obvioudy meant to be
worn for ashort time and then disposed of, possibly burned.

Praeiss skin shook from her shouldersto her ankles. "No, no, thank you. | am looking for a
Human care-taker, Dr. David Zelotes. | am Praeis Shin t Theria, representative of the Queens-of-All."

The ssterslooked at each other in astonishment. Praeiswondered how long it had been sincea
Queens representative had walked in here. A spasm of anger crossed her shoulders.

"Shewill bein thelaboratory," said the broader of thetwo. "I will take you. My sister must stay
on patrol."

"Of course." Praeis dipped her ears. "The Ancestors alone cannot watch our sgters.”

Praeisfollowed the care-taker through aside door that led to awhite corridor smelling of warmth
and yet more disinfectant. This was a Human-constructed section of the building. It had the seamless
look of something grown rather than something built. They passed a number of smal, windowed
laboratories on theright-hand side. Inside the labs, Humans wearing white overals over their clean-suits
wielded pipettes and needles over glass eggs of culture media, filter dishes of layered ceramics, and even
old-fashioned microscopes they must have appropriated from the larger hospital.

Inthelast lab, David, his clean-suit covered by theloose, blue tunic and trousers that seemed to
be the traditiona uniform of Human doctors, stared at a portable screen displaying what looked like a



fuzzy cluster of fat, grey-and-white springs. The care-taker tapped on the window and David jerked
around. He saw Praeis, waved, and held up oneringer.

Praeis watched him type something on his keypad. Res and Thela had not asked why she wanted
to see David rather than at'Therian care-taker, and she was glad. She did not want to haveto tell them it
was because David, with his Human reserve, could be counted on not to talk about what he saw.

In thelab, David picked up a couple of the glass eggs and carried them over to a storage locker,
placed them ingde, and latched the door firmly shut.

"Pragis Shint'Theria," said David as he stepped through the laboratory door and shut it behind
himsdlf. "Lynn said you might be able to come by to lend usahand.”

"I'll seewhat | can do, but | also need your help,” said Pragis.

David nodded. "I can't et you in the lab, but we've rigged an examination room over here" He
gestured up the corridor.

The care-taker |eft them, and David led Pragis down to the end of the corridor.
"l had noideait wasthisbad,” said Praeis softly.

David shook his head ruefully. "Y ou should have seen it when we got here. God," hisvoice
dropped to a harsh whisper. He opened the door to the examining room and stood aside for her to enter.

The office was bigger and more comfortable than she had imagined it would be. It was obvioudy
atTherian construction with Human conveniences laid over top. Fiber-optic bundles made veins on the
white-plaster walls. The examining table was wide enough for two of her. Theingrument sands were
held to the sde with C-clamps. Everything was scrupuloudly clean. In fact, the jobber in the corner was
gill humming, soit probably had just finished from the lagt patient.

"It wasn't neglect that ran this place down, it was degth." David climbed up on astool between
the examining table and the comm station. "The trained care-takers had dl died. When we got here, we
found family members, ams-sasters, students, an incredible array of people, trying to learn on the fly out
of books or from medica ingtructors, what instructors there were left. 1t wasn't that no onewaswilling to
try, it'sthat there was no one left who knew what to do." Hisvoice shook and he stopped. "Asit is,
you've seen what amessit isout there. Bioverseisn't willing to let anything magor wait to get us a proper
facility going. They say they're dl going to be relocated within the week, why waste time and resources
on abuilding down here?' She saw afamiliar gleam in hiseye. "Were working on persuading them
otherwise"

"Lynn said you were having cultura problems?' asked Pragis. We can't separate the families” he
sad. "When one sster issick, they al comein and they al stay here. They keep constant hold on her,
breathing her air, breaking what little serility and isolation weve got..."

"Yes | saw."

"| thought weld handle it the way we did in the colonies. Firm persuasion and explanation.” He
shook hishead. "But here ..."



"Here the ties are even stronger than they are there, yes." Pragisran her hand over her belly
guard. "What most Humans never understand is that our basic need, what keeps us going at the core, is
not the surviva of ourselves and our children. It isthe surviva of our sisters. Wewill kill or dieto savea
sister and her children. When asister issick or hurt..." Shewaved her ears. "It is hard for usto be
detached. Have you tried prayer shifts?'

"What?' David's face wrinkled.

"Prayer shifts. Ask the family to designate one sister to stay to tend the patient, and send as many
of the others as you can convinceto their Ancestra shrineto call for protection and help." Her face
puckered. "Presenceisvitd, but in its place any useful activity will do. They, we, just need adirection,
and you will see amazing cooperation. Those who are not petitioning their Ancestors, you can send on
errands, or maybe use them as scavengers. There are alot of abandoned buildings|eft in the cities. Who
knows what's useful out there? Y ou can ask them to go see. Or get them to lobby the Council officesfor
what you need--" All a once, an idea blossomed inside her. "No," she said. "Send them Straight to the
Queens.

"What?'

Neys and Slv can run a letter to the Queens saying the sisters should be admitted, they
should hear about the hospital's shortages and inadequacies in style, along with any other
shortages and inadeguacies anybody can think of. Then the Queens can harangue the Council for
not doing its job, get a reporting structure going at the bottom, get some largess out, fix this
death trap, renew their link with the people, use it on the Council... It's the perfect chance to
change minds. The Council won't be able to hold out if the rest of the Great Family turns against
them!

"Helo?" said David. "I think | just lost you."

"No, no." Praeis shook her ears and shoulders. "I'm sorry. Y es, get some lobby parties arranged,
about anything anybody wants done, and send them straight to the Queens. They'll be heard, | promise.”

David's eyes narrowed. "I have afeding weve just madeit onto an agenda.”
"lan't that what you wanted?' asked Praeisinnocently.

David'sface brokeinto addighted smile. "I knew you could help us." He leaned forward. "Now,
tell mewhat | can do to help you.

Pragistold him. As she spoke, hisexpression rearranged itsdlf into calm, professional lines.

"Would you get undressed, please?' he said, turning away to reach for afresh pair of thin, outer
gloves. "Well seewhat's here.”

David's gloved hands were cool and careful as he papated the swellings a Pragissgroin. His
expression remained bland as he turned away from her to his comm station. He threw out afew new
threads, but Pragis wastoo far away to read the data asit flowed back to him.

"All right, Praeis" said David, stripping the outer gloves off his clean-suit gloves. "Why don't you
get comfortable, and we can talk."



Praeis strapped her belly guard back on and did the vermilion-and-gold kaftan over her
shoulders. David busied himsdlf with hisdataand hisinstruments, carefully not watching her. She climbed
off thetable, trying not to fedl the way her pouch drooped against the bottom of her belly guard and sat in
one of the wicker settees next to the examining table.

David stayed perched on the stool next to his comm station and |ooked her straight in the eyes.

"Therésnot much | can tell you that you don't dready know." HistTherian was good, but he il
spoke with alazy, drawling accent that sometimes got on Pragiss nerves. Now, for instance. "All your
estrogens are dropping, and al your testosterones are rising to compensate. It's happening at about three
times the normal rate. Thisisnot unheard of. We don't have any good statistics on it, but there are cases.
Y ou will be fully Changed within three to four weeks."

Praeisfolded her arms across her belly guard. She wanted Sengjess and Armetrethe. She
wanted Resaime and Theiareth. She wanted anybody except this aien creature in front of her.

She forced hersdlf to take adeep breath. "My second-mother Changed like this, but no one else

"Had your second-mother lost her Ssters?”
Pragissears crumpled alittle. "Y es. In askirmish with the Getessph.”

David nodded. "Weve got some stats that say the Change happens earlier on the Mars colonies
than on All-Cradle, and there's some evidence that it's happening earlier in plague-ravaged aress.” He
shrugged. "But we don't know if it's really a consequence of being removed from the family, so that some
hormonal check or balance is not received, or if alarge die-off sets off abreeding trigger ..." He gave her
an gpologetic smile. " Sorry, | am not attempting to belittle what's happening to you. I'm just wishing |
knew more about its cause."

Praeiss ears and skin twitched irritably. "It'sgood," shelied.

David caught the insincerity in her tone. "1 know thisisdifficult, What | can give you asgood
newsisthat even though the Change is accelerated, it is proceeding smoothly. Y ou will father many
daughters before the Ancestors claim your will."

Pragistook adeep breath. Shelet it out al the way before she spoke. "Is there anything you can
doto dow it down?'

David puffed out his cheeks and Pragiswondered if held picked up the gesture from Lynn, or if
shegot it from him. "1 sent out athread for that. It caught onto some research in hormone replacement
they're doing a one of the Lunar facilities. It looks... promisng anyway." His reassuring expresson
fatered. "Pragis, we redlly don't know enough about you, about the Ded--excuse me, thetTheria, to do
this" He shrugged amogt irritably. "The Human biologica clock isaquartz mechanism. Smooth, smple,
steady. ThetTherian's.... It's an antique cuckoo clock; athousand moving parts, al perfectly meshed, all
responding to each other's movements, but how do you determine what each one does?' He looked
toward her without seeing her.

"But thereis research being done," Pragis prompted him.



Hewaved hishand at the comm gtation. "Theoretically, | could separate your estrogens out of a
blood sample and synthesize a set of dosesto get you back to your pre-Change levels. This should dow
the production of your testosterones.” He turned his gaze fully toward her again. "But it aso will
effectively stop your natural production of estrogens. If we start this, as soon as you stop dosing on the
synthesi zed estrogens, there will be nothing between you and the Change because you'll have frozen the
mechanism that makesit adow dide." He stopped. "Instead of having weeksto make your preparations,
you will have hours."

Praeis rubbed her hollow belly guard. She thought of her daughters, not yet mothersfor
themsalves, left done with Sengess and Armetrethe and their plans. She thought about everything she
had come to do that hadn't even been started yet.

Her ears had drooped, sheredlized. Sheraised them. "Y ou will not tell Lynn any of this?' The
last thing Praeis needed right now was her shock, or worse, her pity. Lynn was agood friend, but the
Change was not something she had ever redly understood.

David shook hishead. "I never discuss patients with Lynn. She doesn't even ask.”

Humans are so strange. "Can you give me two months?'

David nodded dowly. "If that's what you want. | can do that."

Ancestors forgive me. | cannot add my will to yours yet. "That'swhat | want."

Chapter VII

David leaned toward Lynn from the other sde of her video wall. "It'stoo early in the game for
you to belooking thistired, Lynn."

Lynn lifted her faceplate and rubbed her eyeswith her fingertips, aware of how clearly their dark
rings showed againgt her skin. "Y eah, well, we didn't get to bed last night. There was a crisis between the
Chosaty Porath and the t Theria. We spent six hours orchestrating a conference between the
Queens-of-All and the Byarikane, the First Speakers.”

She lowered her faceplate. The word WIPE flashed in front of her eye. She reached for the box
of sterilization tissues, plucked one out, and wiped her hands on it.

She looked up again and saw the sympathy plain on David'sface.

"Y ou don't want to talk about this, do you?'

She shook her head, pitching the tissue into the one-way garbage can next to the comm station. It
sucked the tissue down with abrief whirring-hum. "Not redlly. Not right now anyway." Shefelt her face
fal asthe memories of the previous night swarmed up. She'd seen the pictures, shed heard the thinly
velled threats, and sheld felt like going after both sets of leaders with ablunt instrument. "1 can only think
about reparations for six blown-up bodies for so long.”

David winced. "Lynn, I'm sorry."



"Yeah," shesghed, "soam 1." She smiled softly. "What I'm redlly sorry about isthat you're not
hereto hang onto."

"Want to go back to Florida?"

"What, and leave the job not even half-done?’ The utter horror in her voice brought out David's
redl, warm smile. "Not achance.”

"I didn't think s0." He paused and shifted allittle. "L ook, love, | haveto go. I've got an inventory
to finish before the evac ... sorry, relocation, garts.”

"And I've got Arron coming in any minute now."
David's brows shot up. "I've untied hisknot. Are you going to let him out of there dive?’

Lynn schooled her face into perfectly seriouslines. "I'll consider it." Then shelaughed. "No,
redly. Arron's dways done stuff like this. Brador's overreacting.”

"l don't know," said David. "I heard we've got three more contractorsin danger of losing their
subs because of the debate.”

"I heard that, too. It's funny how no one can tell you which ones are in trouble though.”

David nodded. "That it is" He glanced over his shoulder. "Okay, love, I've got to go."

Seriousness dissolved into tenderness. "I love you. Have agood trip up.” David and some of the
other groundside doctors were heading up with the t Therian prep wave to join the hospital teamsas
advisors and researchersfor the pre-evacuation setup since they'd gotten alook at the extent of the
gtuation.

"I loveyou, too. I'll cal tomorrow." They exchanged afina smile, and David cut the connection.

Lynn stared out her window at the rolling surf and granite cliffs. Raindrops pattered against the
windowpane.

David, | missyou. She sighed. Well, thiswas temporary. As soon as the rel ocation was
completed, they'd be down in the southern hemisphere together, working more closdly than they had on
Earth.

"Lynn?" Trace's voice from the intercom cut over the sounds of the rain and ocean. "We've got
Arron Hagopian out here." Shelit up Lynn's desk screen. It showed aman standing out in the waiting
areq, shifting hisweight from one foot to the other and glancing around at thewadls asif he expected to
see who was spying on him. Lynn pressed her lips together to hold back alaugh. 1t was Arron al right.
She strode out through Trace and R.J.'s workspace to stand in the doorway of the waiting room.
"It's okay, Arron. Nobody's going to shanghai you."

He whirled around. He was clean-suited under athick linen shirt and canvastrousers. He was
darker than she remembered, and as bald as she was, but his eyes were the same sparkling green behind



the protective hdmet, even if there were lines around them that hadn't been there when they graduated.
"Lynn!" Arron threw hisarmsaround her.

She returned his embrace enthusiastically. When they pulled apart, she saw the shock on Trace
and R.J.'sfaces.

Lynn laughed. "Come on insde. Were scanddizing my staff.”

"Your gaff." Arron drawled the word out as she dragged himinto her office. "My, my, how we
do move up intheworld.”

"Shut up and st down." She pulled aguest chair into the center of the room, then pulled her
persond chair out from behind the comm station. Arron sat and so did Lynn.

"You'repde" hesad, looking her up and down.

"You'retan." She grabbed his hand and squeezed. " Strong, too. Y ou'veredly been doing
fidldwork in thefied, haven't you?'

"Wadll, it'seasier to get peopleto talk to you if you're helping haul nets." He squeezed her hand
back. "It isredly good to see you.

"Evenif I'macorper?’

Arron shrugged. "'l dways suspected you leaned that way. |I've worked hard not to let it ruin our
friendship.”

"Your toleranceissaintly, redly." Lynn gave him asour grin. "Tdl mewhat you've been doing.
Y ou never |eft the university, did you?!

"What do you mean never |eft? Were Sitting on the other Side of the gdaxy from the university!”

Lynn smacked hisarm lightly. ™Y ou know what | mean. Aren't you a professor now, or
omething?!

Arron laid hishand on hisbreast. "Y ou wound me. That's like asking aship captain if he'sgot a
desk job. I'm asenior researcher, in cultural xenology. Haven't you untied any of my knots?'

"Not one," Lynn lied, and shook her head. She did not want to get into that discussion just yet.
"Forgiveme?'

"I'll think about it." He leaned back, folded hisarms, and grinned.

"S0." Lynn folded her arms and matched his posture. " Should | ask what you want now, or
should we keep going with the small talk?’

Arron shook his head. "Y ou know, you haven't lost that total disregard for ceremonid
preliminaries”



"Oh, no. | drivethe veeps crazy." She grinned. "And I'm proud of it. So, what do you want?"
Especially since you've said publicly we're not to be trusted. Lynn squashed the thought, but knew
she wasn't going to be able to keep that section of the conversation shut down indefinitely.

Arron licked hislips. "I want to talk to you about the rel ocation schedule.”
Lynn's spine stiffened. "Why?" she asked sharply before she could stop herself.
Arron hesitated. "1've been asked to by members of the Getesaph Parliament.”

Lynn stared out the window for aminute. A long, rusty freighter hauled its way out of the harbor
toward the open sea. The rain had let up temporarily, too, she noticed.

"I've been working very hard to make it known that the rel ocation schedule is nonnegotiable. By
anybody. If | cave on that, I'm opening the project up to al kinds of problems.”

"That'savery smart sance." Arron leaned forward and planted his elbows on histhighs. "If |
didn't believe they had alegitimate worry, | wouldn't be here.”

Lynn's hand went automeatically to her forehead and smacked againgt her faceplate. She
grimaced, and was glad to see Arron'sface remain impassive. "Every single one of the Great Familieshas
alegitimate worry about al the others”

He spread hishands. "Again, | can't argue with you, but you've got to admit, the Getesaph have a
specia degree of worry about thet Theria"

"It works the other way, too." Sheld had three letters from Praeis detailing her meetings with
members of the Council and the noble families. All of them were carried by a squad-mother named
Neys, who looked alittle more tired each time Lynn saw her. Progress was dow, but steady, Pragis
assured her. The Queens-of-All had actudly attended the last meeting, and useful discussion was carried
on. But the fact that the Getesaph had set the Confederation in motion was hanging over everything likea
ticking nuclear bomb.

"I'm not saying it's not atwo-way." Arron looked toward the windows and watched something
out there for awhile, maybe the waves, maybe the ship. "I'm just saying the Getesaph are asking."

Lynn rubbed her hands back and forth along her thighs, feding the cloth of her trouserswrinkle
and smooth under her gloved pams. "And I'm telling you, I'm not listening to whoever's asking. | runthe
risk of jeopardizing the entire rlocation if | do." She gave him alopsided smile. "Thisisaredly awful
way to start our spesking acquaintance up again." Her heart had jumped when sheld seen Arron. Not
with repressed love, or anything like that. They'd finished that part of the dance along time ago. But shed
been overwhelmed by sheer friendship. Sheld only seen David in-body once since they'd landed, and she
had no other old friendsin Bioverse. Here was one, and she didn't want to disappoint him. Never mind
the knot he'd tied in the web. Never mind that for aslong as she could get awvay withiit. It hurt her saying
no, but it would hurt much more than if she gavein.

Arron leaned back. "Y ou've got your manageria face on, Lynn."

Thistime her smilewastight. "What do you know about my managerid face?'



"I've seen you useit on study groups.” He smiled, but the expression quickly faded. "Lynn, the
Getesaph are scared. Badly. The Parliament's actualy heading for asplit because some of them are so
scared.”

Lynn looked at her organic-sheathed fingertips, then she looked back at Arron'swide, green
eyes. Thiscould be one of their university arguments.

"Everybody's scared, Arron. Thisis not something they've ever done before. I've got the
tThenans going berserk just because it was the Getesgph who contacted usfirst. They think there must
be some kind of conspiracy going on between the Getesaph and the Humans.”

Arron rubbed his hands together in silence for amoment. " Are they so scared they might pull
out?'

Stunned, Lynn sat there, unable to say anything. Outside, the waves crashed againg the cliffs,
and crashed again.

"The Getesaph told you that?"
Arron nodded dowly.

"Damn!" Theword jerked Lynn to her feet. She paced to the window and pounded her fist
againg theglass. "Damn! Damn! Damn!"

Behind her back, Arron said nothing.

Shewhirled around and planted both hands on her comm station. " Claude, open up my station. |
want alist of al grievance committee reports about the pacing of the schedule put in by any Getesaph
citizens or representatives. Fast display.” She dropped her voice to subvocd. "Record and sort, by
method of input, by socia hierarchy. Parliament membersfirst.”" She could have had Claude do that, of
course, but she wanted the information stored with her in case she needed it.

Theinformation scrolled by on the comm-station screen so fast it was nothing but ablur of amber
and black. Lynn stared at the blur without blinking. She used the pause between her implant seeing and
her implant sorting to try to get agrip on her breathing and her whirl of thoughts. Something was wrong,
something was very wrong. If the Getesaph were this concerned, they should have caught it by now.

A chime sounded in her ear, indicating the sort was finished. "Display,” she murmured.

Thereports scrolled by her right eye. There was nothing from the Parliament, just adozen
complaints from citizensworried about being separated from family.

"End display.” Thewords vanished.

"Wadl," shelifted her voice, and turned back to Arron, "they haven't exactly inundated uswith
complaints.

"It probably has something to do with where you're headquartered.”

Lynn gaped a him. "Y ou can't be serious. It's only one base. We've got plenty of people



dationed out in the Hundred 1des.”

"Y es, but you're the head of the relocation.” His gaze darted around the room, asif he were
searching for wordsin the corners. "L ook, I've lived here for ten years. I've seen the way it works.
Somebody kills somebody ese, which leadsto retribution, which turnsinto a skirmish, which turnsinto a
battle, which turnsinto awar. With the Getesaph and the t Theria sometimes dll it takesistwo ships
spotting each other on the open seato start it off.

"Since the plague started, the t Theriahave been winning the fight. They'verazed idand after
idand that belongs to the Getesgph. The Getesgph have next to no buffer territory left, and their dliesare
garting to change their minds, and their sides. Or they were until the Confederation started.” He stood
up. "The Getesaph are in danger of being wiped out, Lynn, either by the plague or the t Therians, and
they know it." Helet out along sigh. "Some of them even believe the t Therians got the Octrel to start the
plague.”

Despite hersdlf, Lynn laughed.
"What?' asked Arron, startled.

She waved her hand. "The t Therians think the Getesaph started the plague, then bombed the
Octrel to get rid of the evidence." A thought struck her. "How come they sent you?"

"They know me, and they know you and | were -- "

Lynn held up one hand. "Please don't even try to summarize what you and | were, Arron.”

He shrugged. "They probably figured | have some persond pull.”

Lynn dropped back into her chair. "1 can't do this," she said to the windows and the ocean. "The
political stuation hereisfright-eningly ungtable. The Queensand their Council are bardly speaking to
each other. Do you have any ideawhat they'd say if | told them, 'Sorry, your blood-and-soul enemies
want the schedule changed ..."

"Probably something very closeto what the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead would say if it was the other
way around.”

Lynn sat sllent for amoment, then she muttered, "time," to her implant. In front of her right eye,
2:14:02 flashed. "Okay, it's about nine-thirty in the Hundred Ides, so it's not too early to put athread
through.” She touched the comm gtation again. "Claude, put through amessageto the
Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead. Say that Manager Lynn Nussbaumer requests to speak with them.”

Sheturned back to Arron. "It'snot that | don't trust you ..."

Hewaved her words away. "How else could you know I'm giving you the whole picture?’ He
folded hisarms. "Everybody knows I've gone blind in both eyes and native on top of it."

Lynn narrowed her eyes. ""Can't see what made them think that. Especidly with that
well-rounded knot you tied." Okay, there. | said it.

Arron'sface went completely ill. "Ah. You untied thet, did you?'



"How was | supposed to missit?' demanded Lynn. Y ou compared my project to the worst
crime ever committed on a sapient race.

His shoulders sagged, and he dropped his gaze to the floor. "Well"'--he looked up and screwed a
grin back on hisface-- "we've disagreed before this."

Oh, no, Arron. It's not that simple this time. "Our disagreements never ran therisk of killing
anybody beforethis.”

Arron opened his mouth and closed it again. Lynn could see the blood crawling into his cheeks.

The video wdll lit up. Shewaved at Arron to keep quiet. "Just stand there and look officia, will
you?' She settled hersdlf into the station chair and schooled her festures into a serious, public expression.

The scene focused. The Tvkesh-I-Rchilthen, the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead, Rchilthen Ishth and
Byvant, sat on asofain their threadbare private office. They looked gaudy and out of placein the
gold-and-siver jacketsthat were ther officid garb. Rchilthen Ishth was about eight centimeterstaller than
her agter. The skin on her face hung in so many folds and wrinklesthat Lynn could barely see her mouth.
Rchilthen Byvant had seen some of the battles Arron talked about. A puckered scar ran across her
throat, and her left ear lay crumpled againgt her skull.

"Manager Lynn," Rchilthen Ishth said in dlear but halting English. "The light of day lookswell on
you." Then she spotted Arron and her face tightened. "Asit does on you, Scholar Arron.”

Lynn eyed Arron, alittle surprised, but he just bowed his head once and stayed quiet.

"Asit does on you, Rchilthen 1shth, Rchilthen Byvant," said Lynn in Getesaph, praying her accent
was at least comprehensible.

Getesgph was the last Dedel phi language she'd learned, and she'd never gotten all the nuances
down. "I'vejust received agrave report and | am much concerned. | had to voice my thoughts
immediately before my fears settled into my blood.”

She glanced at Arron. His brows were raised. She hoped it was because he was impressed.
Rchilthen Byvant'sleft ear quivered, trying to match the flick made by her right. "Then by all
means, gpeak your concerns, Manager Lynn. Wewill hear, as best we can." She gestured deprecatingly

at her maimed ear.

Lynn laughed lightly in appreciation of the joke. "It has come to my attention that thereis grievous
concern on the part of Parliament about the relocation schedule.”

The sisters exchanged along look. "Indeed,” said Rchilthen Ishth. "We cannot deny thisisthe
cae."

Lynn spread her hands. "Why didn't anyone let us know there were concerns about the plan?’
Rchilthen Byvant gazed over Lynn's shoulder at Arron. "We were uncertain asto where those

channdsled, Manager Lynn. Y ou must understand and forgive us. Thisisal very new." Her ear quivered
again. Lynn tried to fix her gaze on Rchilthen Byvant's eyes.



"It'snew for us, too, Rchilthen Byvant, Rchilthen Ishth. It is our earnest wish that we meet the
needs of your Families”

Rchilthen Ishth inclined her head. "For which we thank you. We have been lax. We have no
history with you, and it weskens usin this matter."

"| fully understand.” Theformality was beginning to chafe at Lynn, but she couldn't let it drop.
"However, | am asking you to understand that changing the relocation schedule is going to cauise serious
consequences and perhaps delays.”

Rchilthen Isth opened her mouth, but Rchilthen Byvant laid ahand on her sgter'sarm. Byvant's
ear shivered. Lynn dropped her gaze again.

"We are sorry. We do redlize we are causing difficulties in the enormous task you have agreed to
undertake on behdf of usall. But the Getesaph are not an oligarchy. We are answerable to our citizens
and the representatives of our citizens. We are not rulers. In some ways we are leaders, but in many we
areonly servants.”

Lynn bit back asigh. "How important isthisto your Families?"
"Vitd," said Rchilthen Ishth Smply.
"Would it be enough if we rdocated you and the mgjor t Therian cities smultaneoudy?!

The ssters exchanged another long, wordless look. Rchilthen Ishth nodded. "I believe it would
go along way toward addressing the Situation.”

"We have four shipsimmediately available. Two can be assigned to the t Thenaand two to the
Getesaph. Y ou can both send your preparatory teams aboard next week. We can work out a plan that
alows parity in numbers between your peoples both on the ground and on the ships." She paused to let
the proposa sink in. "Will that be satisfactory?"

"That will answer our concerns,” said Rchilthen Ishth.

"l amglad." Lynn met both their gazes. "Because, you understand, even this much should be
properly negotiated through the Confederation and with my superiors, but | think we can let it dide
through, if it goessmoothly.”

"Wewill be ready as soon asyou are,” said Byvant. "The Parliament chose the leaders of our
preparatory team yesterday evening.” She looked straight at Arron again. "The tvkesh chvaniff of the
Dayisen Rud, Laregt and Umat.”

"That will be agreat honor for my hosts" said Arron.

"We understand they were quite pleased,” said Byvant stiffly. She turned her attention back to
Lynn. "Wethank you for your concern and attention, Manager Lynn. If we have any further concerns,

we will address them through the proper channels.”

"Y ou have my thanks," said Lynn, and she meant it. "I am going to terminate this connection



They exchanged farewells and Lynn touched the comm gtation to cut the thread. The screen
faded to black, and Lynn turned to Arron.

"Well, what did you think of thet?"
Arron puffed out his cheeks. "1 think somethings wrong over there."

Lynn shook her head and got up out of her chair. "Oh, you noticed, did you?' She stretched her
arms over her head and let them swing down. "Any guesses on what it is?'

"None." He stopped and stared into space. "And they might not have any either.”

"What?'

Arron focused hiseyeson her again. "They said it, you said it. Ther€'s no precedent for what
they're doing. It's completely unlike anything in history. There are no examples, no traditions, nothing to
draw on, and nothing to win except everybody'slives. They are making thisup asthey go dong. It's
getting to them.”

Lynn frowned. " So, werre deding with dien generdized anxiety?"

Arron nodded, straight-faced, and Lynn realized he was serious. She forced hersdf to think
about what he had just said. It made some sense. Wearied and decimated by plague and war, forced to
depend on diens and unable to draw on anything in history, somebody--alot of somebodies--could
eadly fal under anameess dread and strike out a anything that presented itself as atarget.

"All right," she said dowly. "WEell need to look at that. Seeif we can reduce the worry. Weve
done everything we can think of to provide information about what's going on ..." She sucked on her
lower lip.

Arron laughed. "Lynn, you are the only person | know who believes the answer to every
philosophica problem isgood management.”

She grinned. "It'swhat they pay mefor."

"l guess." Arron tapped hisfingers on the back of the guest chair. He took a deep breath. "Lynn,
if I had proof you were hurting the Families by being here, what would you do?'

Lynn stayed where shewasfor afew breaths. "Do you?'
Arron shifted hisweight. "Maybe."
"What kind?"

He actudly studied her. Lynn fdlt her hands curl into fists. "Arron, what do you think you're
doing?'

"l don't know." He looked away. " Screwing up, | think. Look, I'd better get out of here. Cabal...
the guy who brought me out here ... He'sin ahurry to get back. | need to get back home ... to the
Hundred Ides, too, so | can pack.”



Lynn forced her hands open. "Arron, we are not on opposite sides here. I've got Dedelphi
friends, too, you know. | want thisto work."

"Exactly." He stabbed afinger toward her. "Y ou want thisto work. Y ou want to save the world
onyour terms.”" Hisface took on an dmost hel pless expression. "Y ou dwaysdid." He turned away,
opened the door, and walked out.

Lynn stared after him. She wanted to demand to know what was wrong, what had pushed him
so far away that he wouldn't even talk to her about what frightened him. But al she did was Sit there.

What just happened here? She silently asked the ocean outside her windows.

"Wdll, whatever it was'--she sighed--"1'd better tell Kedle and the Marines we've got more than
one problem piled on our little plates.”

As darkness swallowed up movement on the comm-station screen, Byvant stood up and stalked
over to the broad desk with its stacks of paper and noters.

"Perhaps we should issue a progress report.” Her right ear laid itself against her scalp. "Tothe
Prime Committee from the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead. Thisday we did our best to confound the Human
representative of Bioverse, Inc. into believing that we were the ones who sent Scholar Arron to her with
areguest to change the relocation schedule.”

| shth reached out one crooked hand to her. Ishth had caught joint-rot as the plague was just
beginning its spread. She survived, but not straight and whole. Her fingers and toes curled like sickles,
and her knees barely let her stand. ™Y ou'd rather have the Family break apart? We cannot survivethis
divison. Wemust let their faction go and let the Humans ded with them."”

Byvant bared her teeth at the walls. Her broken ear shook and strained to move. "'Y ou mean we
must let the Humanskill them.”

| shth shook her head. "Not necessarily. The Humans do not fed thingsin the blood aswe do.
They may only imprison them. They may hand them back to us, and we can exile them. The point isthey
will neutrdize them with a thoroughness we cannot match.” She laid her hand back on her lap. "We are
agreed with the Prime Committeein this course.”

"Yes, yes." Byvant rubbed her |€eft ear, tugging at it and smoothing it back. "But | fear we are
betraying our sgters.”

"No," sad Ishth firmly. "They betrayed us."

Chapter VIII

Sengesswatched her reflection in the night-darkened glass. Her ghost-self's ears were turned
toward the door, waiting for it to open. Her eyeswere alittle too wide, and her nogtrilsflared irregularly.
She looked adert and more than abit tired, which was appropriate for right now. Her skin was tense and
smooth, rippling only alittleto betray her nervousness. The aguamarine robe she had picked for this



evening looked good againgt her smooth, blue skin. Her belly filled the guard that swelled against the
fabric. Sheredized proudly that she could carry another bearing of children.

Behind her own reflection, the window showed the assemblage ordered by the Queens-of-Alll.
They waited clumped together in groups of sisters and dlies. Everybody wore serious clothing, straight
robes of dark blues, greens, or browns. They aso al wore studious expressions, asif they were debating
inthe Council Hall instead of nibbling dainties off serving tables. All had been ordered to wait back here
in this bare room with its eclectic collection of sofas, lanterns, and scuffed tables, and al had been
paraded by the debating chamber to see that it wasfilled with petitioners. mothers, ssters, and daughters
of every blood and name. These gavethar pleasto asmdl army of clerks and assistants, who dutifully
recorded every detail for the Queens attention.

The Queens themsdlves were in there right now, issuing peremptory ordersto the arams-sgters,
writing decreesto be posted on the debate walls, and trembling in sympathy with every grief-stricken tale
they heard.

Which was not hard to do. Sengjess had peered in the debating chamber with Armetrethe, and
fedings of fear tinged with barest hope had washed over her like atida wave. It had taken everything she
had not to run in there and scoop the nearest Sister into her arms.

Not that the Queens had bypassed the Council. They had presented their requests to the budget
and interior committees as was perfectly proper. The requests were dmost impossible to reject. Money
for blankets, for hospita repair, for water purification. Requeststo go scavenging in unused buildings
were more controversia, but bands of mothers and ssters had dready started, and aquiet talk with the
All-Mother of the arms-sisters showed that she was unwilling to send her peoplein to stop it. So, they'd
raified it, aslong asthe activities stayed peaceful, and they had.

Sengjess had no idea how Praeis had done thisthing, but Praeis had doneit. Pragis and her
alies, most of them former arms-sistersor in the family of arms-sisters, had scurried about bearing
messages, ingdructions, and even ordersfrom all quarters and somehow, in just five days, they had
managed to undermine the Council's entire position and get the praises of the Queens shouted in the
dreetsagain.

Everyonein thisroom had fdt the change in the peninsula's mood. That waswhy they had dll let
themselves be shut in here to wait on the pleasure of their Mgestic Sigters.

How did we lose control so quickly? How did we not notice these simple things would
bring our sisters flocking? Her ears crumpled. We thought it was just the Queens who had been
isolated.

Sengessstoes arched inside her soft shoes, asif they were trying to dig into the varnished floor.
She watched the reflected gathering and saw Armetrethe detach hersdf from quiet conversation with le
and Pilea Waun. Armetrethe stepped delicately, amost mincingly, up to the window.

"Siger." Armetrethelaid her one hand on Sengess's shoulder. Her stump fluttered under her
neetly closed deeve. "Y our thoughts are missed.”

Sengjess shook her head. Her earsturned sideways, seeking something in the whispered
conversation that her mind wasn't aware of yet.



"Until the Queens-of-All seefit to give usour orders,” she said, loud enough for the room to
hear, "l don't believe theré's much to discuss.”

Someone laughed. Sengjess|ooked for the reflection. Kieret Hur.

"Very prudent,” said Kieret, grinning. "Prudent as dways, Sengess Shin. Wait for developments
whilethe rest of us scheme our schemeswithout any information. Careful planning, it iswhat your family
isknownfor."

Armetrethe's ears dropped flat against her scalp. "Were you referring to any particular part of our
family, Wise Sster?' She drew the courtesy out sharp and cold.

"Certainly not, Wise Sigter. | meant only to be complimentary to the blood and soul.” Kieret
smiled softly and waggled her ears.

Sowly, Sengessturned around. "Y es, the blood and soul in thisroom is specid, isit not? All of
us have stood out againgt the Queens. All of us have spent the last year trying to work around thisinsane
Confederation and show what abad ideaitis" Shelet her voice drop. "All of us are being brought to
hed like recdcitrant children. All of usare very closeto losing property, liberty, and family if we aren't
careful.”

Kieret opened her mouth, but the room's single door opened at the sametime. Eyes and ears
swiveled to the entrance of the three black-robed Queens-of-All.

"I am aways pleased to hear you speak of caution, Sengjess Shin." Vaer Byu glided acrossthe
room in front of Sengjessto accept aglass of teafrom one of the servers. "It is admirable and necessary
inthesetimes™

Armetrethe closed her eyes and raised her empty hand up respectfully. The ssump of her arm
gtirred under the cloth of her shirt. "If | may inquire, Mgestic Sister, what times are these?

"Theworst times." Ueani Byu picked up aglass off the serving table, inspected its contents, and
gulped them down.

"Not quitetheworst,” said Aires Byu, from her position in the doorway. She skirted the
gathering, surveying it with adiscerning eye. Sengessfet her skin twitch. She had the distinct fedling her
Maestic Sger Aireswas memorizing who was standing near whom. " Although they have been blesk,
with our Great Family teetering in despair and divison. But now our Grest Family hasralied with hope
and confidence." She sat down on one of the room'sthreelow sofas, without relaxing either her spine or
her vigilance.

"It'sabout time." Ueani Byu rubbed her ears and the back of her head. Sengjess glanced at
Armetrethe. Armetrethe closed her nostrils briefly. She didn't trust this sudden casuaness either.

"We have done more than anyone in history. Ancestors Mine!" Ueani Byu spat on thefloor. "We
have sood arm in arm with the Getesaph. We have sworn to grind out anyone who disagrees with our
Confederation. Not for blood, not for property or vengeance, but because they disagree with usl” She
dammed her glass down on the serving table. "L ook how well the Humansteach ustheir ways aready!"
Hands, feet, and earsdl curled, her skin spasmed with anger.



"Ueani, wearedying." Vaier Byu laid her long, chapped hand on her sgter'swrist. "The
Getesaph will be paid back for everything they have done, but we must be dive to make it happen.”

"Do you not agree, Sengjess Shin?" inquired Aiers Byu from her station on the sofa.

It was dl too perfect, with each Mgjestic Sister playing a caricature of herself. Sengessfound
hersalf wondering how long they had rehearsed this scene. However, shejust raised her hands and
closed her eyes. "My Magestic Sister knowsjust how perfectly | agree with al that has been said.”

"Perfectly and precisaly, Sengess Shin." From her private darkness, Sengjess heard the edgein
Aiers Byu'scam voice. "Because you know how little we can afford to lay Sege to each other's
standings now, when we are al needed to watch the collective health and well-being of t Theria. Our
familid-agers have taught usthis”

A low murmur drifted through the room. If it wasn't cautious agreement, it certainly sounded like
it. See, Majestic Sster, our side can act, too.

Armetrethe cleared her throat. "If | may ask, Mgestic Sisters, how long do we plan to continue
the flow of largesse to ease our familia-ssters fears?!

Sengess opened her eyes. Aiers Byu stared hard at Armetrethe, but Armetrethe just stood there,
her demeanor as innocent as her tone.

"Aslong asthey areafraid and ill," growled Ueani Byu. "We will attack their problems. Wewill
lead, and we will require that our Noblest Sisters do the same.”

If Aiers Byu's attentions were like having ascapel used on you, Sengjess thought, Ueani Byu's
were aclub: blunt, unmistakable, and, for certain jobs, eminently practical.

"Can we expect new directivesthen?' asked Kieret Hur. Sengjess, and the rest of the room,
turned toward her. Sengesss eyes and nostrils widened. She wouldn't have thought Kieret had that
much insolencein her. Kieret closed her eyes, dmogt asif in pain. "Will there be instructions from our
Magjestic Sisters asto whom we are to lead and how?"

"Thiswill bediscussed,” said Aiersquietly. Her attention focused completely on Kieret. Even
from where she stood, Sengjess could see the Kieret's skin ripple uneasily.

Sengess swallowed her own fear in alump, closed her eyes, and said, "And the Getesaph,
Magegtic Ssters? They will understand how important it isthat our familid-ssters not be afraid?!

Another murmur rippled around the room; this one was shocked.

"l am not sure | understand, Noblest Sister,” said Aiers Byu pleasantly.

"It isjust that we have never before been successful in persuading the Getesaph to take the
wishes of our Sstersinto account.” She let the sentence sink in. "'l was unaware that anything had
changed. After dl, they've shifted the rel ocation schedule without even asking the Confederation of which
they areapart.”

That got them. Sengjess had made sure that fact hadn't been let out past the preparatory



committee. Sheld wanted it for this meeting. The murmur became an outraged cry, followed fast by
demandsfor more information.

"Open your eyes, Sengless Shin," said Vaier Byu.

Sengessdid as shewastold. She searched her Queen's face for some hint of what wasredly
going on. All she saw was atired mother aging toward the Change.

"Y ou fear the Getesgph far too much, Noblest Sigters,” she said. "It isafailing of your family, as
we know from the conduct of your recently pardoned sister, Pragis. Would your blood commit yet more
excesses because you fear the 'Esaph so much? How many moretTherian liveswill your blood sacrifice
tothisfear?'

Rage poured into Sengjesss veins, and the world became a blur of red shadows. "Y ou dare!”
shecried. "Y ou dare when you -- "

Armetrethe grabbed her wrist. Her Sster's touch was a cold wind on her inner fire. "Finish your
sentence, my Siger,"

Armetrethe whispered in her ear, "and the conflict on our handswill be acivil war."
Sengjess panted wordlesdy. Armetrethe kept her hold vise-tight.

"Magegtic Sgters, Sigter-Councilors, dl, | beg you to forgive my pouch-sster. Her shame at the
actions of Praeis ShintTheria has preyed on her for many years. It distracts her.” Armetrethe bowed her
head. "' She even, as you see, sometimes blames our Mg estic Sisters who sent Praeis into that battle.”

The noise in the room gradually subsided. Asit did, Sengesssvision cleared, and she could see
Vaer Byuinfront of her again. The Queen'sface wastight, but it was clear she accepted the explanation.
Sengessdid her gaze Sdewaystoward Aires Byu and saw atriumphant quiver in her ears.

"Of courseweforgiveyou,” said Aires Byu, dl magnanimity. "Weare dl under consderable
grain, are we not? The next few dayswill test the mettle and unity of the Queensand al our Councilors.”
She stood. "Wewill be cdling aspecid sesson in the Council Hall tomorrow to hear thefina plans of the
preparatory committee aswell asto discuss how wewill further assst our familid-ssters spend the
remainder of their wait in peace and comfort." She dipped her earsto the assembly. "Y ou are dismissed.”

There was nothing to do but leave. Armetrethe till held Sengessswrist asthey filed out at the
head of the procession of chastened, thoughtful Councilors.

Kieret Hur scurried up beside Armetrethe. "Sister Councilors,” she sad, alittle breathlesdy. "We
arereturning to the Council Hal to talk about this. Will you join us?'

"Later," said Armetrethe, before Senegjess could even open her mouth. "First my sister, who is
overtired, must rest.”

"Of course." Kieret dipped her ears. "Wewill expect you later then." Shefell back, and Sengless
was grateful.

They left the Home of Queens and were hdfway across the courtyard, when Sengessfinaly



sad, "Siger, you are bruisng me."

Armetrethe relaxed her hand. "I'm sorry, Sister.” Her deeve billowed as her ssump beat uneasily
at thecloth.

Sengjesstook a deep breath and let it out dowly. Her toes curled and flexed. "What are we
going to do?'

Armetrethe glanced sharply at the arms-sisters patrolling the wall around the courtyard. "We are
going to take the car and start for home, Sister. What el se can we do? The Queens have won this
Kirmish.”

Sengess closed her mouth. Armetrethe led her to the battered frame car that served the family as
transport. Sengjess drove through the gates and out onto the pocked streets.

They rode together in silence well into the grasdands. They came to a section of road bordered
by thewall of acompound Sengjess knew had been abandoned when the family had died of plague. She
pulled the car over, shut the engine off, and turned to her Sdter.

"What isit, Sister? What couldn't you say inside the Queens wall?"

Armetrethe looked down the twisted road ahead of them. "If thereis doubt that the Getesaph are
still as much of athreat as ever, we must remove that doubt." She focused ears and eyes on Sengess.
"We must find out why they've changed the schedule.”

All the muscles across Sengess's chest tightened. "How?"

"One of usgoesto the Hundred Idesand finds out,” said Armetrethe smply.

"That'simpossible, Sigter,” Sengess dagpped Armetrethe'sarm lightly. "Confederation or not, we
could never get therein time to do anything useful.”

"Praeis could. The Humanswould fly her.”

Sengjess sat there for amoment, her ears straining asif trying to catch unspoken words.

"Sgter, Pragiswill not go.”

"Of course not." Armetrethe rubbed her sisters back. "Think! We will write aletter to her pet
Human, Lynn. Lynn will make the arrangements. Y ou will go. | would, but," she raised her sump, "Pragis
has both arms. This much might be noticed.”

"But surdly they'll check ..."

"Check what?' Armetrethe tilted her earsforward. "They do not have any, what are they caled?
databases on us. I've heard them complain abouit it. To them, our names are what we say they are. They

know what wetdl them."

Sengessfelt theidea. It warmed her veins. She shook her head. "Pragiswill call them as soon as
sheredizes what has happened.”



Armetrethe took her hand. "Not if we convince one of her daughtersto go with you. That way, if
she betrays us, she jeopardizes her own daughter. Even sheis not that monstrous.”

Sengessfroze. "Arme, we cannot jeopardize her children. The Ancestors would rear up out of
theground at us"

Armetrethe's face had gone smooth and hard. "We are jeopardizing them by leaving them with
her. They have cometo live with us, but they have no understanding. They are asignorant and cold as
Humans. If we do not pull them out of their ignorance, they will be among thefirst to die.”

"But they will not go without their mother's consent..."

"They would. Resaimeis mogt likedly, | think. A little persuasion, and shewill seethisasan
adventure.”

Sengessfet hersdlf relax. She squeezed her sster's hand and laughed. " Then we should get
home at once, Sigter.”

She unlocked the engine and fired it up. They drove down the road, silent, but thistimeeasy in
their minds.

"It'sgood!" called Resaime. Jau shinnied down the rain guiter, and al the cousins crowded
around, gazing up at her handiwork. The concave comm transceiver sat firmly clamped to the corner of
the eaves.

Thelawrapped her arm around her Sster. Reswas loving this. The comm station had arrived that
morning, carried by Humans, in avan sent by Lynn. The cousnswere dl extremely reluctant to let
Humansinto ingtal the unit. They were afraid of being poisoned. So, Res had assured them that she and
Theiacould put the unit together.

Thereredly wasn't much to it; yank off awhole ot of organic packaging and assure the cousinsiit
was perfectly dl right to bury the stuff. It made pretty good fertilizer. Then, they needed to clamp the
transceiver somewhere it wouldn't be overshadowed by awall or atree. Wiring the station into the house
had been trickier, but, again that was something Res was good at, and there wasn't any danger in messing
around with aknife and the house's extremely old-fashioned carrier wires until darknessfell and the
electricity cameon.

Doing everything by hand during the day had been hard to get used to. The place had running
water, but everything had to be heated using charcoa or wood, unless you wanted to wait until after
dark. She and Res had been learning theintricacies of hand-washing, hand-cooking, hand-sewing, and
hand-hauling of more stuff than she could easily name.

The only place they hadn't had to be constantly watched and instructed was the garden. That had
been their job at home ... in the colony, and Mother had never been willing to lay out for the fancy tools
some of their neighbors coveted. Asaresult, they could turn soil, dig arow, and pull weeds with the best
of them.

Everybody knew they only had two or three weeks until the relocation started, and so they



seemed to be trying to keep as busy as possible.

"Wait until we get to the ships," Reswhigpered on the degping mats a night. "Then well redly
show them."

Res had become increasingly interested in "showing them,” something, anything, and Theia il
couldn't understand why. They had enough other things to worry about. Their mother was going through
the Change, in the name of the Ancestors, and trying to delay it with ahormone compound they weren't
sure would work. The aunts were not acting like sistersto Mother. Mother was al aone except for her
daughters, but Res didn't seem able to concentrate on that. She just worried about impressing their
cousins. Theiahad tried to ask her why, but Reswouldn't say. So Theiacould only stand near her sister
and fed her own skin shiver.

"Good, good, everybody," said Celan. She wasthe First Named. Her pouch-sister had died of
lung chillsand plague. "But ther€ll be nothing else to see until the lights come on. So, it's back to the
books. Good?" She aso was going to be taken to one of the father-houses to be made a mother next
week, and had excitement wafting around her like a perfume.

A generd groan went up, but no real argument. They dl trooped back into the house and
resumed their places around the tables in the main room with open books. math, history, language,

geography.

That was the weirdest part, learning at home, and Ancestors! what they learned! There seemed
to be three categories: basic, boring, and stuff Res and she had finished up five years ago, except for the
history and geography. Those were completely new. Ceian had been appalled at how little they knew.
She st them copying information out of big, eaborately printed books. Two for onelearning, she called
it, because she was not happy with their writing ether. It was deadly dull, but it felt good to be part of the
studious atmosphere that permeated the house.

Mother was over at the Home of Queenswith Neys and Silv, who were dmost as good as
blood family. She had made Theiaand Res stay behind, explaining her day would be spent organizing
drafts of essays, speeches, and appropriation requests, and that their time would be better spent
becoming closer to their cousins. So, there was no way out of it. It was books until Celan said otherwise.

Outside, awheezy engine coughed and sputtered up to the gate and fell silent. All the cousins
raised ears and heads.

The door opened and the aunts came in. The cous ns surrounded them, hugging and laughing and
tusding. Res nodded to Theiawhen shefdt it wasal right for them to get up and join in. They both loved
the boisterous greetings, but Theia agreed with Res. Since the aunts had turned away from Mother, it
was not right that they should be as enthusiastic with them as they were with her.

They joined the swirl of cousins and were happily shoved to the front so they could receive their
hugs from the aunts.

When the loudest part of the ritual was over with, Thelaand Res had learned, they were
supposed to stand around and wait for some pronouncement, good or bad, about the state of the house,
their general industry, or some errand that needed doing.

"Important newstoday, daughters.” Aunt Sengjesslaid ahand on Ress shoulder and oneon



tight-skinned Jaiu's. " The rel ocation schedule has been changed.”

The cousins eyed one another, and Theia eyed Res. Were they leaving early? Nobody'd even
started packing yet.

"Not for us," said Sengjess. "For the 'Esaph. They want to be relocated right away. The Humans
have agreed. Their coordinator is going to the Hundred Idesto work with them.”

A ripple of anger tinged with fear ran around the room. Theia squirmed uncomfortably. Res
sueezed her hand to remind her it would probably be gonein aminute.

"What we do not know," Armetrethe went on, "iswhy thisis being done. Mother Sengessand |
are agreed that we must find out.”

Sengjess drew herself up straight and proud. "I am leaving for the Hundred Ides as soon as|
have packed."

Alone?' Ciean saized her mother's hands. "Y ou can't, Mother, it's not possible! Y ou wouldn't...”
"I won't bedone," said Sengess. "If your Cousin Res or Theiaagreesto go with me.”
"WHAT?" Theiaand Res chorused. Confusion pressed them together.

"Why us?' asked Res, while Theias head was still swvimming.

Aunt Sengjess turned both earsto Res. "Because to facilitate my movements, | will betraveling
under your mother's name.”

"Why would you do ..." Thelalet the sentence die. "Y ou're going to spy on them.” Shefelt her
eyes and nostrils open very wide. ™Y ou want usto help.”

"We need one of you to come with me for two reasons,” Sengjess said gently. "First to complete
theilluson that it isyour mother traveling. Second, because you understand Humans and the way Human
technology worksfar better than we do. We will be beginning our work at the spaceport; it will berilled
with Human machinery, and | will need help rinding my way around.”

Thelacould fed Ressexcitement. It ran up her arm like an electrica current and set her heart
besting fast. But could Resfed her fear? Could she make that swim upstream againgt dl this eagerness?

Res shivered. Remember, Theiawilled her. Remember what Mother said to Neys and Slv.
The aunts think the Humans are conspiring with the Getesaph. They want to proveit. Thisis
wrong, Res! Thisisa Jupiter-sized bad idea!

"Our mother doesn't know about this, does she?' Res's ears dipped toward her scalp.

"No." Aunt Armetrethe didn't even twitch. "If you can tell us honestly that sheld agreeto such a
plan, we will go back to the Home of Queensand tell her about it."

No, she'd never agree, and you know it, and we know it. Res, stop thinking about this.



Aunt Sengessturned her earstoward Theia. "Things are not good in t'Aori, you know this" She
opened her handsto the ground to gpped to the Ancestors. "Why are things not good? Because nobody
knows whether we can truly trust the 'Esaph. Some say yes, some say no, and they pull against each
other.” She shook her head until her ears flopped.

"If we go and search out the 'Esaph's reasons for changing the schedule, and there is nothing
dangerous, then we know we can trust them. If there is something dangerous, then we know we cannot
trust them." She spread her hands. "Either way, we will know, and wewill put an end to thisdivisonin
the Great Family."

Her aunt leaned close. Theia could fed how Sengjess needed, wished, willed her to understand.
She wanted to, badly, but it was wrong. Reswanted to do this, she could fed it running hot through her
veinsand into her brain, washing away al her own thoughts.

Thelabolted. She ran out the door and into the yard. The sprawling heutai tree loomed in her
path. She caught hold of one of the smooth-skinned lower branches and swung herself up. Thetree had
plenty of branches, and she was barefoot, 0 she climbed easily from oneto the other until she felt them
bending under her weight. She perched on alimb asthick around as her forearm, and waited for Resto
catch up with her.

Res climbed more carefully, but eventudly she got there.
"You'reacting like ababy." Res hunkered down in acleft in the trunk.

"l annot. Youreacting likeanidiot,” Thelaspat. "Ancestors mine! Can't you see what's going
on!"

"l can, but you can't," Res cuffed her shoulder gently. "Theia, they're giving usachanceto help
Mother."

Theia shifted herself around until she straddled the branch and looked Resin both eyes. "What
areyou talking about?'

"Thisisthe absolute, Theia" Res's voice dropped to an excited whisper. "I'll be able to watch
Aunt Sengjessthewholetime. I'll learn who &l her contacts are, how she does her work. | can pretend
to beredly interested in her Sde of things, and shell tell me what they think and what they're planning.
Then, | can tell you and Mother.”

"Youdleaveus, just likethat?' Theiafdt her ears snking dowly toward the scalp. "Y ou'd leave
me? Y ou'd leave Mother when the Change could happen any second?' She knew that wasn't true. So
far, the hormones were working, but she said it anyway.

Ressface furrowed. She reached out and covered Theias hand where it grasped the branch.
"I'm scared, too."

"Then don't go." Theiafdt her throat tighten. "Don't leave me done. Thisplaceis crazy. Our
family, they hate everybody. They'redl crazy."

Res didn't say anything. She hunched in the crook of the tree with her hand on Theids. The
branch dug into Thela. Parts of her bottom started to go numb.



"I want to help Mother,” said Res, findly. "I know the aunts are crazy, but they're right. We need
to find out if the Getesaph are up to anything. If they are, we can tdl Mother and Mother can tell the
Queens, so they can take it to the Confederation before the aunts and their friends can do anything with
it

Theids ears drooped. Sheld never win this. Reswanted it too much.
"What can | do?'

Ress ears quivered. The skin on her pamsrolled againgt the back of Theids hands. A jolt of
hope and happiness ran through her but did not sink in.

"Mother probably won't be back until after midnight. The auntsVe got to know that, or they
wouldn't be doing this now. So, tonight, when everyone's gone to deep, you use the comm station to get
her amessage. Say she should contact Lynn and let her know what's going on."

"But what'll Lynn be ableto do from here..."

"They said the Human coordinator's going to the Hundred Ides. That's got to be Lynn. Shell be
right there. Shewon't let usdown." Res squeezed Thelas hands again. "Thisisn't so supid, Theia. Weve
got more friends than they know about. | won't be on my own."

Theiacouldn't think of anything to say, so shejust sat there, holding on to her Sister and her
supporting branch.

"Mother and | need you to be strong for us, Thela. Thisisn't going to be easy for anybody."
Theladipped her ears. "'l need you to come back, Res."

Res bared her teeth. "L et anyone and their Ancestorstry to stop me." She chafed the back of
Theids hands. "Now come down with me and let us put this plan into action.”

Thelafollowed her down and stood beside her on the damp grass. They wrapped their arms
around each other and walked back to the house, hanging on tight.

Chapter 1X

It didn't haveto belikethis, Arron." On the other side of the video screen, Marcus Avend|
shook hishead. "There are some plum jobs up and down the Human Chain. Y ou could have any one of
them.”

Arron sghed. "Obvioudy, | don't want any one of them."

"Obvioudy," said Marcus drily. He leaned toward the screen. "Listen, Arron, we can still work
this out. Zombie the knot and come back here. Well stick you behind a comm station for a couple of
years and then get you back out in the dirt." He leaned toward the screen. ™Y ou've got alot of work left
inyou. Thisisnot thetimefor akamikaze run."

He meant it. Marcus was bending over backwardsto get Arron out of his handmade mess, and



Arron wanted to thank him for it.

"I'm not going to untie my knot." 1t had actualy been doing some good. The debates had grown
hard, furious, and crowded. A number of contractors had pulled out of the project. When heleft ... Well,
at least he could keep some connection to this Earth through the work on web. "If that's the condition,
then I'm not coming back in, Marcus."

Marcus shook hishead. "All right, Arron. | can't stop you, and if you're going to belikethis, |
can't hep you." He paused. "Y ou redize that if you're stripped off therall, | won't even be able to get
you home from there?!

"Yeah, | know," said Arron softly. "I'll find my own way out. It won't be thefirst time."

"No, | guessnot." Marcus studied his keypad. "1 don't know whether to wish you luck or sense,
Hagopian," he said without looking up. "Cal if you change your mind. Maybe we can ill figure
something out." He cut the connection and left Arron Stting there alone.

He stood up. " Station. Power off."
The gtation's low hum shut off, and Arron stood alone with the sound of the ventilators.

Shut them down, too? No. He picked up his portable and dung it over his shoulder. Why risk
any extra contaminants getting out before Bioverse can get to it?

He crossed the empty room. Hiswas the only station remaining. Caba had stripped the others
out, having, he said, found somebody who'd buy them for parts salvage.

Arron reached the front door and turned around. It seemed like an incredible waste to leave all
the furniture and hardware, but, what were any of them going to do with it? Cabd had taken dl he
needed. Who el se would use the place? The corpers certainly didn't need it, and the Dedel phi wouldn't
touch it because of the Human contamination.

He pressed hisfingertips againg the light panel. Darkness filled the room. The sedled doors
opened and closed behind him, locking automatically. If it cameto it, the corpers would have no problem
dicng their way in.

Arron climbed the stairs out into the watery daylight and walked to the pier where held left his
boat. Theferries had stopped running. He'd had to bring himsalf out. The harbor managers had been
happy to rent him one of their motorized boats, as hed known they would. Those two were squeezers of
an old, proud school. He paid their outrageous price without grumbling.

He stepped into the rocking boat and dropped his backpack into the bottom. He tossed the
switches on the engine. Gripping thetiller firmly, theway Lareet had taught him, he pointed the nose for
shore.

For thefirst time since hed come to the Hundred Ides, the harbor was quiet. Boats rocked at
anchor, but none of them plowed through the water. All the traffic was on the shore. Lines of mothers,
ssters, and daughtersfilled the Streets, bridges, and rooftops. They carried their bundles under their arms
and on their heads while the smallest daughters clung to their backs and shoulders. Open-sided trucks
stuffed with passengers and baggage crept between the pedestrians. All of them headed the same way, to



the spaceport to wait for their relocation.

Arron had seen the bulletins that asked the familiesto stay home until they were specificaly
caled. He could have told Lynn that was never going to work. The Getesaph were used to shortage
living. If something was going to be distributed, whether it was a service or hard goods, you had better
get there early and stake your place. If you waited for someoneto tell you to turn up, whatever-it-was
might be gone before you got there. If they got to the distribution point and found out nothing was
happening yet, they'd calmly st and wait until something did happen. It was amazing.

Arron steered the boat toward the dock. Two figures came out of the nearest shack. He
assumed they were the harbor managers, who had no confidencein his ability to securdly tie off abodt,
but when he looked again, he saw they were Lareet and Umat.

"Dayisen Umat, Dayisen Lareet!" He flipped the reverse switch and eased his power off so the
boat pulled in dowly, if clumsily, to the dock. Lareet shook her head and jumped down into the boat.
She shooed him off thetiller. Arron let himsalf be replaced and handed arope up to Umat so she could
tiethem off.

"Ten years, Scholar Arron, and you have not learned you cannot properly work a boat aone.”
Lareet nicked her ears at him as she shut off the engine. "I despair.”

"Well, you were a bit busy thismorning, my Ssters.” He gave Umat his hands, and she heaved
him up onto the dock. "How goesthe preparatory wave?"

Lareet handed him his backpack and climbed onto the dock beside him. "We have st the final
roser ..."

" After much heated debate in the Halls." Lareet touched his shoulder, but she wasn't focused on
him. Her earsleaned toward her sster.

Something was going on. Arron's gaze shifted from one sister to the other. Umat looked fine, but
Lareet sface was smooth and tight with some inner worry.

"Scholar Arron, what did your employers haveto say?' Lareet asked.

Arron shook his head and wrung his handsto smulate flapping ears. "I'm stripped from therolls
and have to find my own way home." He bit down on hislip so hard he tasted blood. "Or, at least | will
be soon, since | won't behave the way they want. So, from here on out, it's Hitchhiker Arron." Hedung
his pack over one shoulder, stuck out histhumb, and waited for them to ask what he was talking abott.

But he saw they weren't listening to him. The Dayisen Rual watched each other over the top of
his head.

"All right." Arron waved hisarm. ™Y ou up there. What isgoing on?"

"An additiond judgment was reached today that might interest you,” Lareet said, dmost
hestantly.

"Indeed,” said Umat. ™Y our concern for our well-being, and your careful studies have not gone
unnoticed.”



Lareet dipped her ears. "And it has been seen how ready you are to help us with the other
Humans, So, an additiona debate was introduced.”

" After which we were empowered to invite you to come with us," concluded Umat triumphantly.
"What?" Arron blinked.

Lareet turned one ear toward her sister. "We are inviting you to rel ocate with us aboard the Ur
and continue your studies of oursalves and our ways from there.”

Arron resisted theimpulseto let hisjaw drop. "Dayisen Umat, Dayisen Larest, | thank you with
al my soul, but..." He searched for the right Getesaph words. "Y ou... your members do understand that |
ill regard thisrelocation as amistake?'

"It has been made quite clear to them, and to us, yes," said Lareet solemnly. "We hoped you
would want to stay with usand find out if you wereright.”

"But," he sputtered, unwilling to believe what was happening, "my employers stripped me from
their rolls because of how | spoke againgt the relocation. | have no way to pay Bioversefor my
maintenance.”

Lareet dgpped the sde of hishemet lightly. "Do you think our employersintended you should
labor like adavefor our benefit without compensation?”

"Trust us, Scholar Arron,” said Umat. "Bioverse has been spoken to. We have clamed you asa
sgter, and your sdary will enable you to live on the ships and on the ground, should you ill be with us
when we are returned.”

"It will probably be necessary for you to make your homein the Human quarters, but that should
not cause you hardship.” Lareet's voice wasfull of satisfaction. "What do you haveto say about dl this,
Scholar Arron?"!

Arron's chest swelled, but at the same time histhroat tightened. It's not over! he crowed in the
back of hismind.

"l say thank you, my Sigters." Hetook their hands. "I will gladly comewith you."

"Well, my Sigter,” sighed Lareet asthey picked their way down the narrow avenue. "I think that
was the finest batch of lieswe ever told Scholar Arron, don't you?”

"Wedid not lie." Umat shook her elbow. "We asked straight-out would he come with us, and he
sadyes”

The skin on Lareet's upper armsrolled. The street was too quiet. With twilight setting, it felt like
the shadowy Dead quarter. "But we did not tell him why. A lieby omissonisdill alie”

Umat kicked a pile of dried weeds. "War requires your soul, Sigter, not just your mouth. We
need Scholar Arron. He can help us understand Human engineering and thinking. If need be, he can
make avauable hostage." Lareet opened her mouth again, but her Sster silenced her. "Hewill help us, as
soonasweexplanitto him.”



Then why do we not explain it to him now? Lareet |et her earsfdl. "I don't likethis."

"And | do? He helped at my last bearing of daughters. He picked Y lata up as she crawled from
my womb and placed her in my pouch. Do you think | want to harm him?"

"No, no, of course not.” Lareet waved the suggestion away as they rounded a corner. "But--"

A father stood in front of them, wide-eyed and stoop-shouldered. He stared, asif just on the
edge of understanding or remembering. Lareet bowed until her ears brushed the pavement. Umat copied
her motion. Thiswas ablessing. The city security teams were gently leading the fathers to the ports so
they might be with the mothers, ssters, and daughters. There were only afew |eft free to be guided by
the World Mothersto their destinies.

Thet'Therians penned their fathers, and haggled over them like cattle, Lareet knew. It has aways
gppalled her. How could you haggle over a creature driven soldly by destiny?

The father shuffled toward them. He ran his hands across Lareet's ears and down her back. Her
kin shivered.

Umat raised her head, and looked to Larest.

"What do you say, my Sister? One more bearing? To remember what is at the heart of all we
do." She held out her hand. "To mend our quarrel tighter than blood and soul ?*

"You can't meanit." Lareet haf laughed as she straightened up. "My belly'sal but goneflat. I've
got no room in me for more daughters.” Still, the father stroked her shoulders softly, dmost reverently. A
tension she had forgotten she carried relaxed insde her.

"The father does not think s0." Umat touched her forearm.

"l can't," said Lareet, dthough regret ran through her. "We're going into combat, Sister, how can
| take daughters with me?”

"We're coordinators, not combatants,” Umat reminded her. "Sigter, it would be afinething to
help birth your daughters one moretime.”

"It would be afinething indeed.” She saw her Sgter'seyes shining in the fading sunlight. She
wavered, then made her decison. Destiny drove the fathers, so destiny brought them here.

"l hate this part." She untied the waist of her trousers and let them fall. Startled, the father backed
avay.

Umat laid her hands on Lareet's shoulders. "Everybody does.”

"It'sjust so drafty.” Lareet wrapped her arms around her sister's shoulders. "Promise you'll be
there a the birth, asyou are at the beginning.”

"l promise." Umat held Lareet close, embracing and supporting her.

Thefather found his own way. The rocking weight against her back took Lareet's baance, but



Umat steedied her. Lareet felt Umat's warmth, her strength, the absol ute assurance that had aways been
Umat's gift, flow between them. Shedrank it in gratefully.

When it was finished, they embraced one moretime, and Umat stood her up straight again.
Lareet pulled her trousers back up. The father blinked seepily, combed her ear once, and wandered

avay.
"May you father more daughtersthan there are starsin the sky!" Lareet shouted after him.
"Oh, good, my Sigter!" Umat laughed. "Bring the whole city running!”

"Why not?' Shelaid ahand over her belly guard. "Let usal begin again.” Sheflicked her ears
toward her sgter. "What do you say? Shall we chase after him for you?"

Umat laughed loudly. "Mothersforbid! Were going to have enough trouble with yours. That took
long enough it's probably going to be afull six. Comeon." Shedid her arm under Lareet's. "Let usget
you home before your scent brings dl the fathersin the city out of hiding."

They strolled back into the main streets, cutting acrossthe lines of traffic streaming toward the
port. Lareet felt sympathy for them. She wanted to tell them to go home. The relocation wasn't going to
happen for months; if it happened at all.

But this | promise you, my Ssters, as| promise my daughters in my womb. When our world
issaved, thet'Theriawill no longer walk on it to plague us.

Resaime picked her way down the plane's ramp, pressing closeto Aunt Sengessssde. Every
muscle under her skin was wire-taut. She stared at the crowds not with curiosity, but with afeding she
wasfairly sure must befear.

Crazy. Thisis crazy. Sheticked off the names of the Getesaph she knew, the ones she went to
school with and played with when she and her ssterswere small. Why was she so afraid of them dl of a
sudden?

Because these are not those Getesaph. These are the ones who will kill you if they find out
who you are.

"Loose your hold abit, my Daughter,” murmured Aunt Sengjessin her ear. "Act likeyou are
coming home, not walking out to feed the sharks."

"Yes, Mother." Resmanaged to get her hand to relax alittle,

The port was nothing like where they landed in t Theria. The landing strip was clean and clear of
booths. Humans in clean-suits wandered everywhere, intent on their own errands. The Getesaph, their
pinkish grey skins startling after so many days surrounded by blue-grey t Therian's, gathered on roofed
wakwaysto sare at the huge, dongated shuttles, with their mirrored skins and stubby wings. Their
conversationsfilled the clean, white buildings with anoise louder than the engines on the vans and the
carstrundling around the shuttles.

Technicadly, thisport and al its shiny new buildings belonged to the Humans. The Humans al
thought Aunt Sengjess was Mother, here on Human business, so in Human territory nothing could



happen to them. So, sheredly had nothing to be afraid of. Nothing at al.

Aunt Sengjess shepherded Res into the nearest building. It was a check-in station of somekind,
or maybe registry was a more accurate description. Humansin al their shades of brown and beige stood
in the middle of round information stations, surrounded by Getesaph five or sSix deep. Some Getesaph
clustered around the automated information stations, pointing, and conferring with their ssters. More sat
in the chairs or squatted in family groups on the floor with their bundles and their daughters. Some of
them noticed Res and Aunt Sengjess and glowered. Res's ssomach flipped over. It turned over again as
sheredlized that afather, no, two, no three, wandered between the Getesaph with their vague, empty
faces and random gait.

"Don't stare, Daughter.” Aunt Sengjess pulled her toward an empty comm tation, " Show me
how this Human machine works. | believe our quarterswill be registered insde here"”

"Yes, Mother." Res dropped her attention down to the blue screen and the keypad. The basic
accessingructions were printed in five different languages. A haf dozen keystrokes and aretind scan
later, the address for Praeis Shin's quarters appeared in gold on the blue background. In the letter Aunt
Sengess had written to Lynn, sheld said Resaime was coming with her, so Res could open dl the locks
and access the secure terminas. Aunt Sengjess could not, however, sinceit was Pragissretinad patterns
in the database. Res had explained thisto her aunt, who had praised her and been extraglad of her
decison to bring Resaime aong. Reswasn't sureif sheredlly meant it, but it felt good when she sad it.

Aunt Sengjess read the address and squeezed her shoulder. Res blanked the screen.

"Now, hereisamap.” Aunt Sengessled her over to theinfo board, with the port and its
buildingstraced out in four different colors.

"Were over here." Res pointed to the dormitories marked in green.

"Soweare," agreed Aunt Sengjess. "And the gathering point for those about to leaveis here”
Shelaid afinger on acourtyard traced in purple. "And the Human adminigtrative officesare here A
building drawnin blue. "And their quartersare here.” A dormitory marked inred. "Very clear, very
convenient.” She looked the map up and down with great approva.

Resfdt her earstwitch. "The Humans seem interested in making things easy for us."

"l wasjugt thinking the same thing, my Daughter.” Aunt Sengjess patted her hand. "Well, let us
get where we are supposed to be."

The port buildingswere dl connected by long halways that opened into large, curved gathering
aress. Getesaph were everywhere. They walked down the hallways, they sat on the chairsin the lobbies
with their bundles at their feet. They even sat on thefloorsin the halways with their children on their
shouldersor intheir 1aps.

All eyesfollowed her and Aunt Sengjess, but no one made amove. Res glanced overhead and
saw the security cameras. Her brain expelled ahuge sigh of relief.

Fathers roamed freely between them. Here and there, they knelt or stretched to touch some
daughter or sster, or even amother with children till clinging to her shoulders.



Even the fatherstrained their wide, pae gaze on Resaime as she walked past.

"Why aren't they in their rooms?" whispered Resfiercdy. "What are they al doing out here? The
Humanswill take care of their suff. Why can't they just--"

"Shhh." Aunt Sengjess hooked her arm and picked up the pace just alittle. "It istheir way,
Daughter.” The corridor branched ahead of them, and Aunt Sengjess steered her down the right fork. "It
does not, however, keep their soldiers from being deadly, nor doesit render them desf."

Res clamped her mouth shut. | don't like this. | don't want to be here. What am | doing? Her
ears started to droop, and she struggled to hold them upright. 1 didn't think it would be this bad. Her
inner parts were ballooning so badly she thought they'd push her ssomach up her throat. She smelled
funny, or maybeit wasjust the father-scent clinging so tightly to her that was making it hard to bresthe
straight. She wanted to go home. She wanted Theia. She wanted ...

"Here we are, Daughter.” Aunt Sengjess stopped in front of adoor. "Openit for us, please.”

Reslad her thumb on the register and let her print and eye be scanned. The door recognized her,
and thelock clicked open. She swung the door open and stumbled inside. There were degping mats on
thefloor, chairs and tables, bottled water and packaged food on the serving tables. A comm Station
stood in one corner.

Aunt Sengjess dragged the door shut, crossed the room to the climate controls, and set the fans
going. She checked the window to make sureit was securely fastened and drew the curtains over it. Res
sat down in one of the chairs and opened awater bottle. She gulped it thirgtily. The straining inside her
eased, and she began to breathe normdly again.

"Well, thisexplainswhy they'redl| out inthe hals™" said Res, setting the bottle down. "The
Humans have made the roomstoo smdl. They dways do that.”

Aunt Sengless glanced up at the ceiling. "Are we observed?’

Reslooked around. "1 don't think so. | heard Mother say the policy for Human structures was
going to be to monitor the common areas, halls, and so on, but not the private quarters.” Her voice shook
alittle, but her control was, thankfully, returning.

Aunt Senglesswas giving her ahard stare. The skin on Ress back and belly trembled.

"Daughter, | recognized that your mother raised you decently and properly. Itisal | would
expect from her, but you must control yoursdlf." She paused and her gaze softened. "1 felt it, too,
Resame. It isperfectly naturd "

Reslaced her fingerstogether. "I know. | know. And it'snot asif I've never..." She broke off. "It
wasjust alot of them, fathers, dl at once, and out in the open like that..."

"I know." Aunt Sengjess rubbed Res's scalp thoughtfully. "And you are just now ready for
motherhood.” She paused. "Y ou could take oneto you," she suggested. "It would not be abad way to
begin. Rescue asoul from the 'Esaph and bring her the blood and will of the family.”

Restwigsted her hands. "I... | don't fed ready yet, Aunt."



Aunt Sengesstouched her shoulder. "Thenitisnot time yet." She tugged gently on Ressear.
"Y ou don't haveto be afraid of me, Daughter. | am not your enemy. The enemy waits out there." She
turned her earstoward the windows.

Then, sheredly noticed the comm gtation. "The information about them, however, waitsin here.”
Her skin rippled up and down her arms. "Daughter, what information can you get out of this station!"

Res picked the introductory sheets up off the counter and flipped through them. " Just about
anything, it looks like. Addresses, schedules, Human contacts. There's even awhole database with
information on the city-ships.”

"Which I'm sure the 'Esgph have made good use of," muttered Aunt Sengjess. "Arethere
passenger ligts?”

"Yes. Sure. That's practicaly thefirgt thing on here." She looked up and saw that her aunt's face
hed gonetaut. "Why?"

"Don't tell me we could have stayed home and discovered al." Her eyes shonewith anicy glitter,
and her ears pressed flat against her scalp.

Res shook her head. "I don't think so. Thisis probably an isolated network. Y ou wouldn't be
able to accessitsinformation except through a dedicated terminal” She nodded toward the comm
gation. "That means one that'swired into the system here on theidand, probably right here in the port.”

"How very convenient." Sengess bared her teeth. "It means we have to spend lesstime out in
planview." Shedrew achair up to thetermind. "The first thing we need to know iswho will be onthe
firg flightsto the Ur. Come, Daughter. Show your old aunt what to do."

Lynn was not surprised to find Arron waiting a her door when she arrived at the Human
dormitoriesin Getesaph Port I.

In fact, she redlized, she would have been both surprised and disappointed if he hadn't been
there. It was not like Arron to |leave a conversation or an argument unfinished.

"Hi," shesad casudly, as she stood in front of her reddish, ceramic door, waiting for it to scan
her and unlock.

"Hi," he answered, amogt shyly. "Can | comein?'

"Sure." The door clicked open with itsweird, swinging motion, and Lynn waked into her
temporary quarters.

Shefet Arron follow her indgde. The room was square, white with burgundy carpet, and filled
with functional, squared-off furniture, alocker for clean-suits, awork/comm station, and a stationary
food jobber. All standard, al generic. Through the open door, the bedroom looked much the same.

"Who designed this place?’ Lynn undid her sedls and pulled her helmet off. "They could have
made it alittle more suffocatingly boring if they'd tried." She scrubbed her scalp with her palm and tossed



her helmet on the table. "Going to get out of that?' She gestured at Arron's clean-suit.
"No, | can't say."
"Oh." Lynn shrugged. "As needed. Mind if | change?"
"No, no," hesaid hurriedly. "Go right ahead.”
Lynn went into the bedroom. She left the door open just a crack.
"l was redlly surprised when | heard you were coming,” said Arron from the other room.

"Yeah, well, | thought considering the communications problems weve had, | thought we should
be on the spot while the shuttles get ready to go." She asked as she pulled off her shirt and pants and
started wriggling her way out of the suit. The ventilator's breeze hit her bare skin, sending goose bumps
up her arms. Lynn sighed and wished she had time to enjoy just being out of the damn organic cocoon
for awhile. She considered telling Arron that she could rely on Praeisto keep her people abreast of what
was redly going on with the Council of True Blood and the Queens-of-All, but there was no oneto keep
her smilarly informed on the Getesaph Side. She decided againgt it. She did not want to discuss Pragis
right now, especialy when she didn't know what she was up to. The letter she'd gotten saying Praeisand
Res wanted to travel to the Hundred I des had been unexpected, and nonspecific. Lynn had approved the
travel plansmore out of old loyaty than anything else. Pragis knew what she was doing. Thiswas her
home ground, after dl. What worried Lynn wasthat she hadn't heard aword from her since.

"Coming here to keep tabs on thingsis probably aredly good idea,” Arron said.

Inasmuch as anything we're doing here is a good idea, she could practically hear him adding.
She sighed quietly.

"So that'swhat I'm doing here." Lynn opened the door. "What are you doing here?!
Arron stood over by the food jobber, running his gloved fingertips over itstop. "I'm not really
sure. Everything should be handled through channels, but | guess, | wanted to talk to you before you got

thememo ..."

"Memo?' Lynn flopped down in one of the square, utilitarian chairs. The upholstery felt rough
agang her skin.

Arron took adeep breath. "The outside sisters of my host family have been designated the
leaders of the Getesaph preparatory wave. They've invited meto join the Getesaph aboard the Ur"

Lynn felt hersdf beginning to sare. "For how long?'

Arron stalked across the room to the one window. "For aslong as| want," he said to the world
outside.

Lynn shoved hersdf upright. | do not believe this. Not even from you. "How long are you likely
to want?'

He shrugged, but ill didn't look at her. "1 don't know."



Which means as long as you possibly can, and we both know it.

Arron turned around, and Lynn finally saw hisface. For amoment, she thought he was going to
gart crying. She had never seen such amix of fear and eagerness on anybody's face before.

Shebit back her initial response, and just asked, "Why, Arron?”’

Hisfingers scrabbled at the edge of the windowslll asif heweretryingto get agrip onit. "It's
insane. | know it'sinsane. The head-mechanics would probably turn meinsde out and yank half my
webbing if | went in. The Getesaph are brutd, barbaric, ignorant, prejudiced, superdtitious, filthy, and I'm
deadly poison to them. And | want to stay," he said to the backs of his hands. "I've been hauling nets on
nights when al three of the big moons swelled the tides up. I've held ababy that crawled from her
mother's womb and placed her safein the pouch. I've dug survivors out of bomb wreckage. |'ve goneto
funerals and howled at the top of my lungs. I've run down the streets beside afather. I've been logt in
crowds so0 huge | couldn't see the end of them. I've talked with hundreds of different people across
dozensof cities. I've--" He stopped. "I've been alive, Lynn."

Lynnlooked at him thoughtfully. She remembered back to college, and hearing about Arron's
family. They were scattered between haf adozen enclaves. All of them wanted him to come livein their
world and join their work. He'd grown up bouncing from territory to territory. Not once did anybody, to
hear Arron tell it anyway, even acknowledge the possibility that he might want to strike out on hisown.

Here, though, with the Getesgph, he was virtualy unique, and absolutely impossible to qudify. He
would be accepted as himself, because there was nothing they could compare him to. That should have
made him the ultimate outsider, but instead, again, to hear him tell it, it had allowed him to make hisown
place, possibly for thefirg timein hislife,

And I'm going to tell him he can't have it? Lynn shook her head. She could understand that
yearning. In her case, though, when her chance came, her family had thrown a party, and she had been
getting regular, encouraging hywrites from them ever Sncethey |eft the Solar system.

She didn't agree with Arron. Hisview of the relocation and Bioverse's mission was completely
twisted, but she couldn't, shewouldn't deny him aplaceto call home.

She straightened hersdf up. "Well, the city-ships are the Deded phi's home for the duration. Our
contract saysthey say who getsto come and go, or stay." Arron turned to face her fully, hisfacerelaxing
as she spoke. "o, if they invited you, great. Have agood time, and make sure you give your addresses
to me and David so we can invite you over for dinner.” The expression of relief on Arron'sface was so
intense, Lynn had to fight back alaugh. "Name of the Prophet, Arron, what did you think | was going to

sy?
He amiled ruefully. "I don't know. | thought maybe, because of the knot ..."
"Ah, yes, theknot." Lynn raised onefinger. "Because of the knot, | am going to ask you afavor.”
His expression hardened. "Lynn, | am not going to zombie out that knot just because -- "
Lynn threw back her head and laughed. "God Almighty, will you stop casting me asthevillain

here?' Now, hejust looked startled. "All | was going to ask isthat you take alook around at what were
doing. | mean ared, honest, hard look. After that, if you till think thisis nothing but another Avitrol



looting, then, okay, that's what you think, and I've never been able to change your mind on anything
anyway." They both shared asmdl smile at that. "But if you seewhat | hope you'll see, whichisthat we
are here to ensure the Dedelphi's future rather than take it away, promise me you'l tie another knot.”

Arron nodded solemnly. "I promise.”

She stood up and walked acrossto him. "Thank you." She touched his shoulder. He lifted his
hand and covered hers. They stood like that for a moment, recovering old fedings and readjusting to new
ones.

"Now get out of here." She dapped him gently and pointed toward the door. " Some of us, not
having been adopted by paliticaly powerful families, are working for aliving.”

"Thank you, Lynn." He embraced her briefly but warmly. With a confidence in his step that hadn't
been there when he camein, hetook hisleave.

S0, you've become a Getesaph. | wish you luck, Arron, thought Lynn as she sat down in front
of the cornm gtation. And anything else you might need.

She signed hersdf in and waited for the options screen to appear. Instead, the words URGENT
MESSAGE WAITING flashed on the screen.

What? " Station, open urgent message.”

A Dedelphi's head and shoulders appeared on the screen with her earslowered hafway toward
her scalp. It was Pragis Shin.

Uh-oh. Lynn sat up alittle straighten

The recording sarted. "Lynn, | am so sorry to drop thisin your lap. Y ou received aletter saying
that | wanted to go to the Hundred Ides, just to make sure everything was al right, and could | havea
room for mysalf and my daughter Resaime?' Her ears dropped alittle further. "That | etter was written by
my sster Sengjess. She and Resaime are in the Hundred 1des now, under my name. They're spying on
the Getesaph, of course." Her nostrils pinched shut. "Lynn, you will do what you want about this, but it
might be best to let her wander around. We both know shewon't find' anything. Having her come back
empty-handed will do us more good than you snatching her up. In fact, snatching her up will add fud to
theideathat you must have something to hide." She straightened her ears most of theway. "1 am so sorry
to do this, my respected dly, and I'm not done yet. Please, | beg you, try to find away to let my daughter
know she can contact you if necessary. Her aunt is not trustworthy, and she's alone over there.

"Thank you."

The recording shut down. Lynn started to curse, dowly, methodically, and heatedly. Resaime,
what in God's name did you think you were doing!

She sghed. That's not really a question anymore, isit? The question iswhat am| going to
do now that she's done it?

She rubbed her eyes. "Station, record message for Praeis Shin t Theria at Getesaph Port .
Message begins. Pragis, hope the trip went smoothly. Just wanted to let you know I'm hereif you need



anything. Take care of yoursdlf." Which lets Sengjess know her ruse has worked. Her mouth pressed
into ahard, straight line. " Station, send message. Record next message for Resaime ShintTheria
Message begins: Res, it'sLynn. Y our mother's probably going to be busy asdl get out here. If you're
bored, or if you two need anything, here's my address." She stopped. " Station, attach urgent call
addresses. Send message.” Which lets Res know where I'm at. " Station, record third message for
Pragis ShintTheriain Home Shin on thet'/Aori peninsula. "Praeis, | got your message, and I'll do
everything | can. I've just sent my emergency addressesto Res. Shel's not done over here. Cdl if
anything else comes up.” She paused. " Station, send message." Which lets her know we're still friends.

Lynnlet her head hang back until she was Saring at the celling.

Let's see, where're we at? We've got a conspiracy theory going with the t' Theria, which has
led them to send spies to the Hundred Isles, where the Getesaph're so nervous about the t' Therians
they can't stand the idea of staying on the ground while the t' Theriansare in the air. If the
Getesaph find out the t'Therians are spies, the t' Therians will be killed, the Getesaph will pull out
of the Confederation, and I'll befired, if I'm not jaikdfor sabotaging a company endeavor because
| knew about this.

Well, | knew this was going to be a challenge. Lynn straightened up, and ran ahand over her
scalp before she remembered she didn't have any hair to smooth down. I'mjust not sure | realized how
much of one.

Chapter X

| thank you for your careful attention to these matters.” The Human presenter, who'd introduced
hersdlf as Escort Shia, was around, gold-skinned woman whose eyes had been artificiadly enlarged at
some point. She spoke Getesaph with only the barest trace of a British accent. "We stand ready to serve
you and yoursin any way we can."

Arron stood on the terrace overlooking the gathering room. He had attended his departure
session earlier that morning. It was actualy better than he had expected. There was very little obvious
propaganda. The emphasis was on exactly how events would proceed from here and how to get more
information or help at every stage. Escort Shiadid more than just spesk the language. She wasfluid in
idiom and courtesy, and her audience had responded by questioning her openly, which was not
something the reticent Getesaph did easly.

So, | can't hate the whole project, thought Arron, with more good humor than he expected to
findindde himsdf. Damn. | may have to make good on my promise to Lynn after all.

Something bothered him though. Something had bothered him al yesterday and today as he
walked through corridors and lounges set aside for the three thousand Getesaph of the preparatory wave
who would depart tomorrow. He'd been welcomed by mothers and sisters he knew, and anumber he
didn't. Everyone was very interested in how he planned to present the history of this occasion, and he
had to tel them honestly he was still working onit. Everything felt smooth, easy, and tinged with akind of
cheerful excitement.

Hed pulled out his portable and its recorder and made some records. He'd conducted afew
interviews among the mothers, ssters, and daughters, both the ones getting ready for immediate
departure and those waiting for their turn, even though that wasn't coming for at least aweek.



He still couldn't put hisfinger on what was wrong. So he roamed the port, asif he hoped to see
the answer shining on abulletin screen somewhere.

On the main floor, the meeting was breaking up in the Getesaph'stypica leisurely fashion.
Nobody had left, not even the smdler daughters. Instead, they broke into family groups and began lively
discussions among themsalves, stopping occasiondly to query their neighbors on some point or the other.
Escort Shiamoved among them, smiling and greeting. She paused a one group after another, adding her
lilting voice to the general chaos of confined conversation. Children clung to their mothers shoulders, or
sat at their feet, listening patiently. A more restless group had started a hide-and-seek game between the
family knots.

Arron found his eyesfollowing the children. There weren't that many of them, for such abig
group of Getesaph. Some daughters had probably been alowed to stay back in their rooms. Others
were probably in the cafeterias or child-care areas looking after their younger sisters. Something itched in
the back of hismind. The prep wave wasn't taking any walking children, he knew that, but till... He
watched the children and mothers more closdly. There was something, there was something ...

Then he saw it. Not one of the Getesaph had alive belly. Not one.

His eyes scanned the crowd, straining to see someone, anyone, with her full belly rolling with her
offspring, to see atiny, curious pair of ears poking out over a pouch rim. There were over ahundred
young adult Getesgph down there. It was extremely unlikely that not one of them would be carrying
childrenin her pouch.

Unlessit was deliberately decided to keep the carrying mothers away from the place. That was
done, frequently. During wars. Carrying motherswith childrenin their bellies or on their backs did not
enter into combat.

Arron scanned the crowds again. There were children on shoulders, but they could clearly wak
for themselves and were hanging on to their mothersfor convenience or fun. No infants clung to their
mothers folds or nestled in the crooks of their arms. These would al be outside sisters, but even then, an
outsde sster did not give her children over to the care of her ssters until they could walk. Shewould il
be expected to do her job until then, whatever her job was. Unless she was acombat soldier.

They an going into an unknown situation. They probably just want to make sure it's safe
before they bring in the carrying mothers. It makes sense.

Hetried to turn away. He did not want to think about this anymore. He had an explanation. A
good one.

But he stayed where he was and started looking for faces he knew. He saw Ovrth Chaick's
crooked shoulder, and Trindt Toth s earless head. Dayisen Vshil, Dayisen Bol, Ovrth Wes, Trindt Athsk,
Shesk Richkin, Ovrth Ith.

Arron gripped the balcony rail hard with both hands. Even his gloves did not keep the edge from
biting into hispadms.

Ovrth, trindt, shesk, and dayisen. Soldiers and officers.

Irat Queth.



And doctors.

Arron let go of therail onefinger a atime. He watched the Getesaph until they began to trickle
away, and dl he saw were soldiers. Combat soldiers and officer coordinators.

At lagt, he did turn away. With his gaze pointed toward the toes of hisboots, he hurried aong the
catwak and didn't stop until he reached the door of his dorm room. He dammed it shut behind himsdif,
for once very glad of the privacy of Human quarters.

He dropped into the stiff guest chair and redized his hands were shaking. He baled them into
figs

| ambeing anidiot. | am being a complete idiot. | am reaching conclusions for which |
have no data. That's wor se than stupid, that's sloppy.

Hewas out of the guest chair and across the room before he even had time to think about it. He
snatched up his portable and jacked it Sraight into the wall. Sitting cross-legged on the mattress, his
hands hovered over the keys as he tried to decide what to look for.

Findly, he pulled out the threads to the Bioverse Relocation Public Database. (We are here to
serveyou and yours!)

Arrontyped in hisrequest.

PASSENGER MANIFEST FOR SHUTTLE SOJOURN FOR 5/17 GETESAPH YEAR
3078.

Because he was registered as a Getesaph passenger, the threads reeled out into the database
without challenge or obstruction. A list of namesfor the preparatory wave personnel appeared on the
screen. Arron scanned thetitlesin front of the personal names. Hrashn, engineers. Tchilick, farmers.
Chkat, architects. No soldiers, except, of course, for the wave leaders the Dayisen Rual, Lareet and
Umat. He shot out threads for the next day's manifest, and the next, and the next. No soldiers. Not one.

And not one of the names matched the faces he had seen in the departure sesson.

Arron'sfingers trembled as he shut down his portable. His eyes stared at the blank walls of his
room.

Oh. My. God.
It took him along moment to realize: thefierce, sick sensation building up inside him was anger.

"How could you?' he whispered to the walls. In the next second he was on his feet. "How could
you do thig"

He stood there for amoment, hislungs heaving and his hands clenching and unclenching.
What do | do? Hiskneeswanted to crumple again. He paced, rubbing his upper aams. The

fleeting thought reached him that Lareet and Umat might not be part of this. But that wasimpossible,
They had been ensconced in the Parliament deciding who would be in the preparatory wave. They were



the oneswho had asked him to speak to Lynn about changing the schedule.

Hebit hislip. Lynn. He had to tell Lynn. She could stop the relocation until... Until some
compromise was worked out. Thiswas acommunications problem, it had to be. Thiswas old fears that
had not been quieted by the Confederation.

That had to beit.

He sent out a new thread to get Lynn'slocation. She wasin ameseting with Parliamentary
representatives. Something about ensuring open communi cations between the city-ships and the ground.
Heleft his portable on the bed. She had to stop everything. Right now. Before--

He choked off the thought and strode down the empty Human corridor. Out in the port'smain
area, hiseyesflickered back and forth like a Getesaph's ears trying to follow two conversations a once.
Here was amother with infants on her shoulders. Here was one with alive belly. But they had their
luggage and degping mats piled around them. Indigents who had come early. They weren't supposed to
be here, they weren't soldiers, not full-time soldiers anyway.

Lynn's meeting was just breaking up. The door was open and Humansttrickled out in onesand
twos. None of them was Lynn.

Lynnwas till in the meeting room, sithouetted againgt a schedule board with Dayisen Lareet and
Dayisen Umat.

He had no chance to move. Umat glanced right at him.

"Scholar Arron. What isthe matter?'

Arron opened his mouth, but no words formed in hismind.

Lynn frowned a him. "Can it wait aminute? There's another couple of thingsto go over here.”

Arron made up hismind. "No. It can't." Hewalked into the room, keeping his attention fixed on
the sisters, who towered over him.

"Dayisen Larest, Dayisen Umat, why has Parliament fa sified the passenger identities for thefirst
wave of relocation?’

They dl stared a him. Helet them.
Lynn found her voicefird. "Arron, would you care to e aborate on that thesis?"

"The names and positions of the Getesgph in the registration files do not match the names and
positions of the Getesaph preparing to leave with the shuttles today.”

A dozen different expressions chased one another across Lynn'sface. For amoment he thought
shewas going to ask if he was serious. Instead, she faced Lareet and Umat.

"Isthere any reason Scholar Arron would make such an accusation”?”'



"Yes" sad Lareet. "Thereis”

Umat tackled Lynn. They both sprawled on the floor. Arron stared for a second, and it was too
long. Lareet dived around him and dapped the door control. The portal did shut.

Lynn struggled under Umat's weight, landing ineffective blows on Umat's arms and shoulders.
"Roomvoice!" Lynn shrieked.
"Voiceoff," bellowed Lareet over her. " Set keyboard input at this gation.”

Arron tried to duck sideways, but Lareet matched his movement. "Come with us, Scholar
Arron," she said softly. "Neither of you hasto be hurt. Especidly not you, Sigter.”

"Thisiscrazy." Arron feinted left, then right. He got two steps to the comm station before Lareet
caught him around the waist and hauled him backward.

Arron flalled in her grasp, kicking backward reflexively. She caught hold of hiswrist and twisted
hisarm neatly behind his back. With her greater weight, she leaned into the smal of hisback, forcing him
gasping to hisknees.

"No one hasto get hurt,” sheinssted. "Y ou are not our enemies.”

"Fuck you both!" screamed Lynn. She grabbed Umat's wrists, trying to keep Umat's hands away
from her throat. Umat gradualy forced Lynn's hands down. One-handed, the Getesaph undid the catches
on Lynn's faceplate. Her ears and nose folded closed and she reached into the helmet. Arron heard a
wordless scream before Umat pressed her hand hard onto Lynn's throat.

"No!" he shouted, flinging himsdlf forward. Pain lanced through his arm and shoulder asLareet
tightened her grip.

"Shewill not bekilled,” Lareet told him. "Umat knows her work."
As hewatched, Lynn's struggles weakened and stopped.
"Why?" Arron choked on theword. "What are you doing?'

"Donttdl him, Sigter.” Umat closed Lynn'sfaceplate and stood up. Lynn lay till on thefloor.
Arron couldnt tell if shewas gtill breathing. His heart pounded heavily againg hisrib cage.

"Youwill haveablistered hand, Sister," said Laredt.

"| already do." Umat crossed to the comm station and typed on the keyboard. If Lynnwas
breathing too shallowly, Lareet was breathing too heavily. "It will not be so bad." She coughed. "My
exposureis not great. Humans are not so poison aswe commonly believe." She swalowed hard and
leaned againgt the console. "But | am going to be sick. | think | bresthed something in.”

Somebody knocked hard on the door. Umat dlid the door open by hand. Two Getesaph Arron
didn't know darted insgde. "No word has gone out yet," said the taller of the two as she shut the door
behind her.



"This room doesn't seem to be watched." The shorter sister knelt by Lynn. Lynn coughed, and
her whole body twitched.

She'salive. Arron dmost melted with relief.
"They're only monitoring the halls," said Larest. "Human notions of privacy, again.”
"That does not mean we have much time, Ovrth Tair." Umat straightened hersalf up.

Ovrth Tair carried asmall bag. She opened it up. Lynn stirred more strongly. Her eydids
fluttered. Tair took a capsule out of the bag and undid Lynn'sfaceplate. Tair cracked the capsule
between her fingers and tossed it into Lynn's helmet and clamped the faceplate back down. Lynn lay il

agan.
"Promise me you have the proper dosage for Humans," said Lareet quietly.

Tair glanced at her reproachfully. "Of course, Dayisen Lareet. | know my job, asdo you.” Tair
held out a second capsule.

"We must have you unconscious, Scholar Arron,” said Lareet. "Will you trust usand take it

willingly?"

Arron's mouth had gone completely dry. "Y ou will haveto do thisto me, Sigter,” he croaked.
"My will doesnot movein thisdirection.”

Tair shrugged and came closer until her smooth, tight facewas dl Arron could see. Her thick
fingersundid hisfaceplate. She closed her nostrils and cracked the capsule. Arron smelled something
bitter. His head swam.

"Please believethat | am sorry," said Lareet from along way away. "If you had not comein here,
we would not be doing this."

Darkness dipped over him, and Arron didn't hear anything else.

* * %

Resaime's heart fluttered between excitement and fear. One hand held Aunt Sengesssarm. The
other carried asatchd stuffed with nothing more than blankets from the closet in their dorm room. Aunt
Sengjess carried most of their clothesin an awkward packet in her arms. It amost entirely obscured her
vision, which, as she had said in the room, was the whole idea.

The bright sun made Res's skin itch under the shadowy pink makeup Aunt Sengjess had smeared
across her. The bracelets on her wrists and rings clipped to her earsjingled with every step.

They had |€ft the dormitories by the south side, and made awide circle around to the north side,
where new arrivals trudged patiently to the perpetualy open doors.

Aunt Sengjess had one ear turned toward a pair of soldiers strolling toward the doors at an
off-duty pace and at an angle that would cross the path Res and her aunt were taking. Aunt Sengjess
carefully matched their pace. The soldiers were deep in conversation with each other and paid no



attention until Aunt Sengjess collided straight into them. The loose knot holding the packet shut came
undone, the blanket fell open, and clothes and sundries scattered around the sdewalk.

"Mother Night!" exclaimed one of the soldiers, while Resaime scrambled to gather their things
together. "Can't you hear?"

"I'm sorry, Dayisen. I'm very sorry." Sengjess grabbed at a scarf that threatened to blow away in
the breeze. "We hurried so to pack, I'm afraid | was not careful. I'm sorry."

Resaime risked aglance up from her job of rummaging through the clothes to make sure
everything was there. The soldier's expression softened.

"When'syour time, Mother?'

"Not for two weeks yet, so they tell us." Aunt Sengjessjerked athumb toward the main building.
"But we thought..."

"You and therest of the city.” The soldier shook her head. "Hear me, Citizen Sister, everyone
will leaveintime. The Humanswill not start their work until we're dl gone. Y ou can go back home and
wait your turn.”

"lan't there room for us here?' Resaime was amazed at how small her aunt's voi ce sounded.

The soldier pressed her lipstogether and blew out an exasperated bb-rrrrr-ttt noise. Her
duty-sister bared her teeth at her.

"Of coursetherésroom,” said the sster. "Therejust isn't any need.”

"They're saying they'll fill the two shipsthey have and | et the plague take therest.” The quaver in
Aunt Sengjesss voice was S0 darming, Resaime reached out ingtinctively. "I have only my youngest
daughter |eft, Dayisen." Her aunt clutched Resaime's hand.

The second soldier dipped her ears sympathetically and touched Sengjesss shoulder. "Rumors
wander the streets with the fathers. Mother, no one is going to be left behind to this plague or any other."

"I'm sure you know the truth, Dayisen." Sengjess bent to tie her bundle back up. Resaime put her
finger on the string to hold it down while her aunt tightened the knots. "'l don't understand very much of
this. Can the Humansredly removedl thisevil from us?'

Thefirst soldier bared her teeth. "What the Humanswill not take care of, we will."

Her sgter-in-arms shook her lightly by the shoulder. "We will be late for our shift, Dayisen
Oraen."

Oraen touched her hand in acknowledgment. "Good luck to you, Mother. Go home and wait in
patience. Y ou will soon seethereisno reason to fear or hurry.”

The arms-ssters, the dayisen, Resaime corrected herself, marched away.

"Wadl, my Daughter" -- Aunt Sengjess hoisted the bundle onto her shoulder -- "what do you



think of that?"

"I'm not sure,”" Resaime answered in careful Getesaph. Aunt Sengjess had warned her that a
snatch of conversation was morelikely to be paid atention to if it wasin aforeign language, particularly
tTherian."Y ou knew they were planning something.”

"We strongly suspected, but that was dl." Aunt Sengjess squinted after the dayisen. "Now we
know. What the Humans will not take care of, we will, she said. What can that mean but an attack on
our Great Family?'

The skin on Resaime's arms bunched and knotted. "What do we do now?'

"Wego into the port." Aunt Sengjess started walking again. "We stow these bundlesand try to
find out what rumorsthey are alowing to wander about with their fathers.” She glanced down at
Resaime, and her eyes sparkled. "Then we will see what the Humans network can tell us, and we take all
this news back home."

She's going to hear how loud my heart is beating. | know it. "What will we do with it then?"
"What we must." Aunt Sengjess now had her eyes straight ahead.

Resaime bit her lip and struggled to keep up with her aunt'slong, swinging stride. They were
amost to the doors, nearly to the port and its crowd. She had to do something, and do it now.

| have to do this. | have to. Her blood was roaring in her ears. "Buit..." She put aquaver of her
own into the word. It was easier than she thought. Her ssomach clenched. "Aunt Sengess, at least
promise me you'll do something with it to convince the Queens that the Getesaph are dangerous.” Her
aunt stopped and looked her full in the face.

Theia was right. This was completely, totally, and utterly wrong. Shewas doing it anyway.
"Mother wanted to bring us hereto live and grow, but she didn't tell us ... She doesn't see how the
Getesaph will try to hurt them, hurt us. The Humansare dl blind. They dways have been. I'mworried
about Theia, Aunt Sengjess. She doesn't know enough. I'm afraid.” Tears prickled her eyes. Not from
fear, but from gtrain. Shefelt more naked than she would stlanding herein her belly guard. All the
Ancestors were staring up from the ground at her. They saw adidoya liar. They saw wickedness and
disobedience.

Aunt Sengjess st the bundle down and took hold of both of Resaime's shoulders. "Hear me, my
own," she said softly. "Y our words are strong and sensible. | knew you would not stand apart from your
family. The newswe bring back will not go to the Queens, it will go to the Great Family. Our friends
stand ready to broadcast it and post it on the debate walls and call for abreak from the Confederation.
Despite the events of the past week, the Queens are dtill isolated in the city with their sycophants. The
army will not stay with them long, once we bring them reason to attack. We dready have assurances. If
the Getesaph are about to do what | suspect, so much the better. We can land our soldiers on their
idands and hold their children against their good behavior. If they are capable of feding, they will make
no trouble. If not..." She bared her teeth, panting in anger. "Then they will have nothing left to care
about."

Resaime looked at her mutely. All the words she did not want to say clogged her throat.



Her aunt shifted her grip and pulled Resaimeinto ared embrace. "It will bewell, my own,” Aunt
Senglesswhispered in her ear. Y ou and your sister will be safe. | swear it by our Ancestors.”

Resaime closed her eyes and hugged her back with al her strength.

| am doing this for Mother. | am doing thisfor Theia. | am doing this for our sisters and
for the Great Family. She'll see that the Confederation is the right thing to do, if we can just keep
it from fatting apart too fast. That's what's important. That's what | have to do.

She pulled back alittle. "Thank you, Aunt Sengess. I'm ready to go ahead now."

Her aunt nodded with approval, stood up, shouldered her bundle, and took Resaime's hand.
Together, they waked into the port.

* % %

Trace glanced at theinfoview on the back of her right hand. Nothing. No calls, no mail. Nothing.
She drummed the win-dowsl |l and stared out over the bustling spaceport outside their borrowed offices.

She should have been busy. A thousand details were passing through her station this second.
They dl needed approvd, review, or forwarding. She had teams to coordinate, information to spread,
progress reportsto write. But al she could do was stand there and think about how Lynn wasn't Sitting in
the next room.

The office door opened with its weird swinging motion and R.J. stepped inside. He looked at her
for along moment and shrugged.

"I haven't heard anything ether.”

She glanced at her infoview again. Still nothing. "We have got to call Kedle and the Marines, R.J.
Thisisworse than a snapped thread somewhere.”

He sighed and rubbed hisforehead. "I hate to admit it, but you'reright. | just wanted to hold off
because, well | don't think we should ... encourage them, you know?"

She nodded. "I know. And happens, | agree, but she's missing, R.J."

"l noticed." He dropped into one of the chairs surrounding the table that had been covered with a
patchwork of screentiles. "Tel you what, I'll get Kealg, if you'll get Brador.”

"Ded." She dragged out one of the chairs and sat. She pressed the activation studs on two of the
tilesinfront of her. A directory lit up and she selected the comm display. As soon as the monitor and
icon spread appeared she picked Veep Brador's emergency shortcut.

Acrossthetable, R.J. argued softly with somebody. "Yes, thisredly isan emergency.” Pause,
"Lynn Nussbaumer ismissing in Getesaph territory.” Pause. Y ou want meto tell Vice Presdent Brador
the entire relocation is going to fall apart because you don't consider one person an emergency? Check
your personnel roster and you'll see who sheis.”

Trace sghed and concentrated on daving her monitor display to his. Even in Bioverse, acorp



legendary for its efficiency, there was aways somebody.

BRADOR LOCATED flashed the monitor. In the next breath, afull-face image of the veep
appeared and jerked into life.

"Wheat's happened, Trace?'

"Wevelost Lynn Nussbaumer." Bad choice of words, Trace. "She's been out of contact for the
whole day. We haven't been able to trace her, or acomm fault.”

Brador'sfleshy cheeks sagged. "Have you gotten through to Kedle yet?"

Trace glanced a R.J. who gave her the thumbs-up. "Just now." She touched the Spliticon to
divide the screen between the display of the veep and the commander of Corporate Security.

Kededid not look happy. "Why'd you wait so long?"

"We thought wed find acomrn fault,” said R.J. defensively. "We didn't want to start a search
unnecessily."

Keale ground histeeth. "We are here to help, not start a police action. Why won't any of you
undergand that?"

"It'saproblem, | agree, Commander,” cut in Brador. "But now that the call isin, what can we
do?'

Kedetook adeep breath. "I'll spread the word down to our people at the port. Dr.
Nussbaumer's been good about recording her contacts and appointments. Well start a quiet search with
those. Nobody just vanishes. Not even here.”

Brador nodded. "Very good, Commander. Thank you. In the meantime, Trace, R.J., you get
your team leaderstied in, and I'll dert the other veeps. WEII have to coordinate this closely, but we don't
interrupt the schedule, understood?’

"Yes," sad Trace softly.

"Yes" sad R.J. without any feding at dl.

"Good." Brador paused. "Find her, Kedle, | don't want any of my people lost to local poalitics.”

"Neither do, gr." Keale touched the screen and blanked himsdlf out.

"Okay, get hooked up, you two," said Brador briskly. "Thisis one of those emergencieswe've
been trying to get ready for."

Brador blanked out his own screen. Trace looked up at R.J. and saw acceptance and worry in
hisexpression. "l know," she said. "Right now, I'm not sure about what we think we're doing either.”



The comm station's chime echoed off the dormitory's bare walls. Resaime picked hersdlf up off
the degping mat.

"Aunt Sengess, thereésacdler ontheling,” she cdled to her aunt, who was rummaging in the
foodstore.

"Thank you, Niece." Aunt Sengjess crossed the room and settled hersdlf into the comm-gtation
chair."If you could just tdll this machine someone authorized is here."

Reslad her hand on the keyboard to tell the station to deliver the message. The grey screen
turned into ablur of colorsthat resolved swiftly into a woman's head and shoulders.

"Pragis Shin?' said the Human, alittle uncertainly.

"Yes?' replied Aunt Sengess.

Resaime stepped back out of the line of vision for both the comm station and her aunt.

"I'mlolaTrace. I'm assisting Lynn Nusshaumer with rel ocation management.” Her t Therian was
thickly accented and her words uncertain. She's probably getting help from an implant, Res thought,
lowering hersdlf back onto the degping mat. "'Dr. Nussbaumer sbeen out of touch with the team dl day,

and | waswondering if you'd spoken with her?!

Aunt Sengjess shook her head. "1 have heard nothing from her. Is she at the port? Would you
like usto seeif we can locate her?”

lola Trace hesitated. "Thank you. There are some matters back here that require her attention.”

Sengesslaughed. It was a strange, hollow sound. "I am sure there are. My daughter and | will
try tofind her."

"Thank you," said lolaTrace, il hesitantly. Her eyes shifted back and forth restlessly, and
Resaimefdt her skin twitch. Did Aunt Sengjess redize the woman was uneasy? Her speech's hesitancy
might not be ignorance after dl. It might be worry. Where was Lynn? Had the Getesgph done something
to her?

"I will cal you later if welearn anything,” Aunt Sengesswas saying. The woman thanked her
and cut the connection. lola Trace'simage faded away.

Aunt Sengess swiveled the chair around. "Well, Niece, what do you think of that?"

"I think it'sredly strange," Resaime answered honestly. "'Lynn doesn't leave things undone.” What
if the Getesaph did do something to her? They do things like that, don't they? They kidnap people,
things like that,

"No, shedoes not." Aunt Sengjess stood up and tugged at Res's ear thoughtfully. "I think
perhaps we redlly should go out and have alook for her."

And what if the Getesaph kidnap us? Who'll come look for us? If anything happened to her,
Aunt Sengjess was supposed to do something about it. But Aunt Senglesswas not Theia, or Mother.



"W, Niece?'
Resaime started. Aunt Senegjess cocked her earsforward. "I, uh, I'd rather wait here, Aunt.”
Her aunt crossed the room and laid ahand on her shoulder. "Why, Resaime?"

Resaime searched frantically for areason Aunt Sengjesswould believe. "The Getesaph make me
nervous,” shesaid. "I'mtired of it right now. | keep being afraid I'll make amistake.”

Aunt Sengjess stroked Resaime's upper arm silently for amoment. Resaime couldn't read her
face, but her earswaved restlesdy.

"What we aredoing isahard thing," Aunt Senglesssaid quietly. "But it isnecessary. The
Getesgph do much more than make me nervous. They frighten me to death. But we cannot let our
fedings comein the way of the safety of the Great Family, can we?'

Resaime swallowed. "No, we can't, Aunt Sengess.” Please don't make me go. Please don't.

"No." Aunt Sengjess patted her shoulder. "1 will let you rest whilel go find our contacts and tell
them what has happened. We will need help to find out what is going on. When | come back, you will be

ready to go out?'
"Yes, Aunt Sengjess." Resaime squeezed her hand and worked to keep her ears and skin till.

"Good." Aunt Sengless dung her wallet over her shoulder and headed out the door, which closed
noisdesdy behind her.

Resaime waited, doing nothing but listening to her own breething. When she was sure Aunt
Sengesswaswell on her way, she jumped to her feet and raced to the comm tation.

She touched the screen to light up the CALLING? prompt. She paused. She couldn't cdll
Mother directly, because Mother was supposed to be here in Getesaph. She couldn't just call the house
because Aunt Armetrethe or one of the cousins might answer.

"Theiareth ShintTheria" Mother must have threaded Theiainto the Human directory by now.
She must have.

LOCATING ... read the screen. Resaime waited. Her skin rippled and strained asif her muscles
weretrying to bresk free. Her ears kept flicking back toward the door, trying to hear something, anything
aadl.

The screen lit up. Thelasat on the other sde. From the background of cluttered furniture and
frescoed walls, it looked like they were somewhere in the Home of Queens. Resaime almost melted with
relief.

"Res! What--"

"Get Mother, quick. Lynn'sgone missng.” Resaime redlized she was panting. "Hurry!"

Thelalaunched hersdf out of her chair and vanished. Resaime swallowed and tried to control her



panting.

Her mother's form dived into view. Resaime had to St on her hands to keep from reaching out.
"Mother, Lynn's gone missing. Her people caled. They can't find her. She was the one | was supposed
to cdl if therésan emergency. Now I'm done. What do | do?’

Mother leaned closer to the screen. ™Y ou do not panic, Daughter of mine. That'sfirst. You let me
contact Lynn's people and make sure they know where you are. Lynn hasafriend in the Hundred Ides. |
will find out where. Call your sister back tomorrow. | will have moreto say to you. Y ou will be brave,
Resame?'

Whichwaswhat Aunt Sengjess said, but Resaime did not say that. "1 will, Mother." Her throat
tightened, and her earstwisted involuntarily. "May | spesk to Theiaagain?'
"Quickly, yes"

Her mother vanished. A hand descended and touched the screen. The connection cut out.
Resaime screeched and jerked backwards. Aunt Sengjess stood beside her chair and looked down at
her with wide eyes.

"Oh, Resaime," she breathed. "What have you done?’

Resaime opened her mouth and tried to speak, but could not force any words out. Aunt
Sengesss ears drooped even farther. "Don't. Just tell me what other communications will have passed
between your mother and this place?’

"I don't know ... She sent amessage to Lynn to tell her you and | were here. Lynn probably
answered her."

"When?' Aunt Sengjesss face began to tighten.

Resfdt the anger rolling out of Sengessin waves. She wanted to throw hersdlf into her aunt's
arms and beg forgiveness, but she held ill. "When we arrived.”
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Aunt Sengjess's earsflattened againgt her scalp. "Get to your feet, Niece. We need to get out of
here”

Resaime stood. Aunt Sengjess snatched Resaime's wallet off the clothespress, caught up
Resaime's hand, and pulled her out the door. Resaime didn't even try to protest. She just ssumbled in
Aunt Sengessswake, trying to find her stride.

What have | done? | didn't mean to. | just didn't want to be alone.. ..

They emerged into the port. Aunt Senegjess pulled Resaime close to her sde and put her arm
around her shoulder. "Relax," she whispered into Resaime's ears. "Act asif wewere out for astroll.” She
steered Resaime toward a crowd of Getesaph carrying bags and baskets. They were probably heading
for the Human-sponsored transit linesto go to the market. The Humans provided food and shelter, but
many of the Getesaph felt both were quite spartan and wanted some fresh treats or small luxuries before



they left their home.
Resamefinaly found her voice. "Aun-- Mother ..."

"Shhh," hissed Aunt Sengess. "We will talk when we are on the way home. Right now, stay
clo"

You're not giving me any choice. Resaime tried not to squirm. There was more wrong here
than Aunt Sengessfinding out she had called Mother. It was like she was worried about them both
getting caught... Oh.

"They couldn't have overheard,” she whispered in Aunt Sengjesss ear. "Whatever the Getesaph
have got, it's not going to be compeatible with the Humans hardware.”

All a once, apair of Getesgph in defenders blue uniformswith black rank bands on their cuffs
blocked the path. Aunt Sengjess pulled up short and tried to turn. Another pair pressed up behind them.

"You will comewith us," said one of thosein front. "Now."

Resaime's heart pounded hard and fast against her ribs. Aunt Sengjess|ooked at her sadly and
sueezed her arm. "L et thisteach you, my own. Do not underestimate your enemies.”

* % %

The speaker was sllent.

Armetrethe paced the great room of her home. She circled the serving tables, the stove, and the
chopping block. The stump of her severed arm best the air asif it weretrying to fly away. She paused in
front of one of the dit windows and watched the daughters out in the yard. They played chase, or sat in
clusterswith books, learning from one another. Ceian and her oldest cousins stood in the shadow of the
wall, amiling indulgently at the younger daughters between their conversations.

Armetrethe wanted to run out to them and sweep as many as she could into her onearm. She
wanted to track down Pragis, wherever she had gone, and shake her until her sick separateness | eft her
and she was atrue sster again. She wanted to scream and bring the entire Great Family running to her.
She wanted to do anything that would end thisawful, Slent loneliness.

The speaker was dtill silent. It had been silent for ahaf hour too long. Sengess's contact was
supposed to have caled to let her know everything was dl right, but that hadn't happened. It till wasn't

heppening.

She knew what she was supposed to do. They had aplan for this. They had worked it out very
carefully. Her ears crumpled. Her shoulders sagged.

No. | can't do it. It means I'll be the last one. Praeis has turned away fromusall. | don't
want to be the last one.

Becauseif the Getesaph had taken Sengjess, Sengjess would not be dlive for long.

Armetrethe's skin rippled up and down her back. Her one hand grabbed the back of the sofa



and sgueezed until the worn, sky-blue satin tore underneath her fingers.

The boxy speaker buzzed. Armetrethe dived across the room. Her hand dapped the activation
switch more by luck than design. "Thisis Armetrethel

"Taraen Ul tTherig" came the familiar voice of Sengesss contact acrossthe line. "Listen quick.
Y our family istaken. | saw it. The Getesaph have found away to tap the Humans communications.
There were calls, between the mother and her Human contacts and between the daughter and the

mother. They discussed our mission. The Getesaph intercepted the Signals. | must try to get my people
avay."

Theline went dead. Armetrethe stood by the speaker table, unable to move. Fear sank dowly
into her muscles,

Sster? Sster? Isit true? Are you gone fromme? Am | alone?

Her kneestrembled. Sheleaned heavily against the table.

Thereisaplan. Her plan. | must not give way.

Armetrethe let go of the chair and strode across the room. She threw the door open.

"Daughters!" Her voice cracked hard on the word. "Daughters™

The children looked up from books and games and conversation. In aflock, they came running
to cluster around her, the biggest picking up the smallest and setting them on their shoulders. Poar and
Celan pressed againgt her sides. Theiareth, who looked so like her mother, stood on the edge of the

cuger asif afraid to surround hersdf with her cousins.

Her mother should be telling her this, not me. Her mother should already be swearing
death to the Getesaph, but she doesn't know and doesn't can... .

"What isgoing on?' Praeis gppeared in the doorway, asif summoned by the thought.

Armetrethe wrapped her arm around Poar. Summoning al the strength she had, she turned away
from her sder.

'Y our help is needed, my Daughters. Senegjess and Resaime have been taken by the Getesaph,
and we must let the Great Family know."

"What!" Praeis grabbed Armetrethe by the shoulders and spun her around. Poar squealed at the
abrupt movement. "Y ou do not know what you're saying, Sister. This cannot be true!™

"Itistrue." Armetrethe let go of Poar and gripped Pragiss hand. "And it isyour fault.”

Whatever words Pragis had meant to speak choked her. Armetrethe kept going. ™Y ou told your
Human friends what was being done. Y ou had your daughter call you to report on what Sengjesswas
doing. The Getesaph intercepted the transmissions. They aretaken. They arein the hands of the
Getesaph. They are dead!”



Her sdf-control snapped, and Armetrethe hurled herself at Praeis. Shefelt skin under her hand
and clawed at it. Someone grabbed her, and aweight bore her down to the dirt. She squirmed and
struggled. Praeis would pay, sheld pay, she'd pay! Armetrethe would send the traitor to the Ancestors.
Sheld revenge her true sSister and daughter.

Somewherefar away she heard screams and crying and desth oaths, but most of al shefelt the
weight on top of her that would not let her move.

"ltisnot trug," avoice said. "Itisnot. Y ou've misunderstood somehow.”

Praeis. Praeis|eaned on top of her and held her down. Praeis ill denied what she'd done.
Shelll die. But first she'll understand.

"Our sgter's contacts told me what happened. She saw them taken by the Getesaph defenders.”

A wordless scream split the air. The weight vanished off Armetrethe's back. Sherolled over in
timeto see Pragiss fist swooping toward her chest. The blow knocked al the breath out of her.

"You did thisl" screamed Pragis. ™Y ou took my daughter into their world! You lied to me!" She
rased her fist again.

"No!"

Poar dived on Praeis. Four of her sistersfollowed suit, dragging Praeisto the ground, but in the
next second, Thelareth was there, grabbing whoever she could reach by the ears and hauling them off.

"Let go! Let her go!”

Some of the cousinsturned on her. Others leapt to her defense. The brawl was generd, and the
shouted words indecipherable.

Armetrethe stared at Praeisin astonishment. The tumult of feding roaring through her blood
cleared dl of an ingtant, and she grabbed Praeiss outstretched hand. Together they scrambled to their
feet.

"Stop! Stop this, Daughters! Stop thisnow!" They lunged among the daughters, catching up the
oneswho fought the hardest and swinging them away from the combat.

Pragis snatched Theareth into her arms and made her daughter stare at her struggling cousins.
"L ook at what you'redoing! Look!"

"They hurt you," shesadinasmdl voice.
"No." Pragisturned Thela around and embraced her. "No one has hurt me."
"I need Resaime," wailed Theig, burying her face in Pragiss shoulder. "Redl"

The need to comfort became asimmediate as the need to hurt had been amoment before. The
daughters clustered around Thelg, trying to touch her, and one another, pressing as close asthey could.



Praeislooked a Armetrethe over the daughters ears as she rocked her own daughter. Armetrethe saw
despair in her eyes. Pragisbled insde, asthey dl did, as she should. Perhaps she was not false after dll.
Armetrethe wrapped her arm around her sisters shoulder.

"Wewill makeit dl right. There are people who will help. We will send the daughters out and
rousethem. | know thefamilies

Praeis shook her head. "We cannot. We must go to the Queens and the Confederation.”

Disbdief hit Armetrethe harder than Praeiss blow had. "How can you say such athing? Y our
gger! Your daughter!”

"May Hill bedivel" Pragiscut her off. Shetightened her hold on Theiareth. "Things are not what
they were. The Humans--"

"Areas cold and distant asamoon!™ Armetrethe pulled her arm away. "How can you!"
"Control yoursdlf!" sngpped Praeis. " Or would you have our daughters set on each other again!”

Armetrethe |et her gaze sweep over the daughters, who stood clustered together, their
expressions ranging from solemn to confused to outraged.

"The Confederation is asham and serves only the Getesaph,” she said dowly and ddliberately,
not looking at her sster. " The familieswho must know will betold.”

"So will the Queens-of-All," answered Pragis.

Armetrethe's ears trembled. "1 hope the Ancestors know how to work this out, Sister, for | do

She heard the ghost of asigh from Pragis. "Neither do |."

"Any word?'

Trace shook her head. R.J. puffed out his cheeks and |ooked out the window to the landing
srips. For achange, the artificia plain was empty of people. The prep crews had withdrawn to the
launch bays and were running thefind checks by computer. The passengers were in their couches and
their relatives were under cover, watching on the screens, and Lynn, who had worked so hard for this
quiet, uncluttered moment, was nowhere to be found. Keae had no newsto give them.

"Y ou want to delay?" Trace asked.
"Yes" R.J. ran hishand over hishemet, thinking for the millionth time how strange and
uncomfortable it was not to be able to touch your own skin. "But we can't. Veep Brador's already given

the order."

"I know." Trace touched the comm key. "Give me Launch Control."



After amoment, Launch Control answered. "We're here and set whenever you are, Trace.”

"What's the word from on high?' R.J. kept his eyes on the waiting ships. He wanted noise,
moation, not this feding of the whole project holding its breath. There should be a sensation of proud
excitement swelling his chest. Instead, he felt frightened.

"Onhighiswaiting for their guests" said Launch. "Red carpet isdl rolled out.”

Trace touched the MUTE key, glanced at R.J., then the launch strip. "We could cdl the veeps
again, just to be sure.

R.J. shook his head dowly. ™Y ou know what they'll say. The show must go on."
"And soit must." Shetouched the key again. "Very well, Launch, let them go.”

Trace stood S0 close to him that their suits touched. Together, they watched thefirst of the
shuttlesroll into position.

Chapter XI

The aerid record hasn't shown up anything." Lieutenant Ryan stood at the end of the conference
tablein Keal€'s office with his hands behind his back. Kedle listened to him with asinking feding in his
stomach. "Then again, with al the relocation traffic, you could drive an elephant under us and we'd be
hard put to notice. Weve had no new construction, no new military activity, no extramovement around
the Parliament. We have people down in the security tunnels, and everybody who isn't Sationed out on
the Ur or the Cairo isin theHundred Ides”

AsKedewatched Ryan's face, something in him began to recover. The lieutenant didn't ook
nearly uncomfortable enough for someone whose report to his superior was along litany of nothing.

"So, what have we got?'

"Three more missing persons.”

Kede sat bolt upright. "What?"

Ryan ran a cable from the infoview on his hand to the tabletop. He touched the PLAY key on
one of the keypads. Thewall screen lit up and showed the playback of a set of shuttle passengers
disembarking at the Getesaph departure point. Mogt of them were Humansin clean-suits, but apair of
Dedelphi, amother and daughter, picked their way through the Human stream. They held handstightly as
they hurried across the concrete to the port's main building.

"Before Nusshaumer |eft t'/Aori, she authorized travel ordersfor Praeis Shint'Theriaand her
daughter Resaime Shin to go from t'Aori to the Hundred 1des. Nussbaumer aso set them up with aroom
at the port."

Kedeleaned forward. "Shin t Theria? Didn't she found Crater Town?"

"Her family did. She was caled back by the Queens-of-All to help out with Dede phi-Human



rdations.

"That'sright. | met her at acouple of prep meetings.” Keal€'s eyes narrowed. "That doesn't [ook
likeher."

"Itisn't.” Ryan murmured something to hisimplant. The scene cut to the inside of the port
building. The pair of Dedelphi, dmost lost in asea of their kindred, moved toward acomm dtation. "This
one'--Ryan touched the mother--"is Praeis Shin's sster, Sengess Shin. A little while after Nussbaumer
got here, she got amessage from Praeis Shin saying that the letter that had been sent asking Nussbaumer
for travel help wasforged by her sster, who was traveling under Praeiss name with Praeiss daughter,
presumably to spy on the Getesaph.” Ryan looked triumphant & having gotten through that chain of
events.

Kedle replayed the sentence in his head and sorted through it until he decided he had agrasp on
the main players. "Do we know why Nussbaumer didn't just haul Sengjess Shin out of circulation like she
should have?'

"No," said Ryan. "All we know isthat Sengess Shin and Resaime Shin are missing. Apparently
the Queens-of-All know it, too. They've called an emergency session of the Confederation for this
afternoon.”

Oh, just what we need; the t'Theria and the Getesaph up in metaphorical arms."Did
Nusshaumer have any contact with them at the port?”

Ryan shook hishead. "Not as far as we know. She sent messages to them both. One addressed
to 'Praeis Shin," asking her to dinner, and the other to Resaime, telling her how to get intouch if she
needed anything."

Kede suddenly and sincerely wished he had Nussbaumer in front of him so he could ask her
what the hell she thought she was doing. " So, that's two of the missing persons. Who's the third?”’

Ryan muttered to hisimplant and the scene changed. Now the screen showed one of the
launch-prep meetings held for the evacuees. The recording had probably been pulled from the ingtructor's
cameraeyes.

At Ryan's direction, the image zoomed in on one man standing on the terrace over the meeting,
watching the proceedings with a strained expression.

"Who's he?' Keale asked as Ryan froze the scene.

"Arron Hagopian," said Ryan. "He's acultura xenologist. He's been living with the Getesaph for
the past ten years. HE'saso afriend of Lynn Nussbaumer s." Keale made a hurry-up gesture with two
fingers. "She's only met with him once officialy since we got here, but we thought he might know
something, so we went looking for him, and didn't find him."

Kedle rubbed hisforehead and waited for Ryan to continue.
"We were dready pulling Lynn'sthreads from the system log, so we yanked hisaswell. After the

departure session you see here." Ryan nodded toward the frozen video image. "Hagopian threaded a
request through hisroom termind for the passenger manifest for the first outbound Getesgph shuttle. Then



he found out where Dr. Nussbaumer was..."
"Where was she?'

"In ameeting with the prep-wave leaders, Dayisen Rua Lareet and Dayisen Rual Umat and their
immediate support staff.” Ryan'slips moved, and the screen showed a port corridor. A small cluster of
Dedel phi were leaving a conference room. Through the open door, Kede saw Lynn Nussbaumer and
two Getesaph. Arron Hagopian strode into the cameras line of sight and stopped in front of the door.
Nussbaumer said something the camera didn't catch and Arron walked into the room. The door shuit.

"Theresathread reded out from the comm station for aHrashn Kvin and aHrashn Lun. After
that, we have tape of two more Getesaph going into the room. All four Getesaph leave fifteen minutes
later, without Nussbaumer or Hagopian.”

Kede touched a key on the table and ran the view back until Arron Hagopian was shown in the
corridor. He stared hard at the image. Hagopian looked tall, thin, and heavily suntanned, but outwardly,
there was nothing remarkable about him. "Where are the Dayisen Rua now?"

"Onboard the Ur." Ryan blanked out the video. "We talked to them. They both say Arron and
Lynn left the meeting together and they have no ideawhere they went afterward.”

"Of course not.” Kedle drummed hisfingers on hischair am. "Did you ask them who the other
two Getesaph are?’

"Wedid," Ryan nodded. "They said they don't know them."
Kedefrowned. "And you can't find them ether?"

For thefirst time, Ryan looked truly uncomfortable. "No, sSr. They registered for dorm rooms,
but they weren't on the shuttles and they're not in the port.”

What is going on? And who started it? Kealelooked up at the screen and Hagopian's frozen
figure again. "Did Hagopian do anything to the passenger manifest? Perform a search on aname or
anything likethat?"

Ryan shook hishead. "No. Nothing. Fromwhat | can tell, hejust read it.”

"Hagopian isthe one who's been knotting the screeds againgt Bioverse, isn't he? Againgt the
relocaion?!

"Yes, heis" Ryan watched hischief carefully. "But he must have cometo termswith it. HE's been
registered to stay on the Ur. He was supposed to go up with the prep wave. Apparently they're using
him as some kind of officid higtorian."

"But he'snot there?"

"No." Ryan shook his head.

Of course not, Kedle frowned. Been here ten years. Soeaks out against the relocation, but is
supposed to go with it. So he disappears before the shuttles leave ... This does not make sense.



Either Hagopian is playing games with hisfriends, or the Dayisen Rual are playing games with
theirs.

Kede pursed hislips. The disgppearance of the Shin t Theria could be asmple matter of the
Getesgph having caught themselves a couple of spies. On the other hand, they were friends of
Nusshaumer's...

"l want every pixel of security recordings from the port gone over. | want acomplete history of
Hagopian's movements and the Shin t Therias aswell as Nussbaumer's.”

"Yes, gr." Ryan unhooked himsdlf from the desk.

"| also want transcripts of any messages the Shin t'Theria sent or received, and | want those two
vanishing hrashn found if you have to search theidand by the centimeter.”

"Yes, gr." Ryan'slips moved as he relayed the ordersto hisimplants.

"And send somebody out to start quizzing the Dayisen Rua who are till on the ground about
Xenologist Hagopian. | want everything we can get about him knotted up and in my station, ay-sap.

Thistime, Ryan hesitated. ™Y ou don't think, | mean, Sir, heésaHuman and..."

Kede shook hishead. "Ryan, Humans have done far worse for causesthey believed in. That's
one of the reasonswe have ajob."

"Yes, dr." Ryan pulled himsdlf together and made his exit.

When the door did shut, Keale turned to the comm station. He worked the keys and sent out a
thread of hisown. It untied a smple task-knot and set it running. The knot was absolutely, positively not
supposed to exist, and if anyone caught Kedle using it, he would be stripped and fired before he could
draw breath.

Until then, it would funnel off the transmission of the Confederation meeting into his private
database.

He hesitated amoment and touched afew more keys. The wall screen shifted scenes again and
played the download of the welcoming ceremony Esmo had dumped for him.

Through her eyes, Keale watched thousands of pink-and-grey Getesaph spill out of the airlocks
and into the city, aong with eight or ten Humans, one of whom was Dr. David Ze otes, Lynn
Nussbaumer's partner.

Note to self. Get bold of Esmo and make sure somebody's told Zel otes what's happened.

The Getesaph stood on the grass, gaping at the clean, bright, artificial world around them. Esmo
delivered up avery canned speech of welcome, dong with short announcements about timesfor drills
with the rescue balls and other emergency equipment, and medica gppointments down in the hospita.
Then she stood back, telling them the city wastheirs.

Sowly, in groupsthat were probably family-determined, the Getesaph wandered across the park



with their Human attendants, chattering excitedly and turning their ears every-which-way. Kede scanned
them. None of them looked like the missing hrashn, but he'd have the station look again.

Kede shut the image off. He leaned his elbows on the comm gtation, laced his fingers together,
and tried to think if there was anything he'd missed. He felt suspended, kept in place by two potentia
crisespressng inon him,

Maybe | got it wrong. Maybe the troubl€'s coming on tbe ground now, and not later on the
Ur. It'scertainly acting likeit... .

Except all the trouble's happening just as tbe relocation's starting.. . Hagopian's been bere
a long time, what's he been up to and with whom?

He lifted his elbows off the station and sent out another thread. This one regled in the passenger
manifest for the shuttle Sojorn. He read the lists of names and titles.

"All right, Hagopian. What did you seethat | don't?’

Vaer Byu stood in the Audience Room with her Sster queens, their attendants and assistants,
half the Council of True Blood, and their attendants and ass stants. Everyone's attention focused on the
video wall the Humans had ingtaled. Through it, they saw the table used for the Confederation treaty
sgning, fill on its stage in the now-empty theater that had been built on aneutra idand. It was neutra
because it had been scoured of life in some unnumbered war, but no one remarked on that.

Around the table, the other members of the Confederation sat or stood, framed by their own
transmisson wallsasif they al waited in glassed-over thresholds.

The Humans who designed this format for Confederation meetings had said it would provide
reminders of the neutral space, while dlowing everyone to communicate without the overwhelming
strangeness of the smulation rigs, or the lengthy travel that was required to reach the tiny, barren stretch
of ground.

It does all that well enough. Vaer surveyed the windows to the other hdls. But it makes us all
look caged in. | wonder if the Humans did that on purpose?

Thefind transmission window flashed open and the two Queens of the Paeccs Tayn appeared in
their own little threshold. Gold-and-silver ornaments dangled from their ears, indicating their people were
at peace. When they declared war, the ornaments changed to black and red.

"We thank the members of the Confederation for responding to our request for amesting,” Aires
said in her smooth, precise voice. Her discerning gaze swept across the gathering. "We have acomplaint
to raise that cannot wait."

"The Getesaph hold two of our citizens," boomed Ueani before anyone e se could speak. "They
must be returned immediately.”

First the fine knife, then the fine club, Vaier held her ears ill. Whereis my anger? The
Getesaph have violated our people yet again. Where is my roaring blood? The Burn?



Maybe it is damped by the crowds in the streets.

The city had not been so crowded since before the plague. Just when it seemed she and her
ssterswere turning the tide on the rebellious Council, the news came out about the disappearance of
Sengess and Resaime Shin t Theria. Now the Council's supporters were in the streets beside the
Queens petitioners. Speeches were read through loudspeakers. Honor brawls raged. The militia had
been sent in to stop the worst of them, but they did not seem determined to do their jobs. Long poems
and essays covered the debate walls and the walls surrounding the palace.

Aires, in her usuad, methodical way, had read awhole stack of hastily printed pamphlets and
gghed. "Sigters, we underestimated the remaining strength of our oppostion.”

Rchilthen Ishth, the oldest of the Getesaph's Sisters-Chosen-to-L ead, raised one of her gnarled
hands and touched the fold over her right eye with one knuckle. A gesture of apology, Vaer knew. She
found hersdf wondering if it wasto hersdf and her sigters, or to the Getesaph deities.

"The Humansinformed us of the loss of your citizens, aswell astheloss of two of their own
people.”" Rchilthen Ishth lowered her hand and tucked it under afold in her golden jacket. "We do not
ask what your citizenswere doing in our country.”

"Very good," murmured Aires. "Not surprising, but well delivered.”

"We have indtituted a close and careful search for the ... your mother and daughter,” Rchilthen
Ishth went on. "It has uncovered some distressing facts.”

"Where are you going with this?' breathed Aires as she leaned her earsalittle closer to the
screen. Ueani's fist clenched behind her back.

Rchilthen Byvant, whose | eft ear [ay permanently limp againgt her scalp, touched her sigter's
shoulder. "We have discovered that some members of our Parliament have conspired to undermine the
Confederation. We are dill learning the extent of their influence.” Her wounded ear trembled. | fear
many of them are of the Defenders House. We believe that your mother and daughter learned of the
rebellion's existence and the Defenders took action against them.”

Ueani opened her mouth, but Vaier touched her arm. Thiswas not the time for her. Thisrequired
Aires

Never dow tofill aconversationd gap, Airesleaned forward. "Thisisindeed most distressing.”
Her voice dripped sincerity. "Why did you not call the Confederation as soon as you learned about it?"

Rchilthen Ishth's jacket wrinkled as her hidden hands clutched its fabric. "Because we hoped we
could find and return them to you before this."

"lan't this just magnificently convenient!" exploded Ueani. "Two of our people vanished, probably
murdered, and instead of admitting what you've done, you blame ajust-discovered conspiracy.
Ancestors Mine! What cowards!™

Sowly, Rchilthen Byvant stood up from her chair. Her good ear dropped dangeroudly closeto
her scalp. "Y ou send amother and daughter to spy on us, demand to know what became of them, and
then spitinsults at us. Tell me why we should even spesk to you!™



"Stopit!" screamed a strange voice.

Vaer's gaze jerked right. One of the Paeccs Tayn, Oran ji Ufa, had thrown hersdf up against the
screen. She leaned there, hands pressed flat againgt the glass. Her teeth gleamed in the artificid light.
"Stopit dl of you or | swear I'll have the guts out of you!'

No one spoke, not even Aires.

Oran pulled back alittle, panting hard. Her Sister stood staunchly beside her, not even attempting
tointerfere. "l don't careif you idiots want to fight your fights until the sun goesouit. | don't careif you kill
the last of your babies and sSing over their dead bodies. But the plague is claiming more of my family
every day. If you break this Confederation... If you lose us the Humans work, | swear by blood, soul,
and will, I and minewill cut thelife out of you and yourd!"

"Youwill not beaone." The First President of the Hamarell stepped forward.

No one else spoke either in chalenge or agreement, but Vaier saw too many stolid facesin the
thresholds. Vaer looked across the empty table straight into Rchilthen [shth's eyes. For hdf a heartbest,
she saw the fear in the Getesaph's soul and understood it. The Getesaph did not want to die, but she
would ddliver hersef to death, just like Vaier would.

Vaer gpokein dow, measured tones. "Will you let the Humans search unimpeded for our mother
and daughter?'

"What could we hide from the Humans?' Thefolds of Rchilthen Ishth's old face sagged even
farther. Ancestors Mine, she must be less than a year from the Change. "Wewill report to the
Confederation everything we learn, and we will request that the Human security chief do the same." She
leaned forward. "In return, we expect afull disclosure to the Confederation of who this mother and
daughter are and what they were doing here.”

Ueani dmost shouted again, but thistime Aires held her back. "They were not sent under our
authority, but we will find out who they redlly are and report to the Confederation tomorrow."

"So." Satisfaction rang quietly in Rchilthen Byvant'svoice. "We must believe you know nothing of
your traitors actions while you believe we must know everything of ours.”

"Tomorrow wewill know what must be done," Vaer said softly, hoping the trandator carried
across every nuance of warning.

"Tomorrow, then," replied Rchilthen Byvant. "'If the Confederation agrees with us, of course.”

"If you act as you pesk, it is reasonable enough,” said the First President. "l suggest we confer
again a thistimetomorrow to seeif you will."

At that, Vaer findly felt the old heat in her blood. How dare the Getesaph pour such suspicion
into the waters. How dare....

She controlled hersdlf. Aireswas watching her, and Vaer knew what she was thinking. It would
not do to have the Confederation see her have to be restrained by her lesser-named sigters.



"Weagreetothis" said Vaer.

One by one, the other Confederation members aso agreed, and one by one the windows closed.
Ueani, who was standing closest to the control unit, smacked the button that shut the power off and
turned around.

"Sigers," she said between harsh, panting breaths, "I believe we need to confer with oursalves
done”

"l believeyou are correct,” said Aireslevelly.

Their roya retinue, well trained in their jobs, gathered up their papers and pens and retreated, but
the representatives of the Council just stirred uneedily.

One, FelaRost'Therig, lifted both hands and closed her eyes. "If my Mgestic Sisterswill
consder debating with the Council for awhile. Thisis-"

"Thisiswhat?' demanded Ueani. "Thisis how we cameto be holed up in our home with our
people beeting on the gates?' Vaier glanced at Aires, who made asmall gesture. Let her go. She needs
to shout.

"Or maybe," Ueani roared, "thisishow we came to be so isolated from our people that we didn't
even know what danger we were in? Isthat what you mean, Wise Sister? Isthiswhat you and our other
Wise Sigersin Council failed to warn us about?'

"Mgestic Sgter." FelaRoss voice shook. "[--"

"You what!" Ueani was almost on top of her. Vaier tapped her foot lightly to get the Ancestors
attention. Please don't let my sister lay hands on a Councilor. We do not need to give such news to
our enemies. "You what?'Y ou gpologize? Or maybe you agree with our enemies out there, and you wish
to tdl usso!" Ueani's hands came up. Vaer's skin tightened, but her sister only closed her fistson the air.
"Get out of our hearing! All of you!"

The Wise Sigters were not fools and left in acrowd, with fluttering robes and cringing ears.
Silencefilled the audience chamber, broken only by the sound of Ueani'sragged panting.

"Areyou camed down yet, Ueani?' asked Airesmildly.

Ueani's ears eased themselves away from her scalp. "Nearly."

"Good." Airestouched Ueani's forearm, then turned away to St on the nearest sofa. If she felt
even hdf astired as Vaer did, shedidn't show it. She sat straight and calm, as always. "' So, say what you
need to."

Ueani crossed the floor to her and stroked Aiires's ear absently for amoment before she turned
away. "l want to know how much we're ready to give away to the Getesaph.”

Vaer'sears dropped involuntarily. "We will do no more than we said.”

"What we said was alot. We are talking about naming spiesto them, ours, our enemies, it



doesn't matter. Do you believe'--the skin on her face rippled--"the Getesaph will redlly give them back
once we say they are spies? Do you think they'll survive to come home?

"And what do we do about our subjects outsde?" Ueani gestured toward the outer wall. "When
word gets out about what we've agreed, they'll go insane. Do we force the militiato put down their
sgtersuntil they turn on us? We are trgpped.”

"Not yet." Airess ears stood straight up. "We can begin amuster of troops. We can announce
our plansto put down thistreachery of the Getesgph's. But we will go too dowly. Wewill givethe
Humanstimeto find out what isredly going on. It might be as Rchilthen Byvant says: The Getesgph
Parliament housed a conspiracy. They'd eat the children crawling from their ssters wombs, why would
they hesitate to conspire againgt their government?' She waved her hand dismissively. "But the Humans
wordswill be heard where the Getesaph's won't, both inside the Confederation and outside these walls."

Vaer rubbed her hands together and sat beside Aires, drinking in warmth and strength from her
proximity. "That might work. But who will lead the muster? At thismoment I'm not surewho in thearmy
we can trugt.”

Airessears dipped and straightened. "We need to send for Pragis Shin."

Vaer fdt her musclestighten. "Perhaps not for this.”

"Who else?" asked Ueani, staking closeto them. "It isher family who hasdonethisto us. Itis
her honor to rebuild.”

Vaer dghed. Shetook Airesshand in her right hand and Ueani'sin her left, so they'd fed the
strength of the question. "Have you considered, my Sisters, there may come atime when we ask too
much of her insanity of separateness?’

Ueani's skin squirmed under her palm, but Airessdid not.

"l have," said Aires. "If you can name someone e se who might possibly be willing to put together
aforcetoo dowly to do any good, and yet not get caught orchestrating the delay, we will send for her
instead.”

Vaer closed her eyes. "Thereisno one. We will send for Pragis Shin." And one day, her
Ancestorswill send for us and demand an explanation for what we have done to their daughter .

Ueani pulled out of Vaier's grasp and stalked over to the clerica door. She flung the arched
portal open and bellowed, "Osh! Elpetar!”

The two ass stants scuttled inside, stationed themsdves with their backs to the door, closed their
eyes, and raised their hands.

"We need Pragis Shin found and brought to us at once," said Ueani.

Thewrinklesin Osh's heavy forehead degpened. "Mgestic Sigter, Pragis Shinisin the debating
chamber. Sheis petitioning to meet with you."

"Now, thet redly is magnificently convenient,” said Airesmildly. "Tdl her we grant the petition.”



The assistants hurried out the mam doors. Ueani paced the Audience Room twice before Praeis
Shin entered, followed closdly by her remaining daughter. Vaer found timeto pity the daughter. Shewas
just about ready to cross to motherhood and here she was, aone with her insane mother, surrounded by
didoya aunts and her-Ancestors-only-knew what kind of cousins. If she were not alowed daughters of
her own soon, she might end up as solitary and unstable as her mother.

Praeis and her daughter walked into the small circle of desks, chairs, and sofas. She stood in
front of the sofawhere Vaier and Aires sat, raised her hands, and closed her eyes.

"Thank you, Mgestic Sigters, for granting my petition.”

"Open your eyes, Praeis Shin. Sit yoursdlf and your daughter down." When Pragis opened her
eyes, Vaer gestured her to adivan. "In truth, we did not know you were waiting for us. For this, we
gpologize. Y ou have done difficult and dangerous service for usand of dl our citizens and servants. Y ou
should not be neglected.”

Praeislooked at her blankly, asif trying to decide what expression she should paste on her face
for thisofficia flattery. Aires opened her mouth, but Vaer touched her arm to sllence her.

"The words of Queens are lighter than feathers and more easily torn apart, | know," Vaier went
on. "But | hope you choose to believe what we are saying right now."

"My Ancestors see | have nothing but trust in my Mgestic Sigter,” said Pragispioudy. "But | am
wondering what isto follow."

Laughter exploded out of Ueani. She flung her head back and let the sound echo off the celling.
"Very good, Praeis Shin. Y ou may be insane, but you are not stupid.”

Vaer fet her earsfdl back againgt her skull. She straightened them hurriedly. After thisinterview,
they were going to haveto talk to Ueani about self-control under stress.

The daughter bared her teeth, probably reflexively. Pragiss face went tight, and she covered her
daughter's mouth with one hand.

Vaer mugtered adismissvetone. "We have dl been through too many dayswithout peace here.”
She avoided looking at either Ueani or Aires. She could fed Airess skepticism like abreath of cold air
againg her skin. "And I'm afraid we must go through more. Y ou know better than anyone el se that there
isan explosion waiting to hgppen in the peninsula.”

Praeiss ears drooped briefly. Shelet go of her daughter's mouth and took her hand instead.

Vaer watched Pragis carefully, trying to interpret the ridgesin her skin and the set of her ears.
"For stability, and to buy time for the Human investigation, we must appear to have joined the dissenters
againg the Confederation.” Pragis sat absolutdly still, agrey-blue statue holding her daughter's hand. "We
must play at assembling an invasion of the Getesaph archipeago, and we must ask you to assume the
lead of this deception.”

A look somewhere between surprise and horror crossed Pragiss face before she could compose
hersdf.



"Y our expertise a logigtics, dong with the fact that it isyour daughter and sister who are
endangered make you thelogicd choice. We oursalves know your loydty to us better than anyone out
there." Shejerked her chin contemptuously toward the outer wall.

Thefoldsin Praeissface tightened. "Then there will be no real rescue? No search?' AsPragis
spoke, her daughter's mouth opened as she began to pant.

"Of coursetherewill," said Vaer with atouch of indignation. "But surely you see that the Humans
can do abetter, faster job of it than any of us. Y ou mugt givethemtimeto doit." Shelet her face stiffen.
"If welose contral, there will be aninvasion in earnest, and what will the Humans do then? What will the
rest of the Confederation do?'

Praeis sat till again with just thetips of her ears quivering. Her daughter looked up at her with
wide, miserable eyes.

"l understand,” said Pragis. "But, Mgestic Sigters, after Urisk Idand, who will willingly follow
me?'

Airessearswiggled. "Noblest Sister, the mood against the Getesaph is so hested, our Ssters
would follow athrown stoneinto bettle.”

Pragiss ears crumbled, but her voice remained steady. "1 will do as| am ordered, Mgegtic
Sdes”

"Good," Vaer dipped her earstoward Pragis approvingly. "Y ou will be officidly summoned to
duty this afternoon and moved to aheadquarters. Y ou will need to give thought to who you will want to
pick asyour Group Mothers."

"Then | have much to do. With your permission.” Pragislifted the pdm of one hand, and Vaer
dipped her earsagain.

Praeis stood, still holding her daughter's hand. The daughter, obvioudy dazed by what had been
said, sood with her.

"Whatever dse comes of this, wewill arrange that al your second-children be proudly fathered,”
sad Vaer. "Your daughters shal have that written in our names.”

"Thank you, Mgestic Sster,” murmured Pragis. She closed her eyes and raised her free hand
respectfully before she turned and walked in a measured step through the door.

"Shelll doit,” said Aireslikeasigh of rdlief once the door wasfirmly closed.

"Of course shewill," snorted Ueani. "Was she not just bribed and flattered like afather's family?
What moved your will, Vaer?'

Vaier stood up and walked four swift pacesto her lesser-named sister. She grasped Ueani's chin
hard, asif she were amishehaving child.

"At the moment this solitary nature serves us, but without alittle kindness she might just turn
agang us." Shewatched theripplesin Ueani's face asthat thought sank in. "Unstable, abandoned by her



family and by her Queens, who will sheturn to? What will she do? Do you want to find out?*
"No, Sigter,” muttered Ueani.
Vaer released her. "We are agreed in this, then.”

"Yes" Airesstood up. "Now, let us call our Wise Sisters back in. They will, | think, be pleased
to hear what we haveto say."

David looked around the hospital room with a sense of relief and homecoming. It could not have
been more different from the hell held left that morning. Thiswas alarge open areathat smelled of fresh
air. The openness was disconcerting for him, but more comfortable for the Dedelphi who had to stay
there. At least ahundred bedswaited in tidy rows. Each was enclosed in filter polymersthat would let in
light and air and let out sound and scent, but would trap any microbesin their carefully kinked and
twisted pores.

The waldos and jobbers attached to each bed to take care of the patient's needs had soft, warm
hands and arms. They were covered with matte organics that could be easily sterilized to ready the bed
for anew occupant. There were even thin gloves built into the sides of theisolation boxes, so asister or
daughter could reach in and hold the patient's hand.

He set his portable down on one of the counters. We might actually be able to save a few
people here, hethought.

Hedidn't actually come on duty until the mam evacu ... relocation started. Everybody else was,
sensbly, relaxing in their new gpartments. He had invitationsfor drinks and dinner he was redlly looking
forward to. But first he had wanted to see the hospital. He wanted some reassurance that the cycle of
anger and depression at the facilities he had to work with would be broken.

"Dr. David Zd otes?' called avoice from the other end of the room.

David turned and saw Captain Elisabeth Esmaraude standing in the hatchway. He recognized her
eadly from the landing ceremony when sheéld siood up in front of them in the city and welcomed them all
to the Ur. Sheld sounded like awind-up doll, and she seemed to know it, but she also seemed to be
trying to bear it in good humor.

"Yes, Captain?' David walked toward her.

She looked him up and down through her old-fashioned spectacles. David wondered what she
thought sheld see. "Have you got aminute?’

"Yes, certainly, Captain,” said David. "l wasjust looking around.” What's so important you bad
to come down here personally?

"Good. If you'l just come with me." She stepped out into the corridor and led him to an unused
conference room. His mind ran over possibilities. Maybe she wanted to discuss emergency procedures,
or quarantine precautions, or the possibility of transmission from the sick to the hedthy populations of the
city-ship. Maybe it was about the possibility of vira infection among the Human crew.



Captain Esmaraude sat in one of the tiff chairs around the table and gestured for him to take the
onenext to her. Hedid.

"What can | help you with, Captain?' David folded his hands and tried to ook ready for
anything.

Captain Esmaraude looked at thefloor. "I have just had a message from Commander Enrique
Kede of Corporate Security." She glanced up, and back down again. "Dr. Lynn Nussbaumer ismissing.”

"I'm sorry?' said David. Hed heard her say something about Lynn, but ...

She looked up. Her brown eyes were worried behind her spectacles. "Dr. Lynn Nussbaumer is
missing. No one on her staff has seen or heard from her for over twenty-six hours."

David sat there, doing nothing but listen to his heart hammer againgt hisribs. Lynn missing inthe
Hundred Ides. He had spoken to her two days ago, and then sheld gone missing and he hadn't known ...

"What are they doing about it?' he heard himsdlf ask.

"Ked€esgot asearch going on. They'reinterviewing everybody they can find, doing flyovers,
combing the threads, everything possible.”

Lynn? It wasridiculous. He should know where she was. He should have fdt that something was
wrong. He shouldn't have just been going about his job, moving into his new apartment, worrying about
lab facilitiesand ...

"Dr. Zelotes?' said Captain Esmaraude gently. "I've known Kaye -- Commander Kedle -- for
years. He's very good at what he does. He will not let them keep her."

David's hands opened and closed reflexively. He didn't know what to do. He wanted to lash out,
pound the table, holler at the top of hislungs. He wanted to cry. He wanted to storm out to the hangar
and demand a shuttle back to the planet immediately. He wanted to tear the Hundred 19 es gpart with his
bare hands until they told him where shewas.

Lynn.

"Commander Kedle wants to ask you some questions. | told him I'd go get you. Do you fed up
totaking?'

"Yes," David lied, and got to hisfeet. He couldn't see straight. His heart raced out of control, but
at the sametime hefdlt thick and stupid. Shock, probably. It would wear off in awhile, he assured
himsdf digantly.

Captain Esmaraude dso stood. "Kaye will find her, Dr. Zelotes."

David lifted his gaze and focused on her. He didn't know what his expression was, but he
watched Esmaraudes ruddy face turn pale as shelooked at him.

When he did spesk, his voice was nothing more than a harsh whisper. "He hasto.”



Chapter XI|

Lynn blinked heavily. She was stting up. The chair felt hard under her thighs and back. Shelifted
her head. Theworld outside her left eye was ablur of color. She squinted. Her right eye saw abare,
concrete room and four pinkish grey Dedel phi. Getesaph, or near family to the Getesaph. After another
few seconds she could see the degp blue clothing they al wore was military issue. These four were
soldiers. She looked down and saw the bands that clamped her forearmsto the chair arms.

"Record," she subvocalized to her implant.

Their faces looked wrong. Lynn blinked again. All four of them wore bulbous filter masks over
their mouths and noses. Two of them had gun belts around their waists.

What...?

One of the four glanced toward her and saw she was awake. Lynn tried to spesk in anormal
voice, but couldn't make her throat work. She swallowed painfully and tried again. Still nothing.

A second Getesaph walked over to her chair. Gloved hands found the catches on her helmet and
lifted it off. Lynn felt suddenly naked.

"Which eyeisyour camera?’ the Getesaph asked. Her bresth steamed against her facemask.
Then, Lynn saw the smal knife in the soldier's hand.

Lynn'stongue froze against the roof of her mouth. Her heart fluttered in her chest. She
conddered lying. She could dways get another eye grown, but the information and assstance from her
camerawere invaluable. She looked at the Getesaph's grey eyes and knew if shetold her thewrong
thing, sheld just take them both and leave her blind.

She swallowed, coughed, and managed to croak, "Theright."

The soldier's hand rose out of her line of vison. A moment later, shefdt thick fingers pull her
right eyelid open. The curved blade drove straight toward her. The soldier'sfist blotted out the room a
split second before the scarlet cloud swirled in front of her.

She felt the blade curve around her eye. It didn't hurt as much as she thought it would. It was the
sght of the glistening orb and itstrailing gangliain the soldiers hand that brought the blackness back down
on her.

A voice cut through the swaddling darkness.

"Lynn? Come on, Lynn. Don't do thisto me. Wake up.”

The words entered her skull, making a counterpoint to the vague pulse of painin her right temple.
She did not want to open her eyes, but couldn't remember why. Her |eft eye twitched under itslid.

Sheremembered. All her muscles contracted until she pulled hersdlf into alittle ball, cradling her
wounded head in her till-gloved hands.



"Lynn, stop.”" Shefelt hands and yanked herself away. "Y ou're making it worse. | just got you
bandaged up ..."

Arron. What was Arron doing here? Where was here? What was happening?
She was going to have to open her eyes.

Sheforced her hands dowly away from her face. Gritting her teeth, shelifted her eyelids. Light
lanced into her left eye. She blinked it hard. Her right lid wriggled limply, brushing a cloth padding that
pressed againgt her cheek and temple. They hadn't cut the eyelid away. For some reason that made her
fed better.

Ly

Her working eye saw a pitted, grey cement wall with ablobby shadow faling acrossit. She lay
on arough cement floor. Her skin prickled against her clean-suit asthe cold and an impression of
dampness seeped through. Her helmet had been removed. The air around her head and ears was dank
and smdled of encroaching mold.

Shelicked dry lipswith an equaly dry tongue. "Arron?"
He sighed with rdief. "Can you St up?'

Shewanted very much to say no, but instead she tightened her muscles and tried. His hands
caught her shoulders and hel ped her. The world spun. She leaned her head back against thewall and
tried to steady her breathing. She kept her eye open. Now that she had her sight back, she didn't want to
cut it off.

She could look around alittle better. The cell was solid, un-painted concrete. A meta door with
aflap-covered dot in the bottom provided the only way in and out. A meta drain had been sunk in the
center of the floor. A metd bucket stood in the corner. That was al her one eye could see.

Shefelt Arron ditting at her right side. Gingerly, she reached up and touched the cloth that
wrapped her darkness. It was rough, ragged, and warm. The tang of sdt and iron filtered through her
nogrils.

" Why'd they..." Arron's hand flicked into her line of sight as he gestured at her.

"Cut out my camera." Her throat fdlt like shed swalowed ariver of sand. "Isthere anything to
drink?'

"No. Sorry."

She relaxed her neck and let her head turn toward him. He had drawn his knees up to his chest
and wrapped his arms around them. One deeve of his shirt had been ripped off at the shoulder, and she
knew where her bandage had come from. He till had hisheimet on. Herslay next to him. A thin milky
filmfilled the creases of the clean-suit around his elbows and knees.

Age marks. The clean-suit's orgamcs had about three days of lifein them. After that, they dried
out and cracked open. Lynn raised her hand and flexed her fingers. A spiderweb of white lines creased



her pam and fingers.
"Marvelous," she muttered, and let her head rest againgt the wall.
"I don't understand.” Arron spoketo the door. "I don't understand how they could do this."

"Somebody's obvioudy decided that there's something more important than saving the world, and
wegot intheway." Lynn shifted herself gently so she could pressmore of her back against thewall. "It'll
be okay. Trace and R.J. will have aready missed me. They'll have Commander Keale and his people out
looking for us. We just have to wait it out.”

"I hope they find us before anybody €lse does." Arron flexed his hand the way Lynn had and
watched more white lines form and spread. "We're both going to be biohazards before long.”

Lynn decided not to waste breath agreeing with him. She wanted to sit quietly and nurse her eye.
She touched her bandage again. Something else needed to be said. "Thanks for tying this up.

"Yourewelcome." She heard him gtir. ™Y ou should put your helmet back on. Thelast thing you
need is some fungus taking up residencein... that." His hand held the helmet out to where she could see
it. She grasped it with both hands and managed to ease it over her head and lock it down.

Sheleaned her head back against the wall. "Is there anybody outside?"

"If thereis, they aren't answering. | banged on the door for about five minutes after they tossed
youin here”

No help there. She hadn't redlly expected any. Actually, now that the shock was wearing off,
she was surprised they were il dive. Taking prisoners was not something the Dedelphi generdly did.

"Sowewait." She wrapped her arms around hersdlf.
"Sowedo." Arron leaned back next to her.

Lynn sat there, breathing and hurting. Arron didn't seem inclined to talk, and that wasjust fine
with her. She dozed for awhile, and woke to a sploshy sound coming from her blind side. It took her a
second to redize it must be Arron using the bucket and despite the fact she couldn't see anything, she
turned her face toward the opposite wall. The sound reminded her how painfully thirsty she was, which
made her ssomach clench against sudden nausea.

The clank of abolt being shot back sounded from outside the door. Lynn's head jerked up. The
door swung back, reveding adark halway and two Dedelphi sisters with adaughter held between them.

Asateam, they tossed the daughter in the cell. She sprawled belly down on top of the drain. Lynn
Stared.

"Hey!" yelled Arron. ™Y ou can't--"

The door clanged shut. The bolt shot home. The daughter moaned, and Lynn findly identified
her.

"Resaime.”



Dismissing her aches as best she could, Lynn crawled over to the child and raised her up onto
her knees. Resaime blinked at her, obvioudy dazed. A vivid purple bruise with ablack spot &t its center
gpread across her arm. Lynn guessed sheld been given an intramuscular injection of some sort of
tranquilizer, and it probably hadn't worn off al the way yet.

"It'sgood, it'sgood,” said Lynnin tTherian as she wrapped her arms around Resaime. My God,
what've they done with Senejess? There was no question in Lynn's mind that if they had Res, they had
her aunt. Even Sengesswould not leave a daughter alone in enemy territory.

Resaime didn't resst the embrace, but she didn't respond either.
"Who isshe?" asked ArronintTherian.

"Resaime ShintTheria™ Lynn smoothed Resame's ears. The daughter's eyes blinked heavily.
"Thelast emerged of my friend Praeis Shin'sfirst bearing."

Hedidn't say any of the obvious; how could they throw her in here without any relatives? They
can't leave her here. Our suitsarerotting. Well kill her just by stting here.

"This could be apressuretactic,” Lynn suggested, laying Resaime down on her side. "They'll
leave her inwith usjust long enough for someone out there to get panicky. Shewas ... traveling with one
of her aunts..."

"No," said Arronin English. Theflat findity in hisvoice made Lynn turn to look at him.

"She'stTherian. They'vethrown her in hereto die.” Arron hunched down like hewastrying to
guard himsdlf from his own words. "They may bring her aunt in to watch when the anaphylaxis setsin, but
she'saready dead asfar asthey're concerned.” Lynn's expression must have been horrified because he
drew back alittle and spread his hands. "They've got ablood hate for thet Therians."

"It'sthoroughly reciprocated.” Lynn collapsed backwards. She hurt, she hurt, she hurt. "They are
not making this easy on themselves, are they?'

"No. But then they never have." Heflexed his hand and stared &t it. Even from where she s,
Lynn could see the white threads covering hisknuckles. "Y our commander's got maybe twenty-four
hoursto find us before we become lethd to her."

"l know." Lynn rubbed Resaime's shoulder, wishing shedd wake up. "1 know."

Whatever you think about Humans -- Lareet |leaned her elbows on the terracerailing -- you
have to admit they're incredible architects.

The gpartment buildings, municipa buildings, and smdl factorieson the Ur had astrange,
squared-off look, but they had been opened up from their Human isolation to provide plazas, terraces,
great halls, and meeting chambers. Rivers and candls cut through lawns, arbors, and gardens. Boats and
gondolas floated on the water. Members of the prep team thronged along the banks, arguing in apleased
fashion over who should get which vessel. All the water was deep enough to swim in. There were even
fishintheriversand birdsin the trees. Everything was so clean it glistened.



Lareet took adeep breath of the fresh air. It felt abit too dry, but the temperature was just right
for early summer. The cloudless sky was disconcerting, but she felt she could get used to it. Sheloved it
at night, when the blue-tinted dome cleared, and they saw dl the Stars there were.

It's almost a pity we don't have more time to enjoy it.

She opened the railing gate and climbed down the stairs to the flagstone walkway. She strolled
past the gardensfull of big fleshy flowers and thick vines. It was hard to imagine that a hundred yards
below her feet, there was amirror image of this city, and between them was not dirt, water, and rock,
but conduits for maintenance, the hundreds of gravity generators, and dl the climate machinery. The only
sgn of this underground complex was a seded hatch set into the walkway. Its Slver surface was labeled
AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY infour different languages.

Similar hatches were spaced about one every hundred yardsin atidy grid al acrossthe city.
Each one had avideo camera hanging over it, mounted on the wall of abuilding or strapped to the
branches of atree. These were the only places you could see the cameras without searching for them.
The Human soldiers... What was the word? The Marines, obvioudy wanted it known that accessto the
mai ntenance corridors was closay watched.

Which made Lareet uneasy. If thiswaswhat they could see, what couldn't they see? The
Bioverse managers had assured them they would be perfectly free to do whatever they wanted. What
surveillance there was existed to make sure vital systems weren't accidentally endangered, or to guide the
mai ntenance jobbersto a site that needed fixing or cleaning.

That had al been echoed by the security chief, Commander Kedle, during the welcoming
ceremony and briefings. He had pointed out how carefully the hatches were latched, so that no Human
poison could get in from the corridors below, how strong their transparent dome was, so they had
nothing to fear from meteors or attacks, how good the video cover was so that any emergencies would
be spotted immediately. He had gone on at length about how everything had been so carefully designed
for the security of absolutely everybody. Absolutely everybody.

Lareet had found hersdlf in complete agreement with Umat afterward. Umat had flicked an ear
toward Commander Keale, and murmured, "1 would not call him an enemy, Sister, but | believe we now
know who our opponent in thisgameis."

Lareet turned to a path that rambled beside the principal river. The Ovrth Vrand, Pavch and Zan,
sat on the riverbank surrounded by agrove of fishing poles. Long linestrailed into the water. Members of
the squad sat beside them, patiently knotting together thick cords to make nets.

Ovrth Pavch grinned up at Lareet. "WEell eat well tonight." She pointed to anet on the grass,
dready full of slver-scaed fish. "Thisiseader than going to market. The Humans haven't bred any fight in
the creatures.”

Lareet forced her ears back against her scalp. "Ovrth Pavch, as members of the preparatory
team, we have important work to do. We are not supposed to belolling about fishing.”

Ovrth Pavch's face rippled with a concern that was as false as Lareet's severity. "How elseam |
supposed to feed my irthiat who are busy inspecting, measuring, and generdly surveying thiscity? Am|
ordered to condemn them to Human food?



Lareet laughed and inhaled the fish's freshwater scent gppreciatively. "Of course not. Seeif
they've put in any edsfor us, would you, Ovrth Pavch? | haven't had aredlly fresh ed in thelongest
time"

"Asyou command, Dayisen Lareet."

Lareet gazed upriver. A smal, open boat of freshly varnished wood steered its way between two
larger trawlers. Umat raised her free hand to hail her sster. Lareet waved back, squeezed Ovrth Pavch's
shoulder, and strode down to the little cement dock, just as Umat pulled up. She stepped down into the
boat and settled hersalf so shefaced Umat in the stern.

Umat flicked the lever that put the boat's whispering motor into forward gear and steered them
away from the bank and to the center of the river. The motor and the current carried them from the Ur's
center toward one of the forested parks.

"So, my Sigter," said Umat. "What do you think of this pretty city we've been given?'

Lareet's gaze flickered to the shore, up the trunks of the drooping treesthat trailed their branches
in the water, and back toward the gpartment buildings vanishing around the river bend.

"It isabout aswe thought,” Lareet said softly. "Most of the municipa buildings and factoriesare
monitored, but the apartments are clear, as near aswe can tell. The hatches are dll sedled, and thelocks
must be on the other sde."

Umat nodded. "Have we got a count on the Marines yet?!

"The Ovrth Ches are searching through the databases for troop numbers and where they're
dationed.”

Umat smiled and touched her sister's hand. "We've done well today."

Lareet trailed her fingersin the clear water. Theriver had a sandy bottom with emerald green
agee clinging to the occasiond stone. Silver fish the length of her finger whisked upstream. Isthisreally
what the world used to look like? "The Humans hide so much, Umat. Are we sure we're seeing both
the fish and the school 7!

Umat sighed and tugged Lareet's ear. "No, were not. But we haveto try, Lareet."

Lareet dipped her ears. "Of course we do. No matter what." Whether or not Scholar Arron
and the other Humans understand. Lareet did not speak that thought out loud.

They salled down theriver in slence. Lareet felt hersdf caming dowly. Around them, thetrees
cleared from the banksto reved tidy rows of low, boxy buildings. When it was time to rebuild the cities
on Earth, Lareet was going to suggest maintaining this practice of keeping manufacturing facilities
separate from the main living and governmenta quarters. It was aless efficient use of space but amore
pleasant one.

Umat angled the boat toward another concrete dock, atwin to the one they'd taken off from.

From here they could see where the sky doped down to meet the treeline. At night, when the



dome cleared, they would be able to stand in those trees and look outside. To the far right, they would
see the docking areafor the shuttles. Straight ahead about ten yards from their dome, they would seethe
smaller, opague dome that held the engine room. Those ten yards were the most direct route from the
city to the Human areas of the ship.

Lareet had no doubt at &l that Commander Kede had thought about that carefully.

Umat took her hand, startling her out of her reverie. "Y ou fed wdll, Sster? Y our womb does not
trouble you?'

Larest waggled her earshriefly. "Sigter, | never fed anything until the fourth month, you know
that."

"l just wanted to make sure. Y ou looked troubled.”

Lareet shook her head. "Not troubled, just concerned about what their Commander Keale has
set up as obstaclesfor us.”

Umat shrugged. "Weéll find out soon enough.”

Hand in hand, they walked across the lawn to the manufactury set aside for metalworks. The
Dayisen Avit, Huir, and Witdl, met them at the main door. After the formalities and polite expressions of
wonder at the beauty of their city, the Dayisen Avit led them to the manufactury floor.

L areet was used to manufactunes being loud, filthy, stench-choked places. Thiswarehouse of a
room was dmost sterile. The workers stood or sat around video monitors mounted on sealed vats, long
tubes, or boxlike congtructions. They al spoke in hushed voices asif afraid to interrupt the gentle hum
filling the air. Off to the Side, more people stood around, examining diagrams and passing smdll ingots of
metal among themselves and making notes.

Dayisen Huir rattled off astream of commentary about output and technique with barely
suppressed excitement. The wonder of the Humans equipment! They were learning something new every
five minutes. There were Human experts on call, of course, but they were barely needed because the
computer ingtructionswere so comprehensive. Here they were planning bridges and catwalks between
the buildings. Here, they were seeing about additional piping for interior and courtyard fountains.
Everyonewas, of course, coordinating with the architectura families, but the possibilities were endless.
Dayisen Witd escorted them in silence, her face creased with good-natured bemusement & her sster's
flood of words.

Finally, the Dayisen Avit ushered them into a side chamber. The room waslong and narrow and
amost empty. Two metal sheets had been propped up at the far end. Two othersleaned against atable
beside the door. Thetable dso had aplastic case sitting onit.

"Thisisastorage room," said Dayisen Huir as she closed the door. "It's not monitored, asfar as
wecantel."

Dayisen Wital opened the case and displayed the matching pair of shoulder guns.

Lareet lifted out one of the freshly machined guns and checked the ammunition cartridge.
Cradling the stock againgt her shoulder, shetook careful am at the stedl plate at the other end of the



room. Next to her, Umat did the same. The Dayisen Avit shoved the table and its meta plates around to
form amakeshift shield for them.

Umat lowered her ears. "One, two, three."

Lareet and Umat fired together. Light, smoke, and noise erupted with the shots, then faded
away. They ducked behind the shield. The shots ricocheted off the sheets and thumped into the walls.

Umat sneezed. Gunsmoke aways did that to her. Lareet patted her shoulder absently, looked
down at the gun, then looked at the plates at the end of the room. The bullets had |eft deep groovesin the
inch-thick sted.

She nodded. "Very good, Dayisen Avit. They will do."
"Thereisone morething you need to see,” said Dayisen Huir. "If you'll come outside?!

They waked back into the warm daylight. The Dayisen Avit led them acrossagrassy lawvn
toward the edge of the dome with its concedling trees.

They stopped at awhite surveyor's stick that had been thrust into the turf. Dayisen Huir turned to
them. "Dayisen Lareet, would you please wak toward the dome?"

Lareet felt her earsfal back just alittle, but she did as Dayisen Huir requested. For the first few
steps, everything wasfine. Then, she noticed that ahead of her, the grasslay strangely. The blades
pressed flat againgt the ground. She glanced at the trees, blinked, and looked again. It looked asif the
trees leaned toward her.

A few more steps and her legs began to fedl heavy. She leaned into her steps. Her eyestold her
the ground wasflat, but every fiber in her body told her shewastailing up an increasingly steep hill.

After another yard, she fdl to her knees. Shetried to keep going on her knees, but at last she had
to lieflat on her belly and crawl.

World Mothers, what have they done?. The difference between what her eyes saw and what
she felt wastoo confusing. Lareet clamped al her lids down over her eyes and began inching backward
until shefet shewason level ground again.

She opened her eyes and stood up carefully. Umat wrapped an arm around her shoulder.

"What happened?' Umat asked the Dayisen Avit over her head.

"Wethink they've turned off the gravity in thissection,” said Dayisen Witd. "The generatorsarein
ahoneycomb structure, so if they turn off one generator, you are pulled toward the next nearest
generator. Theresult is, whatever it may look like, isyou are standing on awall, because the pull of

gravity isto one sde of you rather than directly underneath you."

Lareet stood up and flattened her ears against her scalp. "We are heard out here," she murmured.
"Haveacare"

"It gets more complicated." Dayisen Huir dropped her voice to abare whisper. She looked



toward the bending trees and flattened her ears. "Dayisen Lareet felt like she was climbing up awall
because the nearest generator was behind her. Somewhere outside the dome, the gravity, or lack of it,
will be exactly baanced. Essentidly, there won't be any. Anything not fastened down &t this balance point
will float away.

"Asyou cross past that balance point, the nearest gravity generator will bein front of you. You
won't be climbing up thewall anymore, you'l be climbing down it."

"l see," breathed Umat as she dipped her ears solemnly. "Wdl, Sigers, with dl thistak of walls
inour way, | can see only onething to do."

"What isthat?' asked Dayisen Witdl.

Umat bared her teeth. "Build ladders.”

Chapter Xl

Resaime coughed again, adry raspy noise deep in her chest. Her breathing had degenerated into
shallow wheezes. She huddled in the corner asfar as she could get from Lynn and Arron and their grey,
flaking clean-auits.

They'd all agreed an hour ago they had to get out of there. Lynn and Arron had taken up posts
beside the door, waiting for their guard to come back. Lynn had taken her gloves off and dropped them
in the bucket.

They'd held on aslong as they could. Arron and Lynn had stayed in the corner by the right-hand
sde of the door, trying to keep movement to aminimum. Resaime was suffering from not being touched,
but Lynn didn't darelay ahand on her. Her suit was almost opaque with accumulated dander, and the
age lineswere broadening into hairline cracks. Arron's was even worse.

Lynn had not taken off her helmet to change or check her bandage. She tried not to worry about
how the pain had turned fiery. They had let their relief bagsfill to overflowing before they emptied them
down thedrain, ringng it out with some of their water. They had stayed in their corner of the room,
moving only when their muscles cramped up. It wasn't enough, of course. Nature was going to win and
soon.

They'd been fed twice in what Arron estimated was twenty hours. A tray holding bowls of lentil
mush and plastic bottles of water had been shoved through the dot in the door. They'd shouted through
the dot. They'd pounded on the door and screamed themsalves hoarse. No answer came. No sound at
al. Twicethe door had opened and asilent soldier with an ovrth's black bands on her uniform cuffsand a
filter mask over her mouth and nogtrils camein to stare at them dl. Lynn had been startled by the fact that
shewas done, until Arron pointed out she was waking into a poison chamber. The ovrth answered no
guestions, responded to no threats or pless.

Lynn and Arron agreed that she must belooking to seeif Resaime had died yet.
They wouldn't have to go through with it, Lynn tried to tell hersdf. Keale would find them before

the ovrth camein again. Pragiswould be called. They'd get Resaimeto ahospital. They could bring
down one of the doctors from the Ur.



David. Lynn's heart sank. Where are you? Do you know what's happened? Or didn't they
tell you? Are they keeping this secret so not to spread panic?

Keal€'s going to open the door any second. We're not going to have to go through with this

The bolt shot back. Lynn froze. The door swung open, and she saw the ovrth's hand and arm.

The ovrth stepped into the cell. Her gaze swept across her prisoners. Resaime coughed so hard
she gagged deep in her throat. The ovrth gazed down at her digpassionately.

"You'rekilling her!" Arron shouted at their jailer. He ssormed over to the ovrth. Nothing new
there. Nothing to disturb anybody. They'd done so much shouting and storming.

"Look at her!" Arron grabbed the ovrth's breath mask and yanked. She swung at him.

Lynn half dived, hdf fell forward. Her hands dapped down on the ovrth's shoulders. She hung on
while Arron dug hisfingersinto the mask and pulled it down. The ovrth snatched for Arron'swridts, and
Lynn dapped her naked hands over the ovrth's nose and mouth.

The ovrth screamed into Lynn's hands. Shefelt the ovrth'steeth dide againgt her pams. The
ovrth grabbed Lynn's arms and heaved. The room spun and the floor dammed against Lynn's back,
knocking al the breath out of her. The door banged shut. Lynn rolled over. Arron crouched between the
ovrth and the door. Resaime, temporarily forgotten, crawled forward. The ovrth brought her gun to her
shoulder. Lynn struggled to her feet.

Resaime grabbed the ovrth's ankle and bit down hard on her calf The ovrth screamed again and
her gun swung down. Lynn launched herself forward. She clapped one filthy hand over the ovrth's nostrils
and grabbed the back of her skull with the other, trapping the ovrth's face between her hands. Arron
lunged for the gun.

Theovrth flailed wildly. Lynn held on. The ovrth's eyes grew wide. Breath camein panicked
spurts. Lynn was barely aware of Arron covering them both with the gun. The world narrowed down to
the feding of warm leathery skin under her bare hand and aragged choking noise. Muscles went dack
underneath her. Lynn let go.

The ovrth toppled to the ground, retching and gagging. Arron raised the gun like aclub and
dammed the butt down on the side of her skull. She jerked abruptly and collapsed onto her side.

Lynn eyed Arron. He panted like an anxious Dedelphi. Resaime teetered to her feet. Lynn
crouched down next to the ovrth. As she did, Resaime made it to the door.

"No, Resl" Arron jumped forward and leaned a hand against the door.
Restugged at the handle. "I've got to find Aunt Sengjess.”

"Well find her, Res." Lynn didn't look at her. Shelooked at the ovrth'slimp body. Her temple
was tarting to bruise. "Try to hang on.

"I've got to find my aunt.”



"Hang on, Res," said Arron softly. " Just hang on.”

Lynn found the buckles on the ovrth'sfilter mask. As soon as she had it loosened, shetossed it to
Resaime. Res snatched it up with trembling hands and did the mask over her face. Something smdl insde
Lynn eased. She straightened up, rubbing her palm, which was till wet with sdlivaand swest, against her

leg.

Keeping himsalf between Res and the door, Arron eased it open and put his eye to the crack.
Lynn stood on tiptoe behind him. The corridor was narrow and made of bare cement just like the cell.
She thought she saw two more doorsin it. Two guards stood on duty: one about three meters away, one
about Sx meters. Both had gunsin their hands.

Arron closed the cell door and turned to face her. "Weve got two more guards out there."
Lynn licked her dry lips. "Can you shoot that thing?" She nodded toward the gun in his hands.

"l can," said Res. Thefilter mask muffled her voice, but it rang surprisingly strong. "My mother
made sure we knew how. We can get out of here and find Aunt Sengjess.”

"Res..." began Lynn. Resaime held out her hand. It was perfectly steady. Arron glanced a Lynn
for amoment, then handed Resaime the gun. Ashe did, Lynn looked at Ress face and saw her dilated
pupils and how her skin was stretched tight and shiny across her face and she knew what was happening.
Fear, anger, and action had triggered the Burn. By now, Reswas probably so full of endorphins and
adrendine she could have run on two broken legs.

Resaime moved to the door. Lynn stood behind her, hand on the latch. Resaime nodded. Lynn
eased the door open. Resaime did into the corridor. One explosion, two, three. Grunts and thuds and the
dap of running feet. Arron legpt into the corridor. Lynn gritted her teeth and followed.

The guards bodies sprawled on the floor. Resaime bolted between them to the first door. Arron
bent to scoop up one of the guns.

"Aunt Sengess” Resaime hammered on the door with her fist. "Aunt Sengjess.”
No! Lynn staggered forward. Arron was closer. He grabbed her arm.
"Shel'snot here, Res," he whispered furioudly.

Resturned to stare at him, uncomprehending. "Not here?"

"No. They wouldn't keep her locked up in the same place as us. It'd be too easy for usto get to
her."

Lynn heard the gulp as Res swallowed. The Burn wouldn't Iet her think or stand till too long.
Her skin bunched and twitched. Without another word, she ran for the exit. Arron shot Lynn adesperate
glance and followed.

Lynn gritted her teeth. After afew stumbling steps, she pushed her pace into something
gpproaching arun. For thefirg time, Lynn felt arush of gratitude for the Dedelphi slack of an efficient
communications system. She heard no footsteps or voices. The alarm hadn't gone up yet. Her foot



skidded in the blood seeping out of the guards. She pmwheeled her arms and managed to keep her
balance. She even managed to follow Arron's example and retrieve one of the guns. Cradling it
awkwardly in her left hand, she dodged around the corner.

She amost collided with Arron, pressed flat against thewall. Resaime, on his other Side, eyed the
short ladderlike stairway that led up to asolid metal door at the end of the hall.

"Probably locked," whispered Arron. "I'll go check. | can shoot--"

A thunderclap rocked Lynn back. Arron dragged her to the floor. Resaime was dready flat on
her belly. Another boom sounded, followed fast by a sharp bang. The door flew open and dammed
againg thewadl. A pair of soldiers sood silhouetted againgt the brighter light of the upper level.

Shot through the door and then opened it. Smart, thought Lynn dazedly. The painin her head
blurred the vison in her remaining eye.

"Dropit!" One of the soldiers pointed her gun at Resaime. Showing she wasn't acompletefool,
Res dropped the gun.

"The Humans get up and move back."
"Wél," said Arron as he heaved himsdf to hisfeet. "That was short-lived."

Lynn bit her lip and got onto al fours. She made asif to stand, but |et hersdf fall onto one knee
withasmdl cry.

"The Humans get up and move back." Lynn was sure the soldier raised the gun muzzle alittle
higher.

"She'slogt blood, and she'sgot an infection,” said Arron, from his place behind her. "She
probably can't stand.”

"Help her."

Lynn felt Arron move up beside her and bend over. A shot exploded from somewhere, and
another. Lynn grabbed for her gun, brought it up, and fired. It kicked into her shoulder and she gasped
from fresh pain. She couldn't see straight. Half the world was black. Shefired into the light again. And

again.
"Run!" shrieked Resaime.

Arron grabbed Lynn's shoulders and dragged her forward. Lynn stumbled up the stepsand
would have tripped over the squirming, gasping soldiersif Arron hadn't kept her upright.

Her vison cleared alittle and she could see windowless walls of brown-and-white stone. This
was abunker, probably burrowed into amountainsde. The Getesaph had been digging them for
centuries.

Lynn found her feet and made out Resaime sfleeing back. Lynn pelted after her.



"Stop!" shouted voices behind them. " Stop!™

Something yanked Arron's hand out of hers. She whedled around in time to hear the thud and see
Arron tackled by abig Getesaph in green-and-lavender civilian clothes. Lynn sivung her gun at the
Getesgph's skull. The blow connected, startling them al. The Getesaph's grip loosened, and Arron
twisted around and smashed his hand againgt the Getesaph's nogtrils. The Getesaph screeched and
scrambled backward. Lynn held out her arm and let Arron pull himself up and drag them both toward
where, she hoped, Resaime had run.

Shotsrang out. The air beside Lynn's ears hissed and sang. Adrenaine poured into her heart and
sheran. Blind and panicked, she ran without thinking, just to get away from the shots.

"Don't kill the Humans!" someone shouted.
Arron shoved Lynn to the floor again in ashadowed place. She blinked and tried hard to focus.
They were behind aheavy desk. Resaime had upended it for cover. Shouts Lynn couldn't understand

werefilling the place.

But they had an out. They had one out. "Arron, get your gun up. Res, do you seeadoor?’ Lynn
fumbled for the fastenings on her helmet.

IIYS.II
"Lynn, whet..."

Shetore her helmet off. "If we can keep them back, maybe we can wak out of here." Hands
raised, but not in surrender, Lynn stood up.

"I'm stripped!" she shouted in Getesaph. Her voice was harsh and tremulous. "We're walking out
of here! Thefirst onewho wantsto die of the Human poison can try to stop us!™

For thefirst time, she got agood look at the place. It was an open lobby with desks Sitting here
and there. About a dozen Dedel phi stood between them, somein civilian clothes, somein uniform.
Santing laddersled to catwalks for access to the second-story rooms.

They'd taken shelter directly under one of the catwalks. Lynn's scalp crawled. She couldn't see
who was up there, but, then again, they couldn't see who they were shooting at down here.

"We have no quarrd with the Humans." A sguarish Getesaph with sandy pink skin and auniform
with atrindt's red bands around her wridts.

"We seek no blood from you," the trindt went on. "But we have to defend ourselves from the
tTheria Y ou inadvertently prevented this operation. We are negotiating your release ..."

"Bullshit!" spat Lynn. She recovered hersdf and spoke in Getesaph. "We are walking out of
here. Y ou can shoot us or you can send your soldiers to take the poison for you.”

"We seek no blood from you,” repeated the trindt patiently. "We will escort you to a Human
ingalation, but thetTherian -- "



"I didn't do anything to you!" screamed Resaime.

The trindt's cam snapped. "Devouring spy!" she shouted. "Daughter of death and lies! Y ou will
be stopped! All of you will!"

A few Getesaph started forward. Lynn held her hands up, one out to each side, palms outward.
"Hat!" thundered the trinck.

They obeyed. Rdlief washed over Lynn. "We were invited to save the whole of the Earth!”
Lynn's shoulders shook. Her knees weren't going to hold her up much longer. "Not just your idands!™ In
English, Lynnsad, "Let's go."

She heard shuffling noises. After amoment, Arron cameinto her line of Sght. He carefully kept
his gun up. Resaime hunched on his other side.

Theworld blurred. Two figures dropped in front of her. Getesaph. In clean-suits and helmets.
"Run!" screamed Lynn.

Shefét the breeze behind her scalp as a Getesaph snatched at her and missed. Fear and anger
lent her speed, and she dmost piled into Resaime and Arron.

If they've locked the door ... Arron grabbed the handle and shoved it down. The door swung
open, revealing abroad, braced, metal ladder. Forgetting her naked hands, Lynn grabbed Resaime's
shoulders and dl but tossed her through the threshold. Res grabbed the rungs with hands and feet and
climbed up. Lynn followed, clumsy and scrabbling. Resthrew open ametal hatch, and they both dived
out into the daylight.

Lynn's boots found level ground, and she started running before she realized she was running
across packed earth, not the damned blank concrete that surrounded every Dedelphi secure area. Shedd
been right. This place was not official.

She concentrated on Resaime's back and put hersdf inlinewith it. Aslong as she was between
Resaime and the thudding footsteps behind her, the soldiers couldn't get aclear shot at Res.

A fence of meta dats|oomed between the compound and the outside world. Her brain had just
defined it when her legs jerked backwards and the ground smashed against her chest. Shots whisked
overhead, and Lynn twisted around frantically. A clean-suited soldier clung to Lynn'sknees. Lynn swung
out. The Dedelphi grabbed her wrist and levered hersalf up Lynn's body. Another shot sounded, and the
soldier jerked back. Lynn tore out of the Dedel phi's grip and threw herself toward the fence.

Where's Resaime? Where's Arron?
Where'sthe other soldier?
Getesaph voi ces shouted behind her. More shots echoed around her. She couldn't understand

any of it. Her vison narrowed to agrey-walled tunnel with shiny dats acrossthe end. Fat dats, widely
spaced. Designed to stop an adult Dedel phi.



Lynn measured her length on the ground, screamed asthe pain raised sparksin front of her eyes,
and wriggled under the lowest dat. It scraped hard along her back, ripping cloth and rotted organic.

Where's Arron?

Shetried to stand and run but stumbled instead. Her remaining eye didn't want to work. The
world was ablur of tears and voices. She lurched forward, praying for smooth ground. If she tripped,
she wasn't getting up again. An uneven roar cut across the voices, and the tunndl in front of her eye began
to shrink rapidly.

Oh, no.
“Lyml”

The ground hit her knees and her palms, jarring her all the way up her shoulders. Hands grabbed
her, and the ground went away. Something soft hit her shoulder, and the roaring filled the entire world.

Thetunne of her vison shut down dtogether.
"Lynn! Lynn! Eia! Oereth u, Arron, iyullena or'ena esal”

Groggy, aching, earsringing, Lynn lifted her head. The world roared, jounced, and rattled.
Someone shouted at her in t Therian. Someone young.

Red Her left eye snapped open and her right eye tried to. Itsflutter sent a shot of pain across her
temple.

Her vision took amoment to clear. Resaime, filter mask till in place, leaned over her,
dangeroudy close.

"Wake up!" screeched Resaime. "We've got to abandon the car!"

Car. Theworld jumped again. The roar was the engine, she was on the back bench and ... She
turned her head alittle. Thetop of Arron's hemet gleamed above the driver's seat.

Pride at deciphering her Situation leaked away, replaced by fear, anger, and urgency. Theworld
jerked, rattled again, and tilted. The wind and roar stopped. Thetop of Arron'shelmet jerked left ashe
scrambled out. "Get back, Resaime.”

Lynn redlized she was going to have to move. She clenched her muscles, grabbed the seat back,
and heaved hersdlf upright. The world spun, but she managed to make out a tree-choked dope in front of
them. Arron grabbed her by the ebow and shoved her to one side. She dmost fell against Resaime, but
managed to caich her balancein time. Engine noisefilled the air behind her. Ressime wasn't moving. Lynn
turned. Arron got behind the frame car, put both hands on its back bar, and shoved it forward. The car
crashed down the hill until it rammed into a tree that would not give way.

"Let'sgo.” Arron loped across the road's cracked pavement and into the scrub on the other side.

Ah, a distraction, Lynn thought muzzily as she followed Resaime, who followed Arron. If we
crashed down the hill, we'd keep going down~ hill We would not scramble up the slope and head



across the other side.

The moss-covered, puff-lesf trees enclosed them, cutting off the watery sunlight and dangling
branchesin their faces. The thick undergrowth of ballooning weeds, pitcher plants, and rubbery reedlike
growths rustled and flapped, spattering water on her shins. The rags of her tattered clothes and clean-suit
flopped against her shivering skin, getting wetter by the second. More water dripped on her head and
smeared across her cheeks. Fungus and mushrooms popped and squelched underfoot. She kept her right
hand stretched out to try to keep hersdlf from smashing into trees on her blind sde. Mostly it worked.

She had hoped the movement and fresh air would clear her mind and vision, but it wasn't
happening. She blundered through ablur of shadows. Her temple throbbed incessantly.

Keep going, just keep going. We've got to get out of here. Got to.

All a once, Arron was beside her. "Lynn, do you seeit?"

He pointed. She sighted aong his arm with her good eye. Through the trees and hanging moss,
she saw aclugter of buildings, most likely a Getesgph family home. Nothing moved in the yard, and no
light shone through the windows.

Probably deserted. Probably the owners were dead, but maybe they were just evacuated. She
glanced anxioudy at Resaime, who leaned againgt atree, panting hard. Wasit safe to take her there?
They were dready dancing with the plague out here. What if they took her inside to deep with it, too?

"I know," said Arron asif he read her thoughts. "But you're both about ready to fal over, and I'm
not fedling so good mysdf.”

Lynn nodded. There was no choice.
"Areyou good, Resaime?' Lynn straightened her shoulders. "Only alittle farther.”

"I'm good." Resaime pushed herself away from the tree. Her ears drooped until the tips dmost
brushed her shoulders. "Let's get there.

The homestead lay afew yards from the edge of the woodlands. Its paddies and tended bogs
stretched out north and west beyond it. It was atypical Getesaph construction, a conglomeration of
connected buildings, dl of them three storiestall, with terraces on the second and third stories and steeply
danting ladders zigzagging between them.

Heaps of deflated leaves had blown right up to the door. Tiny mushrooms sprouted from the
wooden doorframe. The gates on the livestock runs al hung open and swayed in the breeze.

Lynn swallowed. This place had been abandoned too long and too cardlesdy for its ownersto
have just been evacuated.

Lynn touched Arron's shoulder. "One of us needsto go in first and make sure the dead haven't
just been |eft there."

"Right. 11"



The house's main door swung open and two Getesaph, guns leveled, stepped out into the
sunlight.

All three of them froze. The left-hand Getesaph gestured at their hands with her gun'slong
muzze

Which explains why nobody followed us, Lynn thought ridiculoudy as she raised her hands.
They were ahead of us.

"All right,"” said Arronin his perfect, smooth Getesaph. He raised his hands high over his head.
"We want no blood from you."

The right-hand Getesaph's ears stood straight up. " Scholar Arron?”
Arron opened his mouth and closed it again. Lynn's heart started beating again, hesitantly.

"They didn't say it wasyou." Sheturned to her arams-sister. "Did you know about this, Bait?' She
didn't use atitle, which meant these two were sistersin blood, not just in arms.

The left-hand Getesgph shrugged irritably. "Entsh, if no one gave you names, no onewould give
them me. They just said we were out after two Humans and a devna.”

Res bared her teeth. Lynn made adecision. She carefully lifted the strap for her gun off her
shoulder and laid the weapon on the ground. "Res, put the gun down,” she said in Getesaph. "These are
dliesof Arron's”

The look Arron gave her was grateful. The look Res gave her was dishbelieving, but she plucked
the gun strap off her shoulder and laid the weapon down gently on a pile of leaves. The Getesgph's kin
camed vighly.

"Ovrth Entsh, Ovrth Bait," Arron had seen the black bands on their uniform cuffs before Lynn
hed, "thisis Manager Lynn of Bioverse, Inc." Hewaved ahand toward Lynn. "She came hereto help
with the relocation. With usis Resaime Shin t Theria, who is daughter to an dly.”

"Youredlieswith the devna?" Entsh's earstipped back uncertainly. She had not lowered her
gun.

Arron ignored the question. "Ovrth Entsh, what isgoing on?'
Her earsflickered back and forth, confused. "What do you mean?"

Arron gestured broadly with both hands. "1 mean what is happening to the evacuation? Why
were we being held? Why did we have to escape from adungeon?’

Bait lowered her gun to an at-rest hold. Lynn found breathing suddenly became easier. "How can
you not know what you've done?’

"l know what I've done." Arron tapped his chest. "I found out that the names on the relocation
passenger lists don't match the people who were relocating. What | don't know iswhy the Parliament is
doing this?"



Bait pressed her nodtrils closed. "Parliament isn't doing anything but Sitting around with its eyes
shut," she muttered.

"Quiet, Bait." Entsh dropped the muzzle of her gun until it was pointing at the ground. She shook
her sster's shoulder gently with her other hand. " Scholar Arron, we've got to take you with us.”

Arron blinked. "Why?*

Both ovrth gtared a himin disbdief. Thewind blew cold againgt Lynn's bare scap, bringing with
it dl the smdlsof the damp forest.

Entsh made a strangled noise in her throat. "Because we haveto.”

"Why, Ovrth Entsh?" Arron spread hishands again. "If it's not the Parliament holding us, who is
it? What are they trying to do to the evacuation?"

Entsh's eerswaved uncertainly. Bait touched her shoulder, whether in comfort or in warning,
Lynn couldnt tell.

Arron shook his head. "I've sat in your house and recorded the words of your family. Y ou have
shown me hospitaity and kindness and remembered my name and station well. The World Mothers
know | never expected you to treat melikethis."

Bait drew her lips back until just ahint of white showed between them. Lynn stood stock-till
and tried not to breathe. She willed Resto remain quiet.

Bait kicked at a stand of weedsthat spat water out of their tips. "It's not worth it to stand here
discussing theidiocies of the officeholders.”

"If you think it'sidiotic, why are you helping?"

Entsh's skin rippled unessily. " Scholar Arron, it is complicated. The Defendersarein revolt. You
stumbled acrossit. Y ou haveto be held until eventsarein motion. Y ou'll belet go. It isaready planned.”

"They tried to kill thedly of my sster,” said Arron quietly. "I will not go back there, and | will not
let you take her back."

Entsh's gaze raked over Lynn. "Thisisyour sster?”

One careful step at atime, Arron stepped sideways until he stood directly in front of Lynn. "Yes,
sheis, and | will stand before her and her dly."

"Scholar Arron," said Bait. "Don't do this."

"Don't dowhat?" Arron threw up hishands. "Don't refuseto beillegaly arrested? Don't protect
my sster and her dlies? Then tdl mewhy!"

The silence stretched out for more heartbeets than Lynn could count. Clouds scudded acrossthe
sun, turning the shadowed light grey. Arron stayed where he was, handsin the air. Resaime fidgeted
badly. Her nogtrils closed and flared open again behind her filter mask like they had alife of their own.



The ovrth stood till, with Bait's hand on Entsh's shoulder, communing in the sSilent, almost telepathic way
Deddphi shared with their Sgters.

Findly, Entsh said, "All we truly know isthat the Defenders are going to take hold of the
city-ship cdled Ur."

Lynn felt dl the blood drain out of her face. "Oh my God," she whispered. "David.”
Bait'sface tightened. "What did she say?"

"She has, we have, family aboard the Ur" Arron lowered his hands. "What else are they
planning?”

Bait waved her ears. "We don't know. We're helping them because of favors our family owesto
the employers of employers, and we haven't been asking questions. We think it'sridiculous. How can our
people hope to know where to start to take over these ships? All it will do is anger the Humans.”

A look of hope spread across Arron'sface. "'If you think thisisridiculous, hep us. Takeusto a
Human outpost. Or near one. We can warn Bioverse and stop the whole insanity before it starts.”

Bait bared her teeth. "Didn't you hear us say we are doing this because of family obligation?”

"Yes." Arron clenched hishandsinto fists. "But | aso heard you say it couldn't accomplish
anything, and that you didn't know who thiswounded. Now you know, and now you can accomplish
something. Y ou can prevent Bioverse from leaving.”

Thefolds of Entsh's face sagged. "We cannot, Scholar Arron.”

Lynn licked her lips. "How many of your family have you logt to plague?’

Bait and Entsh turned eyes and earsto her. "What?"' asked Entsh in aquiet, dangerous voice.

Lynn stepped around Arron and stood next to him. "How many family have you lost to plague?’
Her voice sounded harsh and shaky like the wind in the tree branches. "How many daughters? Which of
your mothers? How many sisters and cousins?'

Bait turned her ears away. " The Humans have no cure. That isknown."

"No," said Lynn. "But we can keep the sick dive longer. We can help their bodies fight off the
illnesses with greater success. We can save lives by keeping the body strong and preventing reinfection
during the course of theillness.”

Entsh's ears wavered. "Isthistrue, Scholar Arron? Have the Humans saved lives?'

Arron nodded once. "The medica technology Bioverse bringsis greater than anything in the
Hundred Idesof Home. It has dready saved lives™ Lynnwasn't sureif Arron knew that for afact, but all
that mattered right now wasthat Bait and Entsh believed it.

Arron's eyes narrowed at the ovrth. "Who isdying, Ssters?"



Bait said nothing. Shejust gripped her Sster'sarm so hard, Lynn could see Entsh's skin squirmin
protest.

"Our sgter Plenth haslost three of her daughters. Two more areill with joint-rot." She bared her
teeth a Lynn. "Could the Humans save them?'

"I don't know," said Lynn honestly. "But if Bioverse leaves, we cant try, can we? If Bioverse
leaves before theredl cures are found, how many more are going to die?’

"Help us," Arron extended both handsjust alittle, not enough to touch them, even accidentdly.
"Let us help your family. No one hasto die from this mistake.”

Entsh shook her head until her ears flapped. "How can we break our promise?’

"It depends what's more important, your family's debts or the lives of your sisters children. There
isgtill time. Thereis till achance, if our care-takers can reach them." Lynn wished she could spesk as
smoothly as Arron did. At the moment, it didn't matter. The ovrth had stopped paying attention to her.
They werelooking at each other. Entsh's ears sood up so straight they quivered. Bait's were flat against
her scalp.

"Just make up your minds," breathed Resin tTherian. Lynn looked at her and shook her head
helplessy. Ress skin was practically jumping off her bones.

| fedl the same, believe me.

Then, Entsh'sears dipped. "Y ou'll have to stay here tonight. There's a crossroads acrossthe
northwest field. We can meet you there é first light with acarrier.”

"But we haveto ..."

"It doesn't matter," said Ovrth Entsh. "The roads and tunnels are crawling with our people. They
won't have moved on until morning.”

Lynn bit her lip. "Can you get a message to the outpost for us? We haveto warn ..."
Bait's ears dropped back. "We aren't doing enough for you?'

Arron laid ahand on Lynn'sarm. "We are sorry. But our family isin danger. Y ou can understand
that?'

"Yes," sad Entsh softly. "We can understand that.”

Lynn closed her eyes and tried to control the fear that had grabbed hold of her. Arron kept his
hand on her arm. "Thereisan outpost near here, though?' he asked.

"About forty miles southeest.” Bait flicked her earstoward the window. "On the other side of
Mrant Chavan."

"Well head out now." Entsh caught her sister's shoulder and steered her toward the stairwell.
"And gtart thinking of what we're going to tell our trindt.”



They shouldered their guns and marched into the woods. No one el'se moved. They al just stood
around listening until the somping and rustling of the ovrths passage faded away.

Arron looked at Lynn and leaned againgt the wall of the house.
"| did not think that was going to work."

Lynn collgpsed beside him. "How do you know them?"

Arron shook his head. "I don't remember."

Ressjaw dropped. "Y ou'rejoking."

Arron shrugged. "I'velived herefor ten years. I've met alot of people. I've got teragigs worth of
recordings.”

Res bowed to him. "Good bluff."
"Thank you." He cast Resaime an appraising look. "Are you good?'
"Yes" Resaime rubbed her arms. "'l just haven't sopped twitching yet."

"Neither havel." Lynn pushed hersdf away from the wal. She thought about David. Imagination
pictured him hiding behind adesk; like they had, hearing the sound of gunfire and destruction al around
him.

Shelooked across the farmyard and for amoment serioudy wondered if she could make dl forty
milesinanight if she sarted now.

Arron coughed. "I'm going to check the house just to make sure there's ... Nothing." He rubbed
hisforearms briefly. "There should be a garden near the house. There might be something ediblel€eftiniit.
Y ou and Res could check."

"Good idea" She gestured toward the screening trees. " The brush should give us enough cover
s0 Bait and Entsh'sarms-sisters won't see us from the roads, aslong aswe don't go out into thefields.
Want to help me, Res?'

Resaime hesitated. Her skin bunched and twitched. Shelooked nervoudly around, asif expecting
more Getesaph to drop out of thetrees. "All right,” she said at last.

They circled the house and found aweed-choked garden. A lot of the plants had been trampled
and broken, but a couple of rows of spiky, broad-leaved plants had survived. Resaime squatted down
and rummaged through the leaves. After amoment she held up abroad, flat pod. "Beans,” shesaid. "I've
seen Humans eat these, so we're good.”

"Great." Unsure of her balance, Lynn knelt and began plucking podsto stuff into her pants
pockets, which were, remarkably, till whole. A rich, green scent filled the air around her.

"I didn't want to kill them."



Lynn jerked her head up and turned so she could see Resaime. Resaime sat on her haunches, her
gaze fastened on the bean podsin her hands.

"I know," said Lynn as gently as she could.

"I had to. We had to get out of there. They weretrying to kill me. Us. Me. | had to find Aunt
Sengjess. | had to try.”

"Yes" Every fiber in Lynn wanted to reach out to this confused, young person and touch her.
"We had to. There was nothing else any of us could have done."

"They've dill got Aunt Sengess.”

Lynnswallowed. "Yes"

"Y ou and Arron lied when you said wed go find her.”
"Wes"

Resaime's hands curled into fists, crushing both pods. Lynn looked down at the tangled mess of
foliage at her feet and wished there was some reply she could make to that. After amoment she gave up
trying to find one and went back to picking beans. From her right she heard rustling and tearing and knew
that was what Resaime was doing, too.

Lynn caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Arron stood on the second-floor bal cony
and waved.

"Mugt bedl clear,” she said, Sraightening up. "Let'sget insgde.” With Resaime beside her, she
plodded toward the house.

Lynn thought she wastoo tired to panic. After al, they had help now. Arron's friendswould be
back in the morning. Despite that, a dozen nattering little fears piled out of their holes. What if the ovrth
were caught in their lies? What if they changed their minds when faced with their ssters and told what
redly happened? What if they just didn't come back?

She gritted her teeth tightly and tromped toward the house, keeping Resaime in sight of her good
eye.

Arron held the door open for them. It led to alarge common space with a centra furnace/stove
arrangement. Its vent pipe was encased in gaudily painted ceramic. The furniture lay scattered around the
room, flipped over and dashed open. Around the chamber, cupboard and closet doors flapped open.

Whoever the owners had been, they'd been fairly well off, then they'd beenill, then they'd been
ransacked.

"Somebody beat ustoit,” remarked Lynn. The matting under her boots squished. The pervasive
damp had gotten inside. The smdll of mildew filled the room.

"The good news'--Arron went over to the sSink--"isthat the water's till running." He turned atap
and aspurt of clear water gushed out.



Lynn watched it, fascinated. "Resaime, why don't you go upgtairs to the deegping rooms? Y ou
need to get away from us."

"That'sgood.” Res crossed to the shallow stairs and hesitated. ™Y ou checked up there right?”
"Yes" said Arron solemnly. "Were the only ones here.”
"That'sgood." Her earstwitched nervoudy, but she did climb the Sairs.

There were no cups. Arron unfastened his helmet and they both drank cold, metallic-tasting
water from the pams of their filthy hands. Lynn tried not to think about what they were drinking up with
the water. There were dozens of reasons why the Dedel phi mostly drank bottled water, ranging from bad
sanitation to the fact that many of the plague strains had worked their way into the water table. But they'd
be home soon. David could take care of anything they'd caught. Lynn splashed more water on her face
and the back of her neck. Arron did the same. Lynn watched him for aminute, without being sure why,
and then retreated to the living area.

One of the divanswas till upright. She sagged onto it, lying flat on her back. "I may never move
agan."

"That'smy wish." Arron collapsed besde her. "Thank God this place isbig. Resaime was starting
to wheeze even through the breasth mask.”

Lynn closed her eye. "I'm worried about the way she was twitching."

Arron didn't answer, but Lynn was sure he could recite the early symptoms of the plague as well
as she could. Muscle spasms, low, dry cough, genera lassitude. How could they tell what might be
plague and what was just the aftereffect of poisoning and the Burn? One more thing she didn't know.

"Well be safe tomorrow,” said Arron at last. He touched her bandage. "Can | take alook?"

Lynn turned her head and let him lift the bandage and remove the padding. She swallowed
saverd times before shewas ableto croak, "How'sit look?'

Arron hesitated. "Not good. | think you've got an infection.”
The pain sharpened for amoment. "I'd be shocked if | didn't.”

"L et mefind something better than ..." He gestured at the clotted wadding in hishand. "And there
might be something you can wear."

"Arron, St down and rest, will you?' She touched her face and temple gingerly. The skin under
her fingerswas swollen and hot. Her fingertips came away covered with flakes of blood and something
grainy and yellow-green.

"Can't." Arron was aready on hisfeet, rummaging through the open cupboards around the dining
area. "I've got to do something.”

Lynn didn't say anything. Exhaustion bit hard into her bones. She fumbled in her pocket for one
of the bean pods and looked at it without interest. She heard something ripping in the background. She



ran athumbnail around the pod's seam and split it open. The beans inside were kidney-shaped and dark,
rich green.

I'm the one who likes real grown-in-the-dirtfood, she reminded hersalf.

Trying not to grimace, she popped one in her mouth and chewed. It tasted thick, dry, and green.
Better than nothing, right? Shefinished the other four beansin the pod. By the fourth one, it didn't
taste so bad.

"What'sfor dinner?' Arron sat on her seeing side. He had awad of black-and-brown clothin his
hands. He set it down. Some of it was rags, but underneath them was aloose, brown tunic that he must
have found in one of the cupboards.

"Beans and more beans." Lynn emptied her pockets, spilling pods onto the cushion.

"Better than nothing, right?' Arron made acome-here gesture. She turned her face toward him.
Shefdt him swabbing gently at her face with the rough, dry cloth.

"| sure hope s0."

They fel slent. Lynn wanted to say something. There was so much they needed to talk about.
He'd saved them, saveral times now. She needed to say something about that. Then, they had to plan.
They had to figure out what to do when the ovrth came back, and what to do if they didn't, or if Res got
gck overnight, or...

But there was nothing to plan with. They had no ideawhere anybody was, or what was going on
around them, or up above them. They knew nothing, nothing at al.

Lynn's hands started to shake. Nothing ...
"Lynn? What'swrong?'

My hands are shaking, that's what's wrong. I'm half-blind and rotting and | DON'T KNOW
WHAT TO DO!

Tearsran down her face. Deep, sick sobs dragged themsealves out of her chest. Her hands
shook, her chin shook, her whole torso shook with fear, exhaustion, and ignorance.

"Lynn? Lynn, come on, stop. It'll be okay." Awkward arms embraced her. "The ovrth won't let
us down, and Resaime's not that bad off... Lynn ..." The pitch of hisvoice raised toward panic. "Come
on, Lynn. We will be okay. We are okay ... Don't do thisto me, Lynn. | need ... Please, stop ..."

Lynn gasped for breath between the sobs. She held up both trembling hands. "I'll be... I'll be
okay." One deep breath. Another. A long, ragged breath. The trembling eased, and she was able to gulp
down some of the tears.

"I'm sorry." She wiped her face with the back of her hand, smearing tears and mucus across her
face. Arron pressed acloth into her hand and she held it against her cheeks. "I'm sorry.”

"'Sokay," said Arron softly. "It's been an unbdievable day."



"Yeah, that it has." She crumpled the damp cloth in her hands. "L ook, get me covered up, will
you? Before Resaime comes down to find out what that god-awful noise was and seesmelikethis."

Without another word, Arron picked up the rest of his cloths. He wiped down her face and
pressed anew pad against her eye socket, binding it in place with long strips wrapped around her whole
head. "There, that'll help."

"Thanks. Have abean." She held out apod to him.

"Thanks. The Getesaph call these chkith. They make great soup.” He split the pod open and,
without any hesitation at al, popped the beansinto his mouth.

They sat there on the divan, munching beans, putting the podsin anegt pile, and saying nothing.
Lynn'smemory flooded with dl the mealsthey'd shared in college, dl of them over endless conversations
that had seemed so important & the time. Now, when it was truly important, when it was life and degth,
shedidn't want to say anything at all.

The room grew steadily darker. Arron looked into the thickening twilight. "I didn't find anything
to light afirewith,” he said. "We might aswell get some deep.” He stood up and gathered the discarded
podsin adouble handful. Then he walked to the stove and shoved them into the firebox.

Lynn picked up the tunic in both hands. 1t was damp. Black-and-grey mold speckled its surface.
It smelled. Shebit her lip and pulled it over her head. She couldn't travel in rags. The suit was going to fall
off by tomorrow, and her shirt wasn't far behind.

Then, despite her protesting joints, she teetered over to the spird stairway. "Res! Areyou
good?'

"veg"
She pounded the wall softly with her figt. "I'm taking your word on that!"
"Thank you!"

Lynn turned and settled back down on her divan. The moldy smell hung thick intheair. Inthe
deepening shadows, she saw Arron right a curved sofaand tossits half-shredded cushion back in place.

" 'Night, Lynn." Helay down.
" 'Night." She curled up, huddling in on herself and at the same time willing herself to reax.

A small strange part of her remembered the feding of Arron'sarms around her and missed it.
Another part thought of David, and she almost started crying again.

When deegp came, she accepted it asablessing.

The Inner Office of the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead was full of Byvant's selected audience when the
speaker-guard brought in two of the Members Shavck, Vreaith and Pern. Ishth had the satisfaction of



seeing them glance nervoudy around the room, taking in the witnesses. Four sisters from the upper
house, four from the lower, and two complete families from the Defenders House that they could il
count on, not to mention al the usua clerical staff, specid advisors, officia recorders, and apair of
journdist Ssterswith their noters. They were not under any circumstances going to be allowed to take
their pictures or notes out of the room, but they added a nice touch.

She and Byvant had bluffed their way through another Confederation session today, but, judging
from the tones even their alieswere using, they wouldn't make it through athird. Disturbing rumorswere
running about what the t Therians were doing in their peninsula. If anything happened, it was going to be
important to appear cooperative and blameless. Byvant had agreed firmly. So, late a iswas, they had
daged thislittle scene.

The Members Shavck both dressed in very bad taste for apair of Sisters who were supposed to
be enacting the business of the people. Vreaith wore athin, shiny black tunic that hung down to her
knees, and the mottled pink hose might aswell have been an additional layer of skin. Pern's belted kilt
and jacket were alittle better, but the yellow and grey were very close to the gold and silver reserved for
the Sisters-Chosen-to-L ead, and Ishth couldn't help wondering if that was on purpose.

The spesker-guard locked the door and took up their stations; two on either side of the entrance.
The next thing Pern and Vreaith noticed was that there was nowhere for them to sit down.

Ishth and Byvant had agreed ahead of time that Byvant should start, and they had also agreed
that dl polite preliminaries should be dispensed with.

"Where are they?' asked Byvart.

Pern started so badly she amost backed into her sster. Vreaith laid awarning hand on her
shoulder.

"Where are who, Rchilthen Byvant?'

Ishth let herself look weary. "Y our people abducted two Humans and two devna. Where are
they?”

One of the Parliamentarians coughed. One of the journdistslifted her noter alittle higher. Vresaith
smoothed her ridiculous black-satin blouse down.

It's practically a robe. Who does she think she is? One of the devna Queens?

"There has been amisunderstanding,” Pern said.

"On which point?' 1shth dropped her ears back just afraction. "On the fact that you and your
ssters should be brought up on charges of treason, stripped of office, and bled to death for embarrassing
your mothers and sigtersin front of the Confederation? Or in identifying exactly whose hands took hold

of the Humans who came here a our insgstence to help us?

"Or asto what kind of clemency could possibly be offered if you give usaquick answer here and
now?'

Do we all understand each other now?



Pern'slips twitched like she wanted to bare her teeth. "If dl thisistrue, why arewe and our
gstersnot under arret?”

"Because we don't havetime." Byvant's lame ear quivered violently. "We need an answer for the
Confederation and the Humans. We decided to start the questioning with you. Thetridswill come later.
The evidence for your arrest has been distributed to your sister-members.” She flicked her good ear
toward the silent audience. "Thereis clemency for whoever tells us what we need. Aswe said, we are
darting with you."

"And if we choose not to agreeto this patently illega and unfounded request?" asked Vreaith.
She getsfall credit for calm, thought Ishth.

"Then you leave," she said doud, "and wait for the police and the warrantsin whatever fashion
you choose. We, meanwhile, send for the next sisterson our list.”

Vreaith looked at Pem, and Pern looked back at Vreaith. Vreaith smoothed her tunic over her
pouch. Pem took her sister's hand. Ishth felt her skin bunch and bubble across her back.

Vreaith sucked in adeep breath. "They were being held forty-five miles outside of Mrant
Chavan. The mother devna died during debriefing. The daughter and the two Humans have snce

A tide of incredulous murmuring rushed through the room. Ishth waited for it to fadeto a
background whisper.

"Escaped?’ |shth gestured for Vreaith to go on.
"They killed two Sstersto get out,” sad Vreaith flatly.

The whisper erupted into acacophony of shouts. Sisters jumped to their feet. Ears and hands
flapped wildly. The journdiststried to point their notersin six directions a once.

Byvant climbed to her feet and drew hersdlf up to her full height. "Sistersl Please!™ she bellowed.
Silence descended like a heavy blanket over the room.

Very good, Sster, thought Ishth. Now, salvage this. Please.

"The Humans and the devna killed two of our sister-defenders?’ said Byvant with perfect cam.
"And who sent them out to die? Who held the Humans until they had to escape? To whose names do
those deathsredly go, Citizen Sisters? Who realy owestheir familiesfor their lives?'

The shouts changed pitch and direction and the hand-and-ear-waving grew less. Byvant glanced
down at Ishth. Ishth dipped her earsin approval.

Vreaith's face tightened up. She had evidently counted on that news to shock the whole room
into confusion. Which went to show that she not only had no taste in clothes, shehad no red
understanding of how good Byvant was.

Ishth lowered her earsalittle closer to her scalp. "Do you have any ideawhere your prisoners



escaped to?"

Pern's ears sagged. There was no escaping the fact that Byvant's few words had swung the room
againg them again.

"We assumethey are heading for the Human outpost near Mrant Chavan.”
"And there are more sisters sent to intercept?’ prompted Ishth.
"They may have them by now."

Ishth dipped her ears. "Good. It will be that much more convenient for you to escort them to the
Human outpost.”

A look of incredulity flickered through Vreaith's eyes.

"Understand me clearly,” said Ishth. "The Humans are aready scouring the Hundred Idesfor
their missing sisters. They can ether find them soon, or they can continue to search for whatever they can
find. Which may include the truth of what your sisters aboard the Ur are planning. What do you think the
Humanswill doiif they find that?"

Now, what are you going to do? Are you nervous enough to giveit all up now, or are you
going to try to buy time for your sisters aboard the Ur?

Pern dropped her gaze to the floor. "WEell have to send some messagesto find out what the
gtuationis”

Buying time. Good. You'll buy it for us, too. Aslong as the Humans think we can't manage
for ourselves, they'll be willing to take you on for us.

And when you must die, it is not we who kill you.

Chapter XIV
"Commander Kedle, wake up! Commander Keale, wake up!"

Kede surfaced dowly from deep. It took aminute to realize he was being hailed by the room
voice.

"Commander Kedle, wake up!"
"Room voice, what'sthe emergency?' Kede knuckled hiseyes. "Lightd”

Thelightsrose, just alittle, to give hiseyestime to adjust, and the voice answered, "A priority
red cal ison your comm dation.”

The words jolted Kedefully awake. He scrambled out of the sheets and snatched a pair of
shorts off the bedside chair.



"Room voice, open comm station. I'm coming!™ he called to the station as he yanked the shorts

Thelights came up to full. Kedle hurried out of the bedroom and into his spartan living room. The
main comm gstation was dive and Lieutenant Ryan's face looked anxioudy out a him from the screen.

"What isit?' Keale dropped into the station chair. Ryan was touded and rumpled. Whatever hed
been doing, it wasn't deeping.

"Wevegot trouble," Ryan answered. "We got thisfrom a pilot who was flying back to base late
after doing apass over Vshlanl and Prentanl 1dands.”

Ryan's face blanked out and was replaced by a green-and-brown blur of woods and fields,
punctuated by towns and homesteads. Then, in aclump of trees, an unexpected glint caught the light.

"What'sthat?' asked Kede.

"That'swhat the pilot wondered,” said Ryan's voice from behind the scene. "He went back for
another look." The ground tilted and rotated as the pilot banked his craft and angled hisflight path over
whatever in the grove was catching the light.

The plane flew over, the cameras |ooked down, and showed atubular construction topped with
ashining lens.

"A telescope?’ Kede scratched his chin. "What are the Getesaph doing with atelescope so close
to the port?

"I went in and asked.” The flyover video cut out and Kedefaced Ryan again. "There werefive
soldiersthat we saw: acouple trindt, and three ivrth." Captains and engineers, Keale trandated
mentaly. Ryan's face was replaced by anew scene. Thiswas a square room, small by Getesaph
standards. It looked like one of the white, prefab buildings they were so good at putting up a a moment's
notice. Two uniformed Getesaph with the trindt s red bands on their cuffs stood in front of whoever s
eyes had made this recording.

The Getesaph were talking, but Ryan hadn't turned up the sound. "They gave us astory about
using the scope to watch the shuttles. To make sure everything was going to and coming from where it
was supposed to." Reasonable, thought Kede. Dedd phi paranoia made him look positively
lackadaisica.

"They showed me the scope.” The video jumped straight to a close-up look at the tel escope and
itsturret and cables running off its Sdeslike black vines. "'l asked afew questions and left, and took this
recording to Jasper over in comm tech.”

Ryan appeared again. " She ran the scraps together, looked at the angle, and the fact that the
place was well manned, personed, whatever, on aday when there aren't any flights planned, and came
up with another possible use." Ryan took a deep breath. "It ssemsthat 'scopeisin the exact right place
for getting the backscatter of communi cations transmissions off the clouds.”

The sentence sank into Keales mind and trandated itself. " They've tapped our communications?”



"Ya S r.'n

Grim satisfaction flowed through Keale. "All right, knot up what you've got and get it to me. I'm
going to wake up Veep Brador, and then I'm going to wake up the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead and -- *

"Sir?" interrupted Ryan. "That's not the real problem. Thered problem isthat Jasper'steam adso
figured out why Hagopian was looking at the passenger manifest.”

Kedefroze. "Goon."

"Jasper's team has a so been going through the port tapes, listening to conversations, watching
personnel regigtration, matching faces with names and movements.” Ryan ran ahand through hishair,
making yet more of it stland on end. "What she found was that the names people were caling each other
in the halways and with their families did not aways match the namesthey entered for the register.”

"Who have we got up there?' asked Kedle softly.

"Jasper thinksit'saboatload of soldiers.”

Any satisfaction Keale felt drained down to the soles of hisfeet. "Oh, Chrigt," he whispered. His
mind reded and righted itsdlf. "All right, Ryan, thisis an emergency order. The Hundred Idesand tAori
peninsulaare to be evacuated of dl Human personnel. Immediately.”

llWh__ n

"Because whatever the Getesgph are doing up there, it's going to be amed at the t Therians, and
if thetTherians get wind of it, they'll attack the Getesgph and dl hell's going to bresk |oose like nothing
weve ever seen. Get our people out of there. Now."

"Yes, gr." He dill hesitated. "What about Nussbaumer and Hagopian?'

Kede shook his head. "We're going to have to put the planes on evac duty. Everybody should
keep an eye out for them, but evacuation of the outposts and portsis now top priority."

For amoment, Ryan forgot histitle. "Brador's going to chew your ass off and spit it out.”

"It'smy ass," said Kededismissvely. "Get going. I've got to get hold of Captain Esmaraude.”

"Yes, ar." Ryan cut histhread, and the screen blanked out.

"Room voice, emergency cal to Captain Elisabeth Esmaraude aboard the Ur . Security override
al other communications and secure the thread." Haul her out of bed, voice. She'sthe onein real
trouble.

"Completing request.”

Kede couldn't sit ill. He got up and paced back and forth in front of the termina. Come on,

Esmo. Come on. The carpet felt soft and warm under his callused feet. His hands started to ache from
how tightly hisfists clenched.



The evacuation was going to cause a scene down there. Maybe not panic, but one hdll of a
general confusion, especidly in the Getesgph port where everyone was stting around waiting for
something to happen. Ryan was right. Brador was going to have his ass over this. Which waswhy he
waswaiting to cal Brador last. He had to get everything esein motion. Then, held find away to explain
to aveep whose own ass depended on schedules and calm that if they didn't create alittle Holy Hell
now, it was going to get alot worse later. People, Human and Dedel phi, were going to get killed.

By evacuating, they would give the Deddphi ataste of the only redl threat Bioverse had stated it
was willing to use. The Dedd phi weren't behaving, so the Humans were leaving. It might actudly do
some good.

Findly, the screen lit up. Esmo, wrapped in athick, patchwork robe wasin the act of sitting
down and shoving her spectaclesinto place over her temple connections.

"What's happened?' she asked.
"Weve got a boatload of soldiers up there with you, Esmo.”

Her jaw worked itself back and forth. "Kaye, we've searched the place. We've had health and
safety teamsin there every day. Weve--"

"I know." Kedetold her, and for thefirst timein hislife, he saw Esmo utterly stunned.

When she could move again, she lowered her head into her hands. "What are they doing? What
inthe Lawgiver'sname are they doing?"

"l intend to ask them." Keal€'s voice was brittle. "Buit first, we've got your peopleto look out for.
Esmo, what can you do?"

"Not awholelot, Kaye. We're not set up for asiege, or aprison.” She pulled a patch cord out of
the station and hooked it up to her glasses. Keale watched her lips move silently for amoment.

She focused on him again. "Okay, |'ve sealed the maintenance hatches, and the pass-throughsto
the other city." Her eyesflickered, glancing a something in the corner of her pectacles. "It'samost
morning here. I'll send adirectiveto al personne to get into the secondary domes during shift change.
That'll cause the least confusion. Everybody's on the move then anyway. Then, well close off the
corridors." Her expression turned rueful. "Hole up and wait. That's about what we're capable of "

"Okay." Kedle nodded. "Do it. When your people are secure, well send mine into the main
domefor asearch and seizure.”

"Kaye, you've got two hundred security guards armed with stunners and blinders. If Jasper's
right, we've got three thousand trained killers up here.”

"I know," said Kede quietly. "That'swhy I'll begoing infirs."
The captain said nothing, just nodded.

"Seeyou in afew hours, Esmo." Kede cut the thread and sat there, done and silent for along
time



Then, he got up to go get dressed, and tried to think of what he was going to say to the veeps.
Right now, it was dl he could do.

* % %

"Dayisen Lareet! Dayisen Umat!”
Lareet sat bolt upright on the mattress. Her motion startled Umat, who lay beside her.

The two Ovrth Gert burst out of the stairwel, both panting like they had swum ten miles
upstream. They hit the light controls, and the other dayisen who hadn't woken up at the shouts, lifted ears
and heads.

Lareet and Umat had been up dl night with the dayisen squad leaders at aplanning sessonin the
(hopefully) unmonitored living room downgtairs. When it was decided everyone needed at least some
deep, they'd dl retreated to the second floor.

"What isit?" Lareet climbed out from under the blankets. They hadn't gotten the wiring for the

peekerslaid yet, so sengtive information was being carried by runnersrather than through the Human
computer systemn, where they had no way to tell who wasligening in.

"The Humans," wheezed Ovrth Brend. "They've seded the pass-throughs.”
Theskin on Lareet's shoulders stiffened. "Did they give any explanation?”
"None that we know of." Ovrth Hra straightened up and tried to get her breathing under control.

Umat breezed past them and down the spiral stairs without aword. Lareet followed on her hedls,
along with the other dayisen. Umat laid her hands on the comm station and lit the screen up.

"No waliting messages, no generd announcements,”" she reported.
"What do you think?" asked Lareet, haf-afraid of the answer.
"| think we're out of time." Umat took her ssters hand and faced the dayisen.

"Send out the word to your groups. We go in one hour. Keep to written orders. Do not under
any circumstances use the compuiter lines.

"We need the first-strike force at the launch point with the second-strike force assembled and
ready to go. Dayisen Y ntre, your sisters must make sure al the emergency lockers are covered. As soon
aswe start, we must have aflow of supplies. Dayisen Huln, your people cover the hatches. Thethird
force must be ready to go down them as soon asthey're clear.”

"Remember,” said Laredt, "if you kill them, it will be that much harder on your Ssters and your
daughters. We must make them concentrate their immediate efforts on rescuing their own. We must not
make them believeit issafer tokill usall, or that we have killed so many of theirsthat they act in anger.
They are not impervious to emotion, no matter what rumors we hear. They arejust dow to burn." She
glanced at dl the dayisen and saw them dip their earsin agreement.



Umat stood even Straighter. Lareet would not have thought it possible. "We have one advantage
they cannot overcome. They cannot destroy this ship without serioudy crippling their mission. Thiswill
buy ustime."

Lareet tried to pull her spine up as straight as her sster's, but her musclesresisted. "Aslong as
they believe they can regain what they havelogt, they will stay here. They will protect our sisters below
from attack by the t Therians. We must not drive them away too quickly.”

Earsdipped again.

Umat bared her teeth. "The World Mothers stand beside us. We are their daughters, heart,
blood, and mind. Because of what we do now, our daughters will be forever safe.”

The dayisen kissed their own knucklesin blessing, then they streamed out of the too-narrow
door and into the streets, where dl of Mother Night's stars still shone overhead.

For amoment Lareet and Umat just Stayed asthey were. Lareet saw fear and excitement shining
in her dgter's eyes, and it wasthat sight that truly brought home the fact they were preparing for battle.
With the Humans. Who built this city that floated so easily miles above the ground.

Mothers stand with us. We will need all your help today.

The morning Klaxon banged overhead. Praeislifted hersaf groggily out of deep. Thelatirred
where she was draped across Pragisstorso. Raising her lidsone a atime, Pragisfinaly gave hersdlf a
clear view of the unpainted celling with its unforgiving, suspended globe lamps. All around her, the sounds
of grumpy, reluctant wakefulnesstold her another day in the service had begun.

The Klaxon silenced briefly, then began to bang again, louder and faster.

Now, Praeis Shin, it istime to set a good example. Shelifted Theia off of her and stood up.
Together, they started rolling up the blankets and deeping matsinto tidy cylinders. Around them, the rest
of the adminigtrative shift were doing the same.

L ockers were banged open. Mats and blankets were exchanged for buckets of soaps and scrub
brushes. Pragis handed Theia hers. Theia accepted it, squeezed her mothers arm, and headed off to the
baths with most of the shift.

It had become a silent routine. Theiawould go to the baths, and as the room emptied out, Praeis
would get the black box David had given her out from her locker. She watched her daughter join the
stream of arms-sisters and noticed how small she looked, despite her years and height. What was she
fedling? Praeis shared the waves of sorrow that washed through her, but even then sensed that Theilaheld
something back. Theia had watched four ssters die, and now her pouch-sister was gone. Res, broad
Res, lovely, lost, oh Ancestors Mine, whereis she? Reswas not just her pouch-sster, she was her last
gger.

Praeis closed her eyes and clenched every muscle she possessed. | cannot give way. | cannot
give way. The Humans will find her.



She opened her eyes and sat down on one of the long benches. Shelifted thelid, revedling an
injection pipette and rows of vidsthe size of thefirst joint of her little finger, filled with clear serum.

As had become her habit, she counted them. Fifty-three. She picked up the injector and dotted
one of the vidsinto place.

Fifty-two, she thought as she held the pipette to her neck and sank it gently in.

She had just pulled it free when the dormitory door opened and Neys and Silv appeared in the
doorway. Their earswere plastered flat againgt their scalps.

Adrendine shot through Praeiss veins. Her arms-sisters spotted her and al but ran acrossthe
room.

"What isit?" she asked, closing the box quickly.

"The Humans are evacuating,” said Neys. Her mouth twitched. She was kegping hersdf from
panting, but with difficulty.

No. You did not say that.

Silv bared her teeth. "The Humans are pulling out. All their personnd. We've just come from the
Queens. Apparently the Humans al got orders before dawn to pack up and get to the port, or to wait at
their outpostsfor transport.”

Pragis very carefully returned her precious box to her locker. She closed the door and faced her
gdersagan.

Why?

"Wedon't know!" Silv dammed afist againgt alocker, rattling the doors. " All we can get out of
themis'Thisiswhat we were ordered, so thisiswhat we're doing, out of theway please.' " Shedida
good imitation of ahigh, precise Human voice. "Ancestors Mine, you'd think none of them ever had an

independent thought!"

That's what a lot of them say about us. Pragis rubbed her own ears. "All right. Let's get the
shiftschanged. I'll seeif I can find out anything."

"Yes, Task-Mother," Neysand Silv chorused.

Pragi s touched both their shoulders and strode out into the corridor with her arms-sisters one
step behind.

Thethird shift was still on duty outside, Sitting at their desks poring over books and papers,
spping hot drinks, and trying to keep awake and busy until the changeover. Neysand Silv salit off to
oversee the shift change and all its routine detail s that had to be checked, cleared, and signed off on.
Pragiswent graight to the main adminigrative office. There was only onelight on, and if there were
safferswho used it on the dark shifts, they were dl on other errands.

Thiswas an executive room, s0 it had adoor. Pragais closed and locked it. Sheleaned on the



handle for amoment, trying to steedy hersdlf. The Humans were evacuating. If the Humanswere
evacuating, they weren't searching for Res and Sengess. That was not permissible.

The equipment in the room was dl fairly slandard: desks, duplicators, speskers, stacks of charts,
books, and forms. One wall, though, had been cleared of furniture to make room for a gleaming, Human
comm gtation. Praeis hauled afolding chair in front of it. She touched the keys, which had been relabeled
in the t Therian aphabet and tried to think what to do. She couldn't call Lynn. Lynn wasn't there. She
didn't know Lynn's assistants well enough to call them.

Shetyped the address for David Zelotes aboard the Ur .

Outside the door, she heard voices and footsteps. The corridorsfilled with ssters on their way to
breakfast, or to bed, or to wherever they were ordered.

The screen lit up. David, suited and dressed, but not helmeted, peered out at her.
"Pragis? What's happened? Areyou al right?'

"I'mfing" shesaid in English, forcing hersdlf to mean it. "It'sjust alittle crazy down hereright

David's mouth twisted into ahaf smile. "Yeah, | guessit must be."

Praeis|eaned forward. "David, I've got some very nervous sisters around me right now. Do you
have any ideawhat this Human evacuation is about?"

Helooked away quickly and looked back again. "They redly aren't saying, Praeis. Wereall
supposed to hole up in the secondary domesand ..." He shrugged irritably. "And | don't know what. I'm
just behaving like agood little sheep and hoping someone will deign to tell me what's happening.”

They haven't found Lynn yet either, have they? "I'm sorry, David. Thismugt bekilling you."
All thistime, and she dtill had to force hersdlf to redlize that David and Lynn were sisters, or asclose as
Humans could come to that bond.

He waved dismissvely, but hisface was till hard and angry. "'Sokay," hesaid. "I know it's ...
Youre..." Hegaveup. "If | find out anything, I'll et you know, okay?' It wasal he had to offer right
now, and it wasn't much, but Praeisfelt smal somehow accepting it. "'l can get hold of you at this
address?'

"Put agenerd cdl down to this sation. One of my arms-sisterswill find me.”

"All right." He nodded. Then his expression shifted, and she was dedling with the doctor. "How
areyoufeding?'

"I'm good," she said firmly. "The trestmentswork. | am not degping well, but that could be--" A
high-pitched whistle cut across her words. Her ears searched frantically for the source for amoment,
before redizing it was coming from David's Sde.

A soft voice came down the thread. "All personnd report to secondary domes. Repest. All
personnel report immediately to secondary domesimmediately. Thisisan emergency order. Repesat. This



isan emergency order. Respond immediatdy.”
Pragisfelt hersdf beginning to pant. David's eyeswidened. "1..."
"Go," shetold him, and he left, without cutting the connection.

Praeis stared at the blank wall for amoment before she reached out with one trembling hand and
shut the station down.

The Humans were being evacuated from t'/Aori and the Hundred 1des. The Humans were being
sequestered aboard their own ship, which was full of Getesaph, who had altered the relocation schedule
so they would be in space before the t Theriawere.

Praeis got up and unlocked the door. She sat down again and waited.

Eventualy, the door handles rattled, and the doors opened. Theia came into the office with Neys
and Silv trailing behind her.

"Mother?' Them crossed the room and laid ahand on her arm. " Are you good?"
Pragiss ears crumpled. "No. No, | am not."

"Ancestors Mine, Task-Mother, what's happened?' asked Silv.

"The 'Esaph aboard the Ur haverebelled,” said Pragis.

Neysand Silv's earsingantly flattened againsgt their scalps. Theiamade asmall noise and rested
her forehead againgt her mother's shoulder.

Praeis straightened up and wrapped one arm around her daughter.

Did | say thiswar must not start? Well, they have started it without our help. Now there
are other things we must do.

"Wearegoing in. Neys, Silv get the Group Mothers. Tell them we are on the go. | will inform the
Magjestic Sisters we are operative.”

Silv gawped at her. "How can we move without permission from the Queens?’

Praeis bared her teeth. "We must go, or therewill be civil war. The Queenswill redlize that, but
the debate will take time we do not have.” Time my sister does not have. Time my daughter does not
have. Anger rushed through her, at the Getesaph, at the Queens, a hersdf. The Burn nibbled at the
edges of her mind. For amoment she wondered again if the troops would follow her, but she dismissed
the thought. She'd felt the mood during the musters. They al wanted their chance at the Getesaph. The
Queenswereright. They would follow athrown stone.

"Weare not ready," said Neys softly.

Praeis shook her head. "We are very close.” Both Neysand Silv stared. "I'm sorry, arams-sisters,
| have been deliberately falsifying the readiness reports. | cannot now explain why. However, we do have



awave ready to go and two more that can follow in ahurry. All that's needed are my orders and the
Queens.”

Neyssearswaved uncertainly. "What if they forbid it?

"They will not forbid it. Not to me." Her blood sang in her ears. Res. Sengjess. Her daughter and
sister were out there in the country of the ones who had just broken the Confederation.

Silv's hand touched her forearm. "Task-Mother, you are not making sense.”

"No." Praeiss nostrils clamped shut and flared open. "l am not. | must explain, mustn't 7" She
laid her hand on the back of Theia's neck, but did not look at her. She kept her eyes and ears focused on
her aams-sgters.

"Urisk Idand, my arms-sigters. We werefighting the Getesaph for possession of that idand and
itsfour neighbors. We had four thousand of our Grest Family on that idand--mothers, sstersand
daughters—-all settled there. The Getesaph attacked and we fought and we lost and lost, and kept on
losing. Weweregoing to die, dl of us. The Getesaph would have killed us all, because we would have
done the sameto them. | would haveif | could. | had to get the Chosaty Porath to help us. But the ty
Porath wanted Urisk, and they wanted al four thousand of our Great Family removed.

"| tried to get the Great Family to move. | tried and Jostried and Shorie tried. There were Smilar
lands to be settled, there were other fathersthat could pass dong family souls. The ty Porath were ready
to become near family if we gave them theidand back. Think of that. One less enemy, one more family
branch for our children and their children.

"But they wouldn't move, and the Council wouldn't make them, not for others, not even on the
promise of them becoming near family. Wed all die bravely together they said.

"Thety Porath wanted the idand clean, they wanted to take back the souls of their Ancestors
that they say were stolen by our Ancestors who sailed there. All they wanted was one idand, the
Getesgph wanted dl five. All ten thousand of us.”

"S0, you gaveit tothem,” said Silv quietly.

"No," said Pragis. "The Queens ordered meto giveit to them. They could not, they said, be seen
to be uprooting members of our Great Family, but if those same sstersdied in battle, it would be quite
another thing.

"| obeyed those orders. | believed it was better to lose oneidand than five. | served, | serve, my
Queens. | stood againgt Jos and Shorie until they also obeyed. | told the ty Porath how Urisk's defenses
werelaid out, where the comm towers were, how many of us were standing active, and how many were
armed but at rest. Jos and Shorie hel ped acquire the exact details.

"And the ty Porath camein on our sSide, and the Getesaph fled behind their own walls. A week
later, we lost the idand to our erstwhile allies. Because my blood sistersand | ordered our troopsto do
nothing about it, we were hounded into exile. The Queens et us get away because they knew who had
given the orders and that we would still be believed if we spoke before we could be killed." Her skin
trembled. Thelapressed againgt her, and Pragis could feel the waves of horror, sorrow, and confusion
spilling off her. Shewrapped her arm tightly around her daughter, and kept on spesking. "They will give



their consent to thismission. They will not make me speak now." She turned one ear toward Neys and
the other toward Silv. "Areyou with mein this?'

They hesitated just the barest ingtant. "Y es, Task-Mother," said Neys. Silv echoed her asecond
later. Then, with surprising force, so did Theia

"My Sigters.”" Praeis grasped their hands. "My Daughter. We will do this. The Getesaph will pay.”

Chapter XV
CLANG!

Marjorie Wilkes, junior engineer and victim of the graveyard shift, shot straight up in her chair.
She sat in one of the engineering center's Side cubes, snesking in alittle study for her mid-grade exams.
Outside, ajumble of shouts and curses were muffled by the cam, forceful voice of Ozone, the ship's
overarching artificid intelligence, ordering everybody who wasn't dready there into the secondary domes
immediately. Over it dl, the chief engineer, her Uncle Teige, shouted:

"Ozone, clear the dome!™

Marjorie legpt to her feet and fumbled with the door latch. Barely an hour ago they'd gotten the
order to stay in the secondary domes when the shift had finished. Mogt of the conversation since then had
centered around the question of whether thiswas adrill, or the Old Woman catching paranciafrom her
friend Commander Kedle, or whether there was something really going on over in the dome most of the
crew called Pogo Town. Marjorie had been on the contagious-parancia side of the argument. Especidly
since sheld spent most of the week before hel ping put together Keal€'s "extra precautions.”

Now, as she dammed the cube door open, she was flooded with the sick fedling that she might
have been wrong.

Out in the main dome, Marjorie was greeted by awall of engineers backs. On tiptoe, shewas
amogt astall asaDedephi, and she stared over shoulders and between heads, not believing what she
saw.

The normally opaque dome was, by Uncle Teige's order, as clear as glass. Everybody's attention
pointed toward the big dome of Pogo Town. A ragged hole gaped in the side. Debris spun off into
space, blown by escaping air. One piece must have hit the engineering dome, causing the noise.

Where're the patch jobbers? thought the engineer side of her brain.

A pair of ladders had been laid against the deck. Two Dedel phi in white-and-yellow-webbed
pressure suits gripped the rungs and crawled through the hole in the dome. Behind them, more Dedel phi
handed out additional sections of ladder. One Dedelphi joined these to the ladder she was|eaning
againg, asif she were laying down track. The other reached back to recelve abig square of sheet metdl,
which she shoved against the dome. She was handed another sheet. She leaned that againgt thefirgt,
making alittle tent over herself and her companion. Two more sheets made another tent smack up
againg thefirst. More sections of ladder were handed through. Another pair of Dedelphi climbed up
behind thefirst. These had welding torches, braces, and clamps.



All a once, Marjorie saw what they were doing. They were building atunnel. Out of stedl. A
tunnd heading straight for the engineering dome.

"Ozone, get the captain. Dump the video logs to security with ared scramble and ared dert.”
Teige's voice was more calm than sheld ever heard it. Normaly, he seemed on the verge of an early heart
attack. Marjorie glanced at him. Hisface was white as aghost. "People, let's not stand here," said Uncle

Teige. "Everybody get--"
"What the ... 7' Someone pointed.

To theleft and right of the tunnel, hatchesin the deck, maybe half a meter in diameter, did open.
Four of them dl together. Out of each rose an elongated mechanical assembly.

Hereit comes. Marjorie actualy crossed her fingers. / swear I'll listen to anything Keale ever
says after thisif thisjust works, | swear. | swear .

The guns unfolded themsdlvesinto adeek shape that alowed for rapid fire and continuous
reload.

"That's not in the spec,” said someone € se, high and sharp, on the verge of hysteria.

The guns, slent in the vacuum, opened fire. The hand of the nearest pogo exploded into ared
cloud. Shefdl back. The helmet on another cracked and in the next second she had no face. Shefell,
too. The steel sheet she held began to topple. Two more pogos grabbed the steel. The wounded ones
were handed down the ladder. A pogo with awelding torch fell next, blood and skin splattering against
theimprovised tunnd. Another pogo grabbed the equipment up and took her place, welding the stedl
sheets together. More sheets, more |adders and more braces. One of the Dedelphi glanced up at the
Humans, stunned and staring inside their dome, and looked down to her work again asif they were
nothing more than fish in an aguarium.

"All handdl" Captain Esmeraude's voice exploded over the intercom. "Cut and run! | repest, cut
and run.' Reassemble at the main hangar!”

Marjoriefet her jaw drop. Cut and run. Sabotage what you could and get out of there. She
knew the order existed, but she'd never in amillion years expected to hear it given. All a once, exit
ingtructions started scrolling across her cameraeye.

"Ozone, cloud the dome.™ shouted Teige, sounding more like hisusualy outraged salf. The roof
and walls resumed their norma milky color. Whatever was going on outside was going on without them.
"Bran, Gae, get in the hole and find out what's going on down there. Do what you can. Colin, we're
cutting out here. Everybody else, evac! Let'smoveit!" Uncle Teige's hands flew across his sation while
he talked. One by one, the engineering stations shut down.

Bran and Gale opened the floor hatches and clambered down the ladders. Colin yanked his
pry-key off hisbelt and flipped open the nearest stations panling. A pair of wire cutters gleamed in his
other hand.

Marjone forced her way out of the crowd of engineers and headed for the equipment locker.
They had time, not much, but time. The welding equipment the pogos carried had given her anidea. They
could mdlt large sections of wiring if they hurried.



"Marijorie..." began Uncle Teige angrily.

The dome shivered. A deep, resounding boom filled the chamber, followed fast by the sound of
shattering doped-glass and a hurricane wind rushing toward the mouthlike hole in the domes side. A few
peoplefdl onto their backs and were dragged out of the main path of the wind by friends. Through the
ragged hole, Marjorie saw the Deddphi and their tunndl just three meters away. The bullets sparked and
ricocheted off the sted, but didn't cut through it.

Theinterior hatches dammed shut. Until the pressure stabilized, the hatches would not open
again. They weretrapped. Marjorie legpt for the patch locker.

"Two-by-two!" shouted someone.

Marjorie scanned the red labels on the patch frames and hauled out the two-meter-by-two-meter
polymer patch. Hands grabbed the handles on the far side of the transparent patch. She looked up.
Harry Dde. Together, they angled the patch into the wind. Through the new hole, the pogos looked up at
them. They had packs strapped to their backs, and guns strapped to their sides. They dapped brackets
onto their sheet meta to hook them together until the welders could get to them.

Marjories hands gripped the patch handles until her knuckles turned white.

"Let it go!" shouted Harry to be heard over the wind.

Marjorie let both handles go. The wind pushed the patch over the hole, and died away.

Through the transparent polymer, Marjorie saw the lead Dede phi receive two more sheets of
metal and set each up in turn until her colleague could bracket themin place.

"What in the shadow of sanity arethey doing!" asked Harry.

Marjorie heard the distinctive snickt of the hatchwaysloosening again.

"Oneat atime, people,” said Uncle Teige. He pulled the command word out of itsdot.
Marjorieturned to join theline for the hatch. Behind her, something thick began torip.

Cam vanished and took order with it. The air wasfilled with screams and shouts and everybody
trying to cram themsel ves through the hatchways.

"Stop!" called aDedd phi voice. "Y ou will not be hurt if you stop right now!"

Without thinking, Marjorie looked for her uncle. He dropped the command key to the deck. A
Dedd phi legpt forward and tackled him just as he brought hisfoot down to smash it. Another snatched
the key off the deck.

Marjorie launched hersdlf at the Dedelphi and seized the Dedd phi‘'swrigt, grappling for the key.
The startled pogos eyes widened and despite its helmet, its nostrils dapped shut. Marjorie snatched at
the word, but hands grabbed her around the waist and hauled her off.

As she was swung around she saw pogosin the middle of the crowd of Humans, dragging them



out of the way and tossing them aside, ignoring the blows that some tried to fight back with. Two of them
held Uncle Teigel's hands.

Then she saw two more holding a polymer bag. She kicked out, connecting with legthery flesh.
Something smashed into the Side of her head, and she saw stars. Before she could regain control, her
captors shoved her into afetal position and stuffed her into the bag. She heard a zp and a snap, and they
dropped her onto the deck.

She scrambled onto her knees. Her hands pushed at transparent polymer and her lungs heaved
hard as sheimagined her air being cut off. After along, terrified minute she was ableto identify what had

happened.

They'd shoved her into arescue ball. She'd been in one before. They al had training in the things
before they got space duty. It was avery cheap, very compact escape capsule. When the thing hit
vacuum, its micropores would sedl and its autopressure would activate. Sheld find hersdf ina
thick-skinned bubble, with minimal directiond control, and about sx hours of air.

Where'd they get them all? Ob, right, the emergency lockers are stuffed full of the things.
There should be one for everybody.

As her head cleared, her hands reached immediately for the zipper sedls, and didn't find them.
Sheblinked away the last of the stars and |ooked more closely at the opening. The inside tabs had been
cut clean off.

"Bastardd" she breathed as she scrabbled at the sedls, trying to find any kind of purchaseto get
them open. Nothing. She reached for her tool belt. It was gone.

Four other crew memberslay similarly bagged on the deck. Harry, Toshi, Liv, Anja. She
couldn't see Uncle Teige. She squirmed around. He was on the other side of her. More bodiesin more
rescue balls were tossed next to them. She twisted toward the entrance hole. The tunne was finished.
Pogos swarmed up the laddersin an unbroken stream to meet their compatriots and receive their orders.
A whole crowd of them barreled through the hatchways and into the ship. Another gang opened the deck
hatches and swarmed down the ladders.

Five minutes, Marjorie crawled backward asfar as her ball would let her. Five minutes and
thy got us.

"Marjie?' sad Uncle Teige.
She turned around, shoving polymer out of her way as she did. "Hey, Unc," she said weekly.
"You're okay?'

"Yeah." She crossed her legs and tried to ignore the polymer pressing againgt her head like atent
fdling down on its occupant. "What now?"

He cast aworried glance at the pogos taking over his command. She knew he must be seeing
how every one of them carried agun, and how there were no Humans left free. From the look on his
face, he was a <o kicking himsdlf for |osing the command word.



"Now wewait and seewhy they'veleft usdive.”

"All handdl" Captain Esmeraude's voice exploded over the intercom. "Cut and run! | repest, cut
and run! Reassemble at the main hangar!”

"Name of God!" Commander Rudu King shot out of his chair.

Therest of hiscrew was on their feet with him. His heart beat out of control. All twelve of them
were expert a their jobs, but right now they were al looking right at him to ask what to do about a...
What? Mutiny? Revolt?

Anger flared ingde him. If their guests wanted the ship, they were going to have to work for it.

"Y ou heard the order. Get to the hangars." He threw open the locker door and grabbed a pair of
magnetic dippers. "1'm going to dump the grid.” He kicked off his shoes and shoved the dippers on over
his boots.

The crew looked at each other. He saw them thinking: Dump? He's going to shut the gravity
down?

"Itl do the most damage and be impossible for them to undo.”

He drew the command word out of itsdot in the central table and tucked it into an inner pocket
of hiscoverdl.

Each tractor unit held atoroid of fagt-rotating neutral particles. If charged particles were dumped
into the mix, the carefully baanced particle doughnuts would start to burn out, letting loose X raysand
good, old-fashioned hest. Lots and lots of hedt. If you had to shut atractor down, you were supposed to
do it with the shields down and the area cleared. Shut them all down at once, without the proper
precautions, and you could fry al six maintenance decks.

"Commander, it'snot worth it,” said Elisha, agood gravitor with alousy singing voice that he
exercised whenever he thought no one was listening.

"l say itis"" King yanked open the floor hatch to the inner stairway. "Now, get out of here. Make
it look likewedl just ran for it."

Rudu climbed down the ladder into the grid shaft. It was a glass tube that was never aswdll lit as
hed like. The work platformsthat stuck out at regular intervasall had their own little sources of white
light. All around him, through the glass, he could seethetractorsin their yokes. Their familiar
push-and-pull buffeted at hisbody and his senses

Gravity a thislevel wastricky. With luck, that would dow the Dedephi down. If they got into
the wrong sections, the opposing forces and sudden flip-flops might actually make them sick and take
them out of action. Mogt first-year gravitors puked their guts out for weeks.

On the other hand, the Dedel phi were incredible swvimmers. Half possum, haf sedl, someone had
once said. Who knew if the sensations of faling and not being upright would bother them as much as



ground-based Humans.
King redoubled his speed.

At itsleast subtle, the gravity would turn you upside down if you climbed down too far. The grid
was actudly two grids, onefor the A side, and onefor the B side. Each grid pulled the objects on the
surface toward the decks. So, when you crossed the ship's equator, up and down reversed themselves
and no matter what your eyestold you, your whole body told you your feet now pointed at the ceiling.
There was ared line at the switch-over point, but it didn't do anything to ease the transition.

This shaft took him down between sections AX-12/AY -12; 12/12 siretched into PogoTown.
From any one of the work platforms, he could angle the tractors out of phase, send gravity in al
directions, shoving people sideways into the sdes of buildings, or plaster them against the top of the
dome. Do that first? Create some confusion?

No. It'd throw off any security actions. Worse, if he got it wrong, he could send one of those
gpartment buildings shooting through the dome like arocket and endanger dl their dliesaswel astheir
enemies. Anyway, rotating the tractors was something the Dedel phi could undo with the help of the
computer, or ascared enginesr.

No, shut off gravity and see how they liked dedling with al that water and everything from
Dedelphi, to fish, to furniture, not to mention the soil, and al those plantsrooted init going into
uncontrolled freefdl, and as abonus having the ship's vital works turned into one gigantic oven.

Bioverse would be taking the damage out of his pay from now 'til Doomsday, but he was not
leaving his ship to the pogos. He was not.

Overhead, the hatch clanged shut, cutting off the shaft of light from the main control chamber.
Somebody must have shut him in. The pogos must have made it down to gravitor's ops. If that hatch
opened now, they'd see him, or they'd hear him. There was nowhereto hide.

Except maybe there was.

There was a platform just above the changeover line. King opened the gate in the safety railsand
climbed onto it. Above him, over the humming of the grid, he heard someone crank open the hatch.

King swung over the safety rall. He lowered himsdlf over the platform's edge until he hung by his
hands and his body dangled straight down the shaft. His feet were still agood meter from the changeover
line. He prayed he was close enough and raised hislegs until histoes touched the underside of the
platform. Hefelt adight push undernesth him, like he was sitting on water, and he let go.

His head swooped down. He bit hislips. The soles of his dippers grabbed the bottom of the
platform, and he hung there, head down. The weak magnets were helped just enough by the confused
gravity so he stayed in place, an exatic icicle growing from the bottom of the work platform.

He gripped the support girders and pulled himself "up” until he crouched like aspider inthe
shadows.

Dedelphi climbed down the ladders. The Dedelphi, with their long, grasping toes, loved ladders.
They called to one another in their own language, curses or orders, or shouts of excitement, King couldn't



tell. He held his bresth.

Don't think of it. Please, don't et them think of it.

One of the Dedelphi barked out a set of syllables. Two of them split off and started down a
horizontal access tunnel. Two of them kept going down the shaft. They exclaimed loudly asthey hit the
changeover.

King let himsdf smilein the darkness.

Hewaited until the sounds of voices and struggles faded. He strained his ears. Nothing.

King crawled back onto the upper sde of the platform and pulled himsdf back over the security
rail. He faced the comm station and did the command word into the auxiliary dot. He poised his hands
over the keyboard and lined up the proceduresin his head.

His palms swesated as he worked keys and icons. Each tractor had a bottle of neon gas hooked
uptoit. A smpleéeectrica current run through the bottle would change the gas into plasma. Upon
command, the bottle would open and vent the plasma into the gravity doughnut and start it burning.

What he had to get through first was dozens of questionsfor each grid section. It al amounted to
the samething. The shipisinfull operation, why would you want to do something this stupid? Then there
was the fact that none of the shields were down and the ship wanted to know why and King had to tell it
to mind its own business,

He heard noise behind him. Hands and feet on ladder rungs. He kept typing. The noises got
closer.

"Sop! n

Heidentified six grid sectionsto shut down.

"We are not supposed to shoot unlessit isan emergency. Thisisan emergency.”

He saw the request for final authorization appear. King's fingers moved to enter his code.

Thunder boomed, his body jerked, and hisright knee gave. His fingertips brushed the edge of the
keyboard as hefdll, but couldn't reach the EXECUTE key. Gloved hands grabbed hisarms. He saw a
flood of red under hisright knee.

Then he saw that there was nothing left below hisknee.

He stared up at the Dedel phi, asif expecting an explanation. One of them reached into the socket
beside his head and pulled out the command word.

She said aword in her own language, and then she switched over to English. "Make sure his
wound is stanched and bandaged and take him to the airlock."

It was then the pain hit.



David shut the laboratory door behind him. Held heard the cut-and-run order and had joined the
river of bodiesflooding the corridor to try to get to the main hangar before anything happened. Asif
something hadn't dlready happened. Asthe crowd shoved him dong, held thought, If thisisgoing on up
here, what's going on down on All-Cradle? Nobody even knew where Lynn was. She might not be dive
anymore,

Sorrow and rage tore through him, dong with asick, angry thought.

Now he stood adonein the middle of the lab. The only noises were his breathing, the hum of the
andysis systems, and the faint sounds of the confusion outside.

The Deddphi had broken out. They werefilling the secondary domes and taking over the ship.
And | can stop it. He looked at the virusfridge.

All he had to do was open the fridge and get out two or three of the WKV samples and break
them open. Idedlly, he should get down to the air recyclers and bresk a sealed dish open insde the vents
to the city domes, but even if he released the WKV herein the Human sections while the Dedelphi
roamed in pressure suits, there was still agood chance that one virus would be able to take advantage of
one mistake, and there would be nothing they could do.

If he moved fast, he could infect the entire ship very effectively. He might even find somebody to
help him. If the plague found just two or three hodts, the entire three thousand could be sick and dying
within aweek.

If the Getesaph succeeded in taking over the ship, God only knew what they'd do with it. And
God only knew what the t Therians would do when they found out what had happened up here. And
God knew what the Getesaph had done, were doing, to Lynn.

David crossed to the fridge. He laid his hand on the palm scannner. The door cycled open. He
took out thefirst rack of flat-bottomed, glass culture eggs and set it on the table.

Their labels said these eggs held one of the strains of WKV influenza. If heinfected the
population of the ship, they'd develop wet coughs and afever. Then thered be the muscle spasms and
dry coughing, and they'd know. Astheir cell pores opened and did not close, and poisons and confused
sgnasoverloaded their systems, the spasms would harden into paralysis and their bresthing would
become more and more labored, and they'd die.

He'd seen it often enough. HE'd seen rows of patientsin isolation beds, paralyzed, breathing on
respirators, dignity gone, hope gone, eyes wide-open and staring, and mouths pulled open in eerie,
unchanging grimaces.

The noise had faded outside. Silence pressed heavily againgt his ears. David subvocdized to his
implant for directions down to the recyclers. There was a hatch not too far away. He could crack one
egg into the water and one into the air vents, and keep hold of the last one to open when they cameto

get him.

The hedthy would isolate the Sick, if they didn't push them out the airlock. They'd look for the



seqt of contagion, and they wouldn't find it because by then it would be al around them, just like down
below on All-Cradle.

He heard running footsteps outside the lab. His head jerked around. The footsteps ran past, and
the door didn't open.

Helooked at the eggs again. Freed from the cold, the WKV influenzawas coming to life in there.
It was awonderfully compact and adaptable little organism. It was hardy and could bideitstime. It could
jump from host to host inthe air or inthewater. AsaWKYV drain, it could kill in afew days, if nothing
was done.

His hands shook at his sides. They took Lynn, he reminded himself. They took Lynn, and
nobody knowswhere sheis, or if sheisdill dive,

In hismind's eye, he saw the rows and rows of dying patientsin their isolation beds, unable to
touch their ssters and their daughters, who hovered outside their beds, pressing hands and faces against
the polymer shellsthat trapped their dying mothers or ssters or daughters.

But they had Lynn. They had the ship.
He heard the door open. He heard a gasp.

"Don't move!" shouted someone in Getesaph. She switched to tortured English. "Don't move, or
you will be shot!"

David kept hishands at hissdes.

"Thank you," he whispered.

Captain Elisabeth Esmaraude sat at her station, amazed a how cam shefelt. Shewasnot a
military commander. Dedling with organized atacks was not in her job description. There hadn't been
any red piratesin centuries. As Humans made contact with various dien species, it turned out they were
interested in trading goods, not violence. The few aiens they hadn't managed to establish communications
with had just left them aone, which was fine with everybody.

In short, thiswas not supposed to be happening. Maybe that was what kept her calm. Part of her
wastreating it asaweird Sm exercise.

An info-dump had gone out to Keale. He was probably about halfway to the Ur from Base by
now. He and his people would do whatever they could.

Sheld sent the officers down to the hangars with their orders. Get everybody into the shuttles and
off the ship. They had athousand people on this ship, and none of them had signed up for thiskind of
hazard duty. They had to be gotten out of the way.

She'd hooked her spectaclesinto the ship's video and saw engineering stand around too long,
garing a the Dedd phi and their makeshift tunndl.



Sheld looked down into the hangars and seen that engineering wasn't the only bunch who had
been too dow. Who could blame them? Thiswasn't real. This shouldn't be happening. The Dedelphi had
the hangars and al the peoplein there. People were being sealed into rescue balls and |eft in hegps on the
decks.

There was a short running battle through the maintenance decks between the invaders and
Keal€'s security people, but they were too heavily outnumbered, and it didn't last. Rudu had made a
good try down on the gravity deck, but now... She didn't want to think about what she'd seen.

People had dammed bulkheads shut, cut the power, waded into battle with al kinds of
improvised wegpons. They pulled off the Dedd phis hemets and | eft them choking and coughing on the
deck. They blinded invaders with fire extinguishers, tripped them with wires, shocked, scalded, and beat
them to desth.

In response, the Dedelphi had cried out, "Medical emergency!" and the overrides had opened the
bulkheads to gain free passage. They had found maintenance jobbersin the corridors and ordered them
to repair the wiring and cut gpart the booby traps. Keale had sealed off most of the voice commandsto
everyone but the crew, but jobbers answered anyone. That was the point of jobbers.

The Deddphi had laininwait for their attackers, lurking in Sdetunnels, clinging to bracing. They
had tangled them in nets, tripped them, clubbed them with the guns, tied them up with tape and fishing
line, suffed them into rescue balls, and piled them up.

Dedelphi had died. Lots of them. But each desth made the rest tighter, more dert.

They were coming to the bridge now. She could see them. They were down in the maintenance
deck heading carefully toward her.

So, time to get moving. She was dow, she was stupid and unprepared, and she'd only half
listened to Kaye, but shewas all this ship had as a captain. Some orders the ship would not accept from

anybody else.

Like the one to shut the engines down stone cold, now. And the one to close down power to the
food plants and the water purifiers. Nothing she could do about the air, redlly, but she could shut down
the scrubbers and the heating vents, and dump the regulator data. Shetied every crucia database she
could think of up tight.

Then there was the command Keale had created, in case worse came to worse. "Ozone?”

"Yes, Captain.”

"Mindwipe."

"Completing request.”

Those werethe last wordsthe Al would ever say. Right now it wasin there eating out its own
brain. If the pogos wanted to do anything with this ship, they would have to enter in each and every
command sequence themselves, without any help.

Theinner hatch opened and ahalf dozen Dedelphi spilled into the room. Esmaraude swung her



chair around and pulled out the command word as she did it. The Dedelphi |ooked bewildered, she
thought, to see no one left but her.

"Youwill not be hurt," said the leader in lilting English. "We want the ship.”

"It'syours." She held doft the command word for them to see, and before any of them could
move, brought it crashing down against the console.

Lareet nudged the fragments of the shattered command word with her toes. The captain had let
hersalf beled quietly away down to where the rest of her people were being held. Now, only
clean-suited sstersfilled the command center. Umat stood next to the captain's sation, listening to
Dayisen Witd givetherest of her report.

"We captured two of the three command words," said Dayisen Witd. "The head count of
prisoners matches the duty roster for the ship. There have been three Human casualties, one very serious,
but so far no deaths." Her earslowered involuntarily to her scap. "Welogt sx hundred ssters.”

Lareet squeezed Urnat's shoulder and lifted her earsto the dayisen around them. "Wewill mourn
our gsters. Thisship isthe payment of their life debt. They, we, have donewell. Very well."

The dayisen swelled with pride.
"Do we have any ideawhat Kedl€'s doing?" asked Umat.

One of the Ovrth Ondt bustled over. "We have acall from engineering; they estimate about
twelve cutter-style ships on their way."

Umat nodded. "Dayisen Witd, start tossing out the prisoners. That will keep them busy for a
while”

"What do you think they will do, Sister?" asked Lareet softly.

Umat shrugged. "At thispoint, | have no idea | am hoping they don't ether.”

The shuttle Theodore Graves accelerated hard and pushed K eale back into the swaddling couch.
The Graveswas too small to have agravity deck, so they had been under acceleration gee dl the way
out. He had rotated the couch so he was sitting upright and able to reach the worktable his portable had
been dotted into. Around him, two dozen of his people had done the same. They conferred with their
machines, their implants, or one ancther, in quiet, confident tones. All of them avoided looking at him.

Kedle had threaded into the shuttle's exterior cameras, and his portable screen showed him the
approach of the white blur that would eventudly resolveitself into the Ur. From thisdistance, it was
unlikely that they'd see anything useful, even an escaping shuttle, but he wanted to ook anyway. ESmo's
info-dump had reached him two hours ago. He'd quick-scanned it, looking for something that could be
done, something that could be exploited to bring this disaster to aquick close. There wasn't much.



What he really wanted to do was shout at the Dedelphi overrunning the ship. "What do you idiots
think you're doing?' he wanted to say. ""Do you know what well do to you? To your ssterson the
ground? Do you have any ideawhat we can do to al of you? Obvioudly not, because if you'd stopped to
think about it, you wouldn't have pulled thissuicidd stunt!™

Instead, he turned to his saff. "Ashe, how're the spy lites coming?

Ashe, abig-boned, serious, golden-haired woman, murmured something to her implant. "The
guysinthe Tamulevick say they'll have them up and flying by thetime we get there.”

Good enough. "Whaen, anything on the long-range?’

The sand brown man bent over his own portable and shook his head. "All quiet. Whatever's
going oninthere, itsstaying in there”

"Anything on the computer lines?'

"Not since the cut-and-run order came." Whalen touched afew keys. "We're not picking up
anything, not even maintenance calls between the Al and the jobbers. Whatever they're doing, they're not
talking about it anywherewe can ligenin.”

Probably using paper, or their hardwired speakers. Primitive, but completely secure from Human
oying.

For the moment, hetold himself. For the moment only.

Hefdt old. Old and tired and worried. There were Humansin there, and he was responsible for
them. Esmo was with them. If the Dedelphi were not willing to talk ... Alternatives would be found. He
would get the people out.

Movement on the cameradisplay caught his eye. His heart froze. Something white and about the
gzeof agrain of sand, drifted away from the Ur, heading at aforty-five-degree angle up fromitsdisk.
Another flew in dmogt adtraight line from the plane. Another dropped off a a ninety-degree angle.

The bridge crew must have noticed it, too, because the camera suddenly zoomed in on thefirst of
the grains. Firg, Keale saw it was round. Then, he saw it was clear with adark center.

Then he saw it was arescue ball. With an occupant.

He touched theintercom key. "Thisis Keale. Pull the shot out again.”

"Acknowledged," camethe voice of Holger Redding, the Gram's copilot.

The cameras view pulled back. More white grains had joined thefirst, each heading on a
separate trgectory from the others, spreading out at every possible angle. Some of them got caught in the
ship's gravity field and bounced hard against the dome, eventualy settling into orbit around the big ship

liketiny moons.

Kede had an abrupt vision of acluster of Dedel phi in the number five airlock grasping the
Humansin their rescue bals and heaving them out into the vacuum.



Ddliberately scattering them to keep us a arescue for aslong as possible. Kedefdt hismouth
harden. And it's going to work, too.

His attention was gill glued to the screen, but his hands flew across his portable€s keys, daving
the Gravessintercom to the rest of the fleet.

"Attention, dl personnd. Thisisnow arescue misson. Top priority. We have to assume there's
going to be thefull thousand of them." And we are going to get them dl.

"Anderson?' He halled the Gravess pilot. "Head usin, top speed. Shuttle group, fan out, make
surewe cover dl sdesof the Ur. Aubrey, Maturin, Hough, you take the far side. Tamulevich, Deku,
Brian, take the downside. Everson and Sampson will take the near side. Hale, hang back and circle us,
pick up anybody who didesthrough.”

Affirmative replies flooded back to him, and he fet margindly better. A lot was going to depend
on the pilots. Much of the success of this rescue boiled down to a physics problem: velocity, trgjectory,
and force.

And speed.
"Suits, people.”" Kede planted his magnetic dippers on the deck and undid his couch straps.

All security personnel on the Bioverserolls were trained in as many kinds of space-based search
and rescue as the system guard could think up. They could do this. They would do this.

Down inthe hold, Kede shut himsdf into one of the suit lockers. He stripped out of his clothes
and put on askintight, white singlet that covered him from toe to neck. In astdl that wasthe size of a
small shower, careful waldos covered him with organic insulation and abright yellow layer of pressure
webbing. Over it, he strapped the backpack harness with the helmet collar attached. He pulled apatch
cord out of the collar and hooked it up to histemple implant. He locked on the helmet, did on the gloves,
knee and elbow braces, and boots.

Out in the common area, he helped his people on with their batteries and air tanks, and was
hel ped on with his. Nobody spoke beyond the ritud fit-and-function checks. Everyone was too
distracted by what they'd seen outside.

The Ur's actud crew members were experienced spacers. They'd be dl right. Therest of the
personnel, though, alot of them would just be sm trained. Right now, they would be tumbling around,
frightened, confused, and probably amess, with their own vomit bouncing around the ball with them.
Most of them would be completely unable to see that help was on itsway.

Keale and his people made their way down into the cargo bay. The shuttle had not been
designed as arescue vehicle. Instead of one huge hatch like ambulance ships, it had three small airlocks
on either sde of itssingle, cavernous bay. The Graves was empty of cargo, but not for long.

"l want six to alock, two outside to grab, two to run the hatches, and two to get those people
out of the rescue balls and make sure they're al right. Rotate positions every two hours.” Kealerattled off
assgnments, finishing with, "Ashe, Dedle, Chung, Skdlly, and Vera, you're with me at number four.”

Ashe and Verafollowed Kealeinto the number four lock. Skelly shut theinner door. Theworld



hummed and whirred and whooshed as the small chamber depressurized. Each of them indtinctively
grabbed one of the handholds.

The outer door cycled open and let in al the light-flecked darkness of the universe. Kede felt the
brief dizzinessthat came from having nothing between himsdlf and infinite vacuum.

Purpose and training took over. Ashe pulled atether out of itsrack. She jacked one end into the
socket to the right of the airlock and hooked the other end to Keale€'s belt. She turned around, and Keale
connected her to the left Sde of the lock. They held on and waited for their chance.

From where Kedle was, the rescue bals were as big as medicine balls, and he could make out
the doll-sized Humansinsde them. There were gill more being tossed out the airlock. A few people had
worked their handsinto the ball's gloves and had managed to hang on to each other, turning the individual
bubblesinto stringslike modd molecules.

The Gravess pilots were done hurrying. The shuttle moved at a steady, leisurely pace. They
steered carefully into the nearest group of rescue balls. Some of the bubbles occupants spotted the ship
and tried to scramble around to get a better view, sending their containersrolling gently over.

"Okay, airlocks,” came Anderson's voice across Keal€'s suit intercom. "It's up to you."
"Let'sgo,” said Kedeto Ashe.

Helet go of the handle and gave himsdlf asmall shove out into the blackness. Histether played
out behind him. He turned his head and focused his attention on the nearest rescue ball.

"Guideto target,” he murmured to hisimplant. The suit'sjet pack squirted once, veering him off at
asharp angle. He stretched his hands out. The transparent rescue ball filled hisview. Therewasa
teak-skinned man inside with an expression of relief on hisface so intense it was amost painful.

Kede's hands collided with the ball and found two of the multiple handlesthat covered the
outside.

"Back," he ordered. The suit spoke to the tether, which began reding Kede and the man back
toward the shuittle.

Ashewas dready back in the airlock with her first rescue. Keale guided his man's rescue ball
insde, and Veracycled the outer door shut.

Therestwo. Kealelooked out at the clusters of floating bubbles. Hold on out there. Were on
our way.

Four and ahdf hours and six hundred people later, Kedle sat in the shuttle's main compartment
with atired and grim Esmaraude next to him. She had both hands wrapped around a soft beaker of
coffee. He was sucking down water. His shoulders ached, and his arms felt like rubber hoses.

"They got the engineering word, but they didn't get mine," said Esmo. "I've got no idea about
gravity. Has anybody found Rudu King?'



Kede nodded. "He'sin sick bay, but they had to knock him out.” Pain creased Esmo'sface.
"Hell bedl right, they said. Just going to need hisleg jump-grown."

"Weweretoo dow." Esmo scowled at her hands holding the coffee bulb. "Stood around like
sheep, going 'What the heck isthat, boyo?"

"Excuse me," interrupted a man's soft voice.

Kedelooked up to see Dr. David Zelotes. The man looked haggard, but not shattered like some
peoplethey'd pulled in.

"Yes, Doctor?' said Esmo.

Zeloteswaslooking directly at Kedle, and Keale knew what was coming next. "I was wondering
if theréd been any word about Lynn Nussbaumer."

"Therewasn't when | left,” said Keale askindly as he could. "But I'll redl athread out to Base.
Something may have comein since.”

"Thank you." Zd otestried to straighten himsdlf up. "Thererealot of contusions and broken
bones and shock among the evacuees, Captain, but everyone'sin decent shape.”" It was asif hewas
trying to be useful as an gpology for interrupting.

"Thank you, Doctor," said Esmo briskly. "Let usknow if there's anything you need." She spoke
asif shewere till aboard her fully stocked ship, not aboard an underequipped shuttle retreating to its
base.

"I will." Zd otes turned around and headed back for the hold.
Esmo shook her head and whispered, "Poor bastard.”

"We've al done everything we can,” said Kedle softly. "What we've got to decideiswhat to do
next. Assume the Dedel phi have two command words, what can they do?"

Esmo swallowed alittle more coffee. "Not awholelot that'simmediatdly useful. The Al'sgone. |
shut down the engines, sealed up everything | could think of from my station. They'll need the captains
word to get that undone.”

Kede drummed hisringers on histhigh. "So they can't even move the thing until they decrypt the
command codes."

Captain Esmaraude lowered her coffee beaker. "You don't think ..."

"They are at least going to giveit agood try, Captain. Whether they can or not... They've tapped
our communications, they've stolen one of our ships. I'm not going to be the one who saysthey can't
solve one of our codes.” Helet out asigh. "Until then, however, they've stolen anidand.” He scowled at
the city-ship sitting serendly in the middle of his portable screen. "We need to find away to spy on their
conversations, but we're working on that. By tomorrow we'll have a sat-net thrown up to keep an eye on
them." He paused. "Maybe we can get one of the engineering ships down from the asteroid belt and take
the place gpart around them. There might be some ways the nanotech teams could make it too



uncomfortabletoliveinthere..." Helet the sentencetrail off. There were possibilities. Plenty of them. He
had to believe that right now, or he was no good to anybody.

"Well"--Esmo swigged some more coffee--"if it's any consolation, you wereright.”

Kede snorted. "I was wrong, Esmo. | was preparing for a spontaneous attack, amob action. |
completely failed to consider an organized, carefully planned takeover by a group of people who had
sudied usfor along time." He laughed once. "Never, ever trust the stats, Esmo. They lie.”

"What do you think they're going to do now?"

Kede shook hishead. "I've got no idea. Try to atack the t'Therian city-ship, maybe. Takeall
those virus samples we've got in there and dump them over the t'/Aon peninsula. Find abig rock to drop,
maybe. They've donethat before."

Esmo studied her coffee. " So what are we going to do now?" she asked calmly.

"Hra"--Kede looked at the tiny, glowing city-ship on his screen--"we're calling the home system
and getting reinforcements.” His eyes narrowed as he looked down at the city-ship again. "Then, we're
going to show our guestsjust what kind of trouble they'rein.”

Chapter XVI

The carrier crept forward another few feet. Arron shifted hisweight from one buttock to the
other. They'd been riding in the carrier's canvas-roofed cargo bin for the better part of an hour. Bait and
Entsh had been able to take themm most of the way using the security tunnels. They'd made good time,
athough being surrounded by the reek of gasoline and smog and the constant echo of traffic noise had
not made for acomfortable trip.

They'd had to emerge onto the main streets when they reached the town of Mrant Chavat. Too
many checkpoints, down below, Bait had told them. This closeto the port fortifications, the cargo bin
would have to be ingpected.

Arron ran his hand across the stubble on his chin and his scalp. Heitched. He aso stank, but
Lynn assured him it was dl right; she did, too. Lynn sat on the opposite Side of the bin from him. Res
huddled under the canvas openings at the rear, where the air circulation was best. Her skin was till
twitching way too much, he noticed.

None of them had spoken since they climbed into the carrier. Lynn leaned againgt one of the
support struts for the canvas and pretended to be adeep. He suspected her infection was taking more out
of her than she wanted to admit. The skin around the bandage was swollen and cherry red, with dark
streaks running through it. The liquid seeping out from under the ragged cloth had agreenish tinge that
could not be good.

Hed cdled her hissgter yesterday. It was the only Getesaph word for a close relationship.
"Friend" didn't really exist. Ally was atrangtory term. Those who were closest to you could only be
sigters, mothers, or daughters. There were no words in Getesaph for how he had felt when he had seen
her again after al theseyears.



God, held missed her. Not just for the sex. Hed had that, as needed. The Human population on
the Getesgph's Earth was not that small, and it circulated fairly regularly. Hed missed her laugh, her
voracious intelligence, her sharp opinions, her ways of spesking.

There had never been anybody like her, before or since. He'd wanted to rescue her. To show
her thishad dl been amistake. To explain why she was going about her project al wrong in away she'd
understand.

Then, when sheéld heard about the Ur, sheld said, "David," and he'd felt something insde him
sngpintwo.

Thisiscrazy. Heleaned his head back againgt astrut and stared up at the rippling canvas ceiling.
Thisiscompletely crazy. My friends, my family are committing suicide out there, and I'm Sitting here
being jedlous of Lynn's... whoever.

Arron tried to find something e se to think about. He couldn't hear any of the town noise over the
rumble of the engines and the rattle of struts. Shadows of buildings and traffic passed outside the canvas.
He could sméll the city smells of smog and fish and garbage and spices.

A shrieking roar sat him bolt upright. The carrier jerked to ahalt. Other noisesjoined the shriek:
adistant boom and crump.

Oh, no.
"What!" exclamed Resaime.
Lynn sat up, groggy but wide-eyed.

Arron scrambled to the rear of the carrier. Resaime scuttled aside. He undid one of theties and
raised the canvas.

The cloud blanket had broken to |et some blue gleam through. The shriek began again and Arron
saw the black wedges of war-planes streak across the sky. The crump and boom of the shore batteries
split the city noises. Which meant more planes were coming.

A new shriek started, and nearby he heard abang. His gaze jerked to a rooftop. Somebody had
arocket gun set up on atripod. They fired it, and it went bang! with aflash and cloud of smoke, and the
planes appeared overhead and a cloud of flame blossomed out of the side of one. A cheer went up, until
one of the black wedges swooped back toward them.

Something dark fell from it. Reflex yanked Arron's head and shoulders back into the carrier.

"Cover!" he shouted, curling into abal, for dl the good it would do.

The explosion was athousand separate noises. crumbling stone, screams, crackling dust, rising
fire, and tearing metal. The carrier rocked sdeways, hard, whed slifting up off the ground and damming
back down again.

The noiserolled on, but didn't start over. Soon the sounds of shouting voices and running feet
overwhdmed it.



One bomb, that was al. For the moment.

"What the hell?' demanded Lynn.

"Airrad." Arron straightened up.

Lynn's face went chalk white. "Oh, God. Res, areyou -- "

A wailing sren cut the air. "Shhhh." Arron waved her quiet. Theinitid wail wasfollowed by the
dow, measured beating of agong.

Resand Lynn stared at him. "Call to arms." He dumped backwards. "Therésawar sarting.”
"Out." shouted Entsh from the cab.

"What?' sad Lynn.

"Out! Out! We haveto report for duty.”

"But we need ..." began Arron.

"Y ou need to find your own kind and get out of here," said Bait. "We have to report, so you have
to take your pet devnaand go."

Lynn opened her mouth again, but Arron laid ahand on her arm and shook his head. Not this
time. Duty camefirg.

Arron climbed out of the earner, followed by Lynn. Resaime, shaking dl over, climbed out after
them.

"Good luck," shouted Bait asthe carrier engine's hum raised to a screaming pitch and it
accelerated into the crowd, leaving them standing on the cracked pavement.

Everyone was running in different directions. Someone bumped into him, looked at him, and
screamed. Arron tried to back away and collided with someone € se, who shouted and shoved a him. A
mother snatched a daughter out of his path. Someone shoved him sideways so hard he fell, hitting the
pavement with his shoulder.

"Get away, Human!" she shouted.

He managed to look up and see Lynn. She and Res had made it into adoorway. Lynn stood
over Resaime, shadowing Reswith her body, so no one would see that the Sster had the telltale blue tint
to her skin that marked the t Theria

Arron got to hisfeet and forced a path over to Lynn and Res. He tried the handle on the door
behind them. It gave, and the door opened onto adim corridor.

No one needed any urging. Lynn and Res bundled inside.

The building was a market. Distribution stalls on one side, warehouse area on the other. Stairs



ran up to the office area and quartersfor the family who worked the place.

"Wait in here)" said Arron hurriedly. "Find something sturdy to get under and lielow. No one will
be back until well after the attack’s over. I'm going to go find help.”

Lynn nodded mutely. Res dipped her ears. Her skin sagged so badly she looked like shewas
ready for the Change.

Arron made himsdf turn around and walk out the door.

The world outside had gone insane. The streets were jammed with people. The frame carsand
carriers, suffed with ssters, most of them armed, couldn't move for the crowds, no matter how
energeticaly the drivers shouted. The call to arms was now punctuated with general announcements.
What snippets he could make out under the cacophony of the shore guns were about reporting to shelter
or duty stations. He glanced up. Huge blue-and-grey multipropped helicopters flew over the bay. He
squinted toward the horizon and saw the black oblongs of distant war cruisers.

What's happening? Whao's doing this? Looking at the ‘copters didn't help. Straining to hear the
PA announcements didn't either.

Arron stood alone on the edge of the chaos. For thefirgt timein ten years, he fet totaly cut off
from theworld.

Get it together, Hagopian.

Bait and Entsh had said he should find his own kind. Right now, that wasn't abad idea. If he
remembered right, Mrant Chavat was afair-sized port. There might be atrader or embassite down on
the quays. There might even be some Bioverse personnel. Somebody with a boat, or avan.

Arron raised his collar and hunched his neck down. He pulled his deeves over his hands and
clutched the hems from the inside so the cloth covered his hands. His trousers and boots werein one
piece, which was something, but there was nothing he could do about his bare, hairy face, nothing he
could do about alot of things, except move fast.

One good thing, with an invasion on, Bait and Ensh's employers probably won't have the chance
to grab usagain.

Arron stepped into the mainstream of foot traffic. Mothers saw him and pulled up short, yanking
their children into their arms and leaving holes in the crowd for him to duck through. People scrambled to
get away from him, knocking down their mothers and sisters. Arron winced but let them fall. The only
favor he could do everyone right now was get out of their way.

He headed west, hugging the buildings on the edge of the crowd, dodging past doorways as fast
as he could to avoid the sigters charging down the stairs with their guns, or the mothers with their children
and bundles. The congtant roar of the guns was making his ears go numb, but now he heard anew
sound. Water splashed somewhere to hisright. He saw a narrow space between two buildings with light
at itsend. Arron turned himself sideways and did into the crack. Chest and back scraping against rough
concrete, he shinnied sideways through garbage, decaying leaves, and guano and out into the next street.

A quick glance showed he was in a crooked street that ran aong the ridge of asandy bank.



Laddersled straight down to the docks. The grey-green harbor was choked with boats trying to get to
shore. Some sisters just abandoned the vessals and ran for the shore, hopping from deck to deck. Some
dived into the water and swam under the hulls. Out toward the mouth of the bay, the shore gunstargeted
the invading ships. The shells mostly landed in the water, raising huge gouts of foam, but here and there,
Arron could see them hit the invaders decks, raising agout of fireinstead.

Whilethe civilianstried to get inland to report to their shelters or militia units, the uniformed
soldiers were heading for the water. Low, flat, armored transportslay waiting for them in the restricted
areas of the harbor. Arron knew what was coming next. The soldiers were heading out to minethe
harbor and to try to attach bombsto the hulls of theinvading ships. They'd be joined by the troops who
waited in the underwater bunkers, holed up like clamsin their shells. The tunnels under the bay would be
at least as busy asthe docks, but probably more organized. Arms, supplies, and sisters would be shuttled
to their sations.

Theinvaders, in turn, would send their own troopsinto the water to stop the troops and the
mines and to destroy the bunkers.

A glint caught his eye and he saw, short and pae among the pinkish grey Dedelphi, a clean-suited
Human arguing with atrio of soldiers. Ignoring the ladders, Arron half scrambled, half did down the
sandy dope. His boots hit the dock. Instantly, he was surrounded by aforest of shoulders and backs. He
dodged hisway through. All a once, he found himself in adtill, clear spot, nose-to-nose with afamiliar
face.

"Cabd!"

Thetrader blinked, asif he was having trouble focusing. "Arron! What the hell are you still doing
here?'

Got ayear, Cabad?"Itsaredly long story. Have you got your boat?"
Cabd glowered at the soldiers. "I'm trying to find out.”

Arron looked up at the soldiers. Three ovrth, by the bands on their cuffs. "The light of day looks
good on you, Sister Ovrth," he said in hisbest, most forma Getesaph. "I am Scholar Arron Hagopian.”

"Scholar Arron?" The pinkest of the three held her ears up straighten "What a delight to meet
you. | wish thetime permitted something other than ahasty greeting.”

Since Arron had no earsto dip, he bowed hishead. "So do |. | came hereto find Trader Cabal.
Her boat isrequired to evacuate the remaining Humans from the danger area.”

Caba gave him agartled look, but kept his mouth shut.
"The Humans have all been evacuated. Bioverse took care of that,” said Ovrth Pink.

"Not dl." Arron shook hishead. "Thelast few need to be removed to aneutral idand. Caba has
been authorized to take them out. | have cometo find her."

The ovrth looked dubious. "1 do not want you to get in trouble, Sisters, but Bioverse will want to
know why their personnel were endangered without cause," added Arron.



Their earsdl twitched uneasily. "The boat must be removed from the harbor,” said onewith a
crisscrossing of scars on the backs of her hands.

"Of course," said Cabd. "As soon as possible.”
The shortest of the soldiers made some marks on Cabal's harbor permit and handed it back to
him. Caba stuffed it into his pocket. He and Arron walked a ways down the dock, where the crowd had

room to flow around them.

"I oweyou for that," said Cabd. "l tried to make one run too many. Missed my ride out. What
happened to you?'

Arron'stongue froze to the roof of his mouth. "There wasamix-up,” hesaid at last. "I need to get
aJt_"

"No problem,” Cabd said easily. "I'm ready to go now."

Arron held up hishands. "I've got afriend and atTherian who need to go with me."

"A tTherian!" Caba's voice dropped to a stage whisper. "Are you crazy? Those are the
tTherians out there!" He stabbed hisfinger toward the mouth of the harbor. "If the Getesaph catch her,
shel'sdead.”

"I know that," said Arron flatly. "Do you think you could get us out to one of the warships?'

Cabal shook hishead. "I do owe you, Arron, but making arun out to the enemy ships acrossan
aguatic war zone, itisnot worth it. It'sjust not."

Arron licked hislips. He should have known. Caba had never been exactly atruistic. "What
would makeit worth it?"

"What?' Cabd's forehead wrinkled.

"What would make it worth it?' asked Arron urgently. "My friend, she'sa senior with Bioverse.
She can pull more strings than anest of spiders. What would make the run worth it?”

Theincredulity on Cabd's face bled off into consideration. "A trip back to Sol."
"Easy. Therés ships back and forth dl thetime."

"Y ou shouldn't sound so desperate, Arron." His mouth twisted. "It makesit hard to believe you
can do what you're saying."

"Comeon, Caba." Arron tried to force some easy camaraderieinto hisvoice. "Y ou know me."

"Yeah, | do." Arron was taken aback by theirony in histone. "And I'll bet you're willing to swear
to me she's got pull with the Mars colony trade council,, too."

Thistime, Arron's grin was completely genuine. "Let's put it thisway. Help me, and you'l be
saving one of the daughters of the founding family."



Cabd gavealow whigtle. "Y ou've got a Shin t Theria? Here? What have you been doing?*
"| told you, there was amix-up.”

"Y eah, right. Okay," Cabal looked across the harbor. The armored transports pulled away from
the dock. Anather flight of planes screamed overhead. "Okay, get them down here. I'll get the engines
going so we can get out fast. The more we delay, the uglier the way out isgoing to get.”

I'm with you there. "Okay, but one thing, Caba. Have you got any spare clean-suits on board?"
Cabd actudly gave him asmdl smile. "Anything ese, Mon-sewer?"

Arron shrugged. "A couple bottles of water and some carbo-protein rations, if you've got any.
And amedikit."

Caba gave agtartled laugh. " Suits and supplies and a suicide run. Hagopian, she'd better be Shin
tTheria"

Arron grinned. "l swear on my doctora thess."

"l suppose | can accept that," Caba sounded warier than Arron would have liked. "Okay, let's
get you your goodies.”

The planes were till flying when Arron emerged from Cabd's boat, freshly clean-suited and with
abackpack of supplies dung over his shoulder. He climbed the ladders up to the street and found his
narrow pass-through. Hewas halfway dong it, wincing as his hdmet grated againgt the building's cement
walls, when he heard the whistle, the screams, the bass rumbles, and the multi-layered sounds of
destruction that meant the bombs had started falling on Mrant Chavat.

Arron cursed and tried to move faster. The cement dragged at his new clean-suit, dicing into the
organic. Another bomb fell. The ground trembled, and the buildings on either sde of him swayed. He
cursed again and pulled himsdlf out into the Street.

It was deserted. Everyone from this quarter was where they needed to be. He saw adust cloud
farther inland, and the remains of one of the mgjor bridges. Firdlight reflected on the buildings that il
stood.

Don't stand here gaping. Y ou've got to get Lynn and Res out of this!

Heforced himsdlf into arun. Planes roared and screamed. Whistles, crumps, bangs, the tattered
sound of firesfilled the world. Arron tried to block it out and concentrate on which way he was going.

He turned onto the nameless street that held the market building. The smell of dust and burning
worked itsway through his helmet. Arron looked up.

The market building wasn't in its place. Instead, there was a pile of rubble with broken girders
gticking up through it and sparking wires bristling here and there.

"No!" He ran to the mound. He grabbed a stone and heaved it asde. He dug his handsinto the
dirt, flinging it every which way. He threw back more stones, and more dirt.



"Siger, Sder," said a Getesgph voice. "It'sal right. The building was empty.”

Arron stared at the owner of the voice, a stooped mother with her grown daughters beside her.
"It wasn't empty. There was amother and daughter in there. | told them to wait in there.”

The mother blinked. Without another word, she and her daughters lunged at the pile of rubble,
lifting rocks and scooping dirt. Arron clawed and scrabbled at the stones, sending them rolling down the
mound.

Thisisnot happening. This can't be happening. | got help. We werepoinp to be dl right. We
were getting out. It was going to be okay.

More sstersjoined the effort, digging, passing stones down to each other, getting the electrical
wires guided away from the girders, pressing their ears to the ground. None of them seemed worried
about his poisons. The coopertive spell had descended over them dl, and the only thing that mattered
was moving the mountain in front of them.

Dust coated Arron's hemet and he had to wipe it away repeatedly with his deeve. Hisgloves
split, so did his nails and skin underneath. He kept going. Lynn was aive down there. She was. She had
to be.

Let her bedl right. Please, Jesus, God, Allah, Mary, Joseph, his Odin Mithras, Patrick, Jehovah,
Y ahweh, Mothers, oh, Mothers, please, Buddha.

"I hear them!" shouted one of the listeners. She pressed her head against ajumble of broken
concrete. "Under here!™

So many sisters descended on the pile, Arron found himself pushed back. He stood behind them,
panting hard. His hands flexed and trembled. Tears mixed with the swest running down hisface. He
became aware that the shore guns were il firing, the planeswere il roaring overhead, and the
shattering, crumbling explosion of dropping bombs till went on, and on.

Stones passed down to the relatively clear streets. Someone brought in a crowbar. Someone else
brought in abrace. He couldn't see what was going on. He couldn't make himsdf move.

"She's Human!" unidentifiable voices cdled and answered one another. " Therewas aHuman."
"Whereisshe?' "Get her down there™ "Humar/ A sster of yoursisdown herel™

Arron dived into the center of the crowd. He heard afew gasps of " Scholar Arron!™ behind him.
In front of him, the broken concrete had been cleared to expose ajagged, black hole. Someone shined a
lightintoit. He saw aflash of light, brown skin, afrightened eye, ahand.

"Lyt

A rope came from somewhere. Arrontied it around hiswaist. A light tube was pressed into his
hand.

Carefully, one step at atime, he picked hisway down the rubble. It shifted and crumbled under
hisfeet, showering Lynn with sones and dust. Theruin cut off the daylight. His boots found semifirm
purchase, and he crouched beside her, afraid to move and bring the rest of the building down on top of



them.

"Okay, I'm here. Well get you out." He saw what had happened. A support beam had falen
againg one of the remains of the foundation wall, creating asmall pocket, just enough for themto ...

Them? Where's Res?

He saw Lynn'shand, flung toward the interior of the ruined building. He saw it clutching
Resaime's hand. He saw the end of the beam that had sheltered Lynn, and he saw the blood.

His stomach heaved hard, forcing bile up histhroat until he choked.
"Ca... can you move?'
"Yes," whispered Lynn. Shetucked her legs under her. Sowly, shelet go of Resaime's hand.

Arron wrapped an arm tightly around her shoulders and helped her to her knees. She was
shaking violently. Shock. Shock without a doubt.

"We need some blankets!" he shouted up the hole. "Come on, Lynn." He placed her hands,
pointed out where she could put her feet, and boosted her from the side.

At last, they emerged into daylight. Lynn ssumbled and leaned againgt him as he helped her down
to the street. Hands held out blankets to wrap her in. Someone else held out amug of something green.
Arron tasted it. It was a cold tea he'd drunk athousand times. He pressed it into Lynn's hands.

Her face was a disaster. Her bandage had been torn away dong with half the skin on her cheek.
Dirt, blood, pus, and mucus caked her face and empty orb. More ran down her cheek and neck, while
she sat oblivious with the clay cup clutched in her hands. Her scalp was amass of cuts and blood. He
could see her torn and jagged implant under the cut in her temple. Her clothes were cut to ribbons,
exposing shoulder, breast, torso, and knee.

"l had abag,” he said to the cluster of anxious sgters. ""Can anyone see my bag?'

It was handed to him. He tore it open and found the medikit. "Theres aboat in the harbor. A
Human boat. It belongsto Trader Cabal. She was waiting for us. Can anyone run to the harbor and tell
her what happened? Tell her she must wait." His own hands shook as he opened the kit. "Well be there,
but she must wait." A pair of sstersvolunteered and scampered off.

Inthe kit he found sterile pads, temporary skin, fungicides, anti-bacteriads, and painkillers. He
handed two of the painkillersto Lynn. She stared at them in her scratched and dirty palm. He put her
hand to her mouth. She swallowed the pills. He raised the cup for her. She drank.

Arron's sscomach rebelled again. He gritted histeeth in fierce concentration as he siwabbed and
disinfected theworst of Lynn'swounds. He laid patches of temporary skin across her face and temple
and wrapped bandages on top of that. Someone had brought plain water and atowd. Hewas ableto
wash down the rest of her face and scalp.

Her lips started moving. One word, over and over, with no sound behind it.



"Lynn, | can't hear you. What do you want?' He bent down until her lips brushed his helmet.
"David," shemurmured, asif to her implant. "David, David, David."

"We're going to him, Lynn," said Arron, and the memory of how they'd told Res they were going
to find her Aunt Sengjess rushed through him, burning asit went. "We're on our way, right now.

She blinked and focused her eye on him.
"Arron? Oh, God, Res..."
"I know." He cupped his hands around hers. "Drink the tea, Lynn. Y ou need it."

Shedrank. Arron looked around. His crowd of helpers had cleared. Mission accomplished. The
live person had been retrieved and delivered into the hands of her sister. Now there were other, more
immediate tasks a hand. The city was under sege and on fire. Therewasalot to do.

He glanced around wildly and saw an abandoned pushcart lying onitsside. Heranto it. Both
whedls and the axle were intact. He righted it and shoved it over to Lynn.

"Let mehepyouin." Hehed out hishand.
"No. I'll..." She set down the cup.

"Lynn, we haveto go. Caba might dready haveleft!” It wasthefirst time hed let himself think
about it, and the idealeft him numb with terror.

Lynn didn't say anything else. Shelet him help her into the cart. Arron grabbed the handrails and
shoved the cart forward. Every muscle and joint shot back pain in protest. The smooth wood burned
againg hisraw pams, but he managed to get them going. Moving at alimping trot, Arron pushed Lynn
through the ruined streets, while still more planes flew overhead.

Because of the cart, he couldn't use his pass-through to the harbor. He had to take them by a
more circuitous route. A bunch of buildings had been bombed into rubble-filled craters, making for longer
detours. No one appeared to help. None of the passing public-health carriers or troop trucks stopped. It
wasjust him and Lynn and the whole world falling gpart around them.

He knew what the bombers were redly looking for. They were looking for the underground
crechesthat held the daughters and the carrying mothers. That was standard tactics. He didn't want to
think about it, but he knew it wastrue.

Findly, they reached the harbor. The guns still thundered, but more raggedly. ThetTherian ships
still stood out to sea. Gouts of water erupted out of the harbor at random intervals. The battle down there
had been joined.

The harbor was nothing but a mass of abandoned boats. Arron scanned them, looking for
Caba's nondescript trawler. He didn't seeit, and didn't seeit, and didn't seeit. Panic tightened histhroat.

Something flashed white among the boats. His gaze fastened on it. Cabal waved frantically from
his boat's aft deck. Relief robbed Arron of most of his remaining strength. He waved back. Caba looked



across the harbor as another geyser erupted and vanished into the boat's cabin.

Arron got the pushcart down to the quay. Lynn climbed out clumsly, one hand clutching the
blanket around her shoulders, but she did it under her own power and Arron was glad. He wasn't sure
he'd be ableto lift her again. They teetered dong the docks, leaning against each other's shoulders. They
all but collapsed onto Cabal's boat.

He must have already cast off, because as soon as they hit the wooden deck, the engine roared
into life, and the boat pulled away from the dock. She nosed around and headed for open water. It
wasn't astraight path, because of al the abandoned boats, but Arron was sure Caba knew what he was
doing. He'd done it athousand times.

"Let'sget below," Arron picked himself up off the deck and held out ahand to Lynn. Shetook it.
He helped her down the ladder into the hold.

Because it was a Dedelphi boat, there were no separate cabins, just alower hold for cargo and
an upper hold for people and yet more cargo. Not being comfortable on apad on the floor, however,
Caba had bunks built into the sides. Arron ingtaled Lynn in one and went onto the cramped bridge.

Caba glanced over his shoulder as Arron entered. His hands gripped the whed asif they were
weldedtoit.

"Holy God and Hell, Arron, | thought you'd gotten us both killed." He heaved the whed
clockwiseto steer around a cluster of trawlers and their anchor cables. " Are your friends below?’

"Lynnis." Arron collapsed onto anarrow ledge of abench that ran dong the cabin's starboard
wall. "Resaimé's deed.”

Cabal st hisjaw and kept his eyes on the window. "1 was aimost dead. Did you see those boats
smashed up back there? They're bombing the harbor. Y ou owe me alot more than atrip back home for
thisone, Arron. A lot more.”

Arronlooked up a him. For amoment he considered killing him outright and taking the boat for
himsdf.

Caba cleared the last of the anchored boats. A boom sounded through the hull, and awave
duiced over the deck. The boat rocked violently. Cabal cranked up the power to the engine, and the
boat |urched forward.

"Too close, too close," he muttered through clenched teeth. "God and Hell, can't they seethisisa
civwieboat?'

Another boom resonated through the decks. The boat bucked and kicked.
"Y ou got a speaker station aboard?’

Both Arron and Cabal jumped. Lynn, blanket pinned around her shoulderswith apair of small
clamps, stood in the cabin's threshold.

"Yeah," said Cabdl, trying to look at her and out the front window at the sametime.



"Put acal out to thetTherian ships." Lynn gripped the railing that had been mounted a a
Deddphi'swas height. "Ask for Pragis ShintTheria"

"Lynn," said Arron gently, "we don't know she's here.”

"She'shere," said Lynn bitterly. "The Getesaph took her sster and her daughter; of course she's
here. She's probably dropping the goddamned bombs with her own hands." She tightened her hold on
therailing and stared out the window. "' Sheis most definitely here”

Praeis stood in the map room with Neys and Silv. The chart of the Hundred Ides waterslay on
the table. Small red magnets marked the known positions of the Getesaph ships and fortifications. Black
magnets marked the t Therian positions. Thelasat on astool next to them, her hands poised over the
duplicators keys, ready to pound out orders or notes. Over the past few days, Theiahad moved firmly
into the position of junior assstant. Therewas alittle grumbling &t first, but asthe story of Pragissfamily
spread through the ranks, urged on by Neysand Silv, Praeis suspected, the grumbling ceased.

Praeisleaned closer to the map and tried to marshd her thoughts. The skin on her back quivered
from being clenched so tightly. It had been too long since she'd been to war. Sheld lost the knack of
dayingcam.

The door burst open and arunner, afourth-sister, teetered into the room, caught off-balance by
asudden swell. Water streamed off her armor. Must be raining again.

"Excuse me, Mothers," she gasped. "But theré'saboat cdling for help. There's Humans aboard
and they say ..." She paused, unable to get the words out around her anxious panting.

"They say what, Sister?' demanded Neys.

"They are cdling for the Task-Mother. They say they have afriend of hersaboard. A ... Lynn
Nussha..."

Lynn? Praeis bolted from the room. She ran onto the deck, barely aware that Theiafollowed on
her hedls. Warm rain pelted her face and shoulders. Her first lid closed againgt it automaticaly, and her
nose and ears pinched down, but she didn't dow her pace.

"Where!" she shouted over the crash of waves, guns, and ram to a second-sister whose name
she couldn't remember.

"Aft quarter, Mother!" bawled the second.

Theiacaught Praeiss arm. Leaning on each other to keep baance againgt the pitch of the ship
and the rain-drenched deck, they dashed toward the stern. A cluster of arms-sisters stood staring out at
something, pointing and talking. Praeisfollowed their gaze out to the grey, choppy waves. Out there, a
middle-sized fishing boat bobbed up and down on the rough sea. She could see white figureswith guns,
shooting into the water at the heads and ears of Getesaph soldiers protruding here and there from the
waves.

Onearms-sgter clutched apair of binoculars. Pragislifted them out of her hand and focused



them on the boat and the white figures. Three Humans, she saw as the lenses brought them closer. Two
men and one woman. The woman was Lynn Nussbaumer.

"Covering fire!" Pragis barked. "Now! Get ateam and arescue boat in the water! Get methe
PA spesker!”

An arms-sister appeared with the PA speaker box in her hand and an incredible length of cable
trailing behind her. Praeistook the PA and looked out to the boat in time to see a contingent of six
ams-sgtersin light armor dive headfirst into the water. A Getesaph who'd ducked her head up saw
them, too. She made it back under the waves. The bullet meant for her hit nothing but foam.

So much for surprise.

"Lynn! Lynn!" called Praeis. The PA bellowed her words out to theworld. "It's Praeisl We're
sending help,”" shesaid in English. "Hang on! Well get to you!™

One of the smal white figureswaved itsarm. A geyser shot up beside the little boat. The craft
dropped into atrough in the waves and listed sharply to port. Two of the Humans disappeared, leaving
one on deck shooting into the ocean at things Praeis couldn't see.

It didn't take much guessing to work out what had just happened. A bomb had gone off close
enough to hull the boat, and they were sinking into the water full of Getesaph soldiers.

Theroar of amotor cut the sound of waves and bullets. A narrow troop carrier shot out from the
sde of the ship. Praeis brought up the binocs again. Neys sat in the bow with Six arms-sisters behind her,
all armed, ready to board or to dive. She trained the binocs on the Human boat.

Lynn and the man reemerged from the hold. The boat settled lower in the water. A Getesaph
reached up to the rail and was jerked backward. Unseen hands dragged her back under the water. The
troop carrier roared up to the boat's side. Lynn and the men let the arms-sisters hel p them over the side.
Lynn staggered, dmogt fell, and dumped into aman'sarms.

Pragistwisted her head around. Therewere il three arms-sisters beside her. "Y ou!" she said to
the closest. "Find out if we've got a doctor aboard who knows anything about Humans and get her down
to meet that boat. Tell them to get an iso-ward ready!” Pragiswrapped an arm around Theia. "Well go
down."

We have to, she thought, as they headed down the narrow stairsinto the cavernous hold.
Because were both eating our hearts out hoping Lynn will know where Resaimeis.

Thisiswhy we do not bring our daughtersinto combat. Too much distraction. Too hard to think
of anything else. Too much your whole world narrowed down to their pain, their needs, their scent, their
skin under your hand so smooth and strong and. . . She shook her head. Ancestors Mine, did | forget my
dosesthismorning?

The launch door opened, and the troop carrier was hoisted inside with awave of rain and
seawater. A med team, looking uncomfortable and trying to hide it, stood nearby with a body board,
respirator, and medical bags. Praeis doubted that any of them had ever seen aHuman up close, let done
treated one.



Lynn and the two men climbed out of the carrier, dong with the troops.

"Lynn!" Praeis stepped forward, stopped, and looked again. Lynn had no clean-suit on. She was
wrapped in a sodden blanket. Half her face was swaddled in bandages and her skin was grey with cold
and stress. She looked at Praeis like she'd seen the end of the world.

"Ancestors Mine." Pragisturned to the medical team. "Take her to the iso-ward. Find fresh
clothes and a heater blanket.”

"Yes, Mother," said the second-sister. "Come with us." She reached out ahand but let it fall
back. The other two responded allittle better. They held out the body board and Lynn lay down oniit.
They threw the restraints across her and carried her gingerly up the stairs.

Theialooked up at her anxioudy. Pragisruffled her daughter's ears and turned to the men. They
were both clean-suited, but the taller of the two hadn't shaved in days. Hair coated his scalp and face like
fresh-sprouted moss.

"Wecome aboard," she said, in English. "Are you good? Do you need to rest?"

"| could sure use a sit-down and something to est,” said the cleaner of thetwo. "That wasa
wholelong list of things| never want to do again.”

"We can manage both. Well put in acall to Bioverseto come get you.” Never mind we'rein the
middle of awar. It's our war, not yours. WEll get you out of hereif Thelaand | have to take you
ourselves.

"Areyou Pragis ShintThena?" blurted out the unshaven man.

"l am Pragis Shin. Thisismy daughter Thelareth ShintTheria"

The man stared at Theig, alittle too wild-eyed. Theialaid her hand over her mother's.

"I'm Schol-- I'm Arron Hagopian. I'm afriend of Lynn's."

"She'ssaid your name asafriend.” Praeisdipped her earsto him. "I hope we can meet again
when theworld iscamer." Thelatugged at her hand like achild. Praeis touched her shoulder. Her own
heart was straining, but what news there was would come soon enough.

"l...your..." He ssammered.

Hereit is. Ignoring the chill that flowed through her, Praeis flicked an ear toward Neys, and the
other toward the unnamed man.

Neys caught the signd and stepped briskly up to the man. "If you'll come with me, please.”

The man nodded. He glanced back at Arron, and seemed about to say something, but he just
shook his head and followed Neys up the sairs.

"Y ou have newsfor us?' said Pragis quietly to Arron. Theia pressed againgt her side.



Arron rubbed hisforearms, a gesture most Humans who spent long amounts of timein clean-suits
developed. Strange people, thought Pragisidly. They won't touch each other, hut they are constantly
touching themselves.

Still rubbing hisforearms, Arron started to talk. He talked about discovering the disparity in the
Getesgph passenger rogters, about waking up in acell, about Lynn being thrown in with him, and then
Resaime, and no one e se. He talked about their escape so they could save Res from their poison, about
meeting soldierswho were friends of his, how they got aride to Mrant Chavat, how the attack came,
how the bomb fell, how the 'Esaph helped him dig until he was able to go down and rescue Lynn, and no
onedse

Her sgter. Her daughter. Another sister. Another daughter. Dead. Dead. All of them, dead, with
her looking on and living on and trying and trying and trying...

"Youkilled her."
It took Praeis amoment to reconcile the words with the voice.
"Wekilled her." Thelasank to her knees on the deck.

"No, Theia" Pragis dropped down beside her daughter. My only daughter. My last daughter.
"Y ou did nothing. Nothing." She reached out to encircle Theiawith what little warmth she had to offer.

"Don't touch me." Theiagot to her feet and waked away.

After that, Pragis|ost track of time. Peopletold her things, but it was asif they spoketo her
through awall of ice. Eventualy, she moved, was moved, to an adminigtrative cabin. She sat on abench
and gared at thewall. Neys and Silv came and went, but she couldn't move to touch them. She was
distant, separate, isolated. Was this the Change? No. The Change was being immersed in the here and
now. Thiswas something else. Thiswas her own persona madness caught up with her. 1t had enabled
her to function aone, now it kept her from reaching out.

Good, good. Let me stay in here. Theiaisright. | killed them.
The door opened. Neysand Silv camein and sat, one on ether side of her.
"Mother, this cannot continue,” said one. She didn't know who. Her head did not want to turn.

"Mother, we need you back with us. We won the attack, but there is much moreto do,” said the
other.

Armswrapped around her shoulders. She was leaned against a chest. Her muscles did not relax.
She did not weep or rage. She did not care whether these two went or stayed, and she did not want to.

After awhile, they left, and she was done again. Alone was better. Alone was right and proper
and naturd for her. She had always been aone, redly. Always been herein this closed-m place without
daughters or sigters. Always.

The door opened again and somebody small and white and glistening camein. ShewasLynn,
Praeisredized after amoment. She did not Sit down. She stood in Praeissfield of vison and folded her



hands behind her back, wincing dightly asshedid.

"I've been talking to Thela," she said, speaking English, which had dways been easier for her.
"She's having arough time. Half your people are shunning her for what she said. Calling it blagphemous.
Half of them are not so sure. She'sredly confused.” Lynn paused. "She's angry and frightened and lonely.
Shedidn't meanit."

No, she meant it.
"'She's an adolescent. They say thingsthey don't mean.”
Human children do that.

Lynn rocked forward on her toes and looked down at the deck. ™Y our people are good. One of
them got aline through to the peninsula, and somebody there got ahook up to the station. Keale's
sending somebody out to get us."

Why are you here? What do you want? If anybody can recognize somebody who should be
aone, it should be a Human.

"Res held up great during the whole thing. Y ou should have seen her, Pragis. She did her Great
Family proud. Thefirst we knew about her was when they threw her in acdl with me and Arron. Our
clean-suits were dready days old, but Resaime wasn't frightened.” She went on and on, describing every
detail: how Resaime looked, how she acted, how brave she was. Slowly, Pragisfelt herself draw closer.
Theicethinned, just alittle. Painfully, her ears turned themsalves forward to hear how Res had acted
courageoudy under fire. How she had not complained once as they fled through the woods. How she
had carried hersalf during the long, tense ride through the tunnels. Brave, strong daughter Resaime. Y our
daughter. My daughter. My daughters.

"Praeis? Areyou with me? Areyou hearing this? Because | want to tell you something.” Lynn
sguatted down until her eyes werelevel with Praeiss. "I blamed you, too. When | wasthere, in the dark,
and | wasthe only oneto hold your daughter's hand. | could fedl her skin twitching and blistering and the
roof creaked, and groaned and gave and she didn't even have time to scream. | knew it was you out
here. | knew whose orders had doneit. | knew whose fault--"

"NO!I" howled Pragis.

She lunged forward to grab Lynn, but Lynn dodged sideways, and Praeisfell onto the deck. She
pounded the floor with her fists, screaming wordlesdy.

No! No! No!

"Mother?'

Warm, familiar hands grabbed her and pulled her back. Other hands held on to hers. Praeis kept
screaming until her throat was raw and all she could do was cough and choke out her rage and sorrow.
Eventualy, the foul noise stopped pouring out of her. She was able to relax into the arms that held her,
and to identify them as Thelds.

She blinked her eyes open and looked into her daughter's tear-streaked face.



"Ancestors Mine." She buried her face againgt her daughter's shoulder and held her close, and
they both wegpt for their hard, bitter loss.

Lynn closed the cabin door and walked out onto the deck, favoring her bad knee and worse
ankle. The Getesaph care-takers had bandaged them up tightly, but they hadn't been able to give her

anything for the pain.

The guns had silenced, and the most prevaent noi se was the smack of waves againgt the hull. A
light, misting rain fell, covering her hdmet and gloves with milky pearls. She shrugged further into the
borrowed fleece coat that had been cinched up with somebody's belt so it didn't drag the deck. Despite
the coat, the wind found al her aches, bandaged or unbandaged, and sharpened them.

Neysand Silv stood at therail. Lynn walked stiffly over to them.
"Pragiswill begood," shesaid huskily.
"Wesaw Thelagoin,” Silv touched her arm. "Thank you. We could not have done that.”

Lynn looked across the white-tipped waves. "Y eah, well," she said in English. Then she switched
back to tTherian. "We dl needed to find out if Theiawould go back to her. How'sthe fight going?”’

Neyswaved her ears. "It iswar. The 'Esaph are killing our sisters out there. We have been able
to dig in onfive of theidands and hold our own. We wait for reports. We got one of their airports, and
they've stopped their flyoversfor the moment. Soon their fleet will be here, and it will be our turn to
remind them whose children we are.” She bared her teeth to the wind. "The Great Familieswho dispute
our rights can declare themselves our enemies and we will take care of them in good time.”

Lynnfdt herself go very ill. "What do the other families say abouit this ... attack?"

Neys sad nothing. A shiver ran up Lynn's spine. Oh no, no, not ared war. Not an al-out war.
Bioversewould never stick around. They'd cut their losses. They'll scrap the whole thing, leave the
Dedelphi hereto die. Her heartbeat doubled, and doubled again.

Cam down, Lynn. Cam down. There's nothing you can do until you get back to Base.

Over the sudden thunder of her heart, she said, "Have you heard from Keal€'s people yet?!

"Yes," sad Neys. "They will be herein about an hour.”

Lynn nodded. Sheredized she didn't want to be near the tTheriansright now. "I'll gotell the
boys™

She climbed down the ladders, gritting her teeth against the painin her leg, and her ribsand her
hands, and navigated the meta hallways that were grimmer than anything sheld ever seen, even aboard a
cheap, short-range shuttle to the sick bay.

Like dl Dedephi workplaces, the sick bay was one big, open chamber. The wounded lay in
pairs on hard beds, groaning softly, deeping or whispering back and forth. The cases of plague or



suspected plague were separated in side alcoves that had been closed off by meta-framed windows and
primitivefilter doors.

Theiso-ward at the farthest end of the bay had been set aside for the unexpected Human guests.
She could see Arron perched on the ward's one chair. Cabal sat at the head of the wide, high bed, where
Lynn had spent the last six or eight hours recovering from the worst of the shock and exhaustion. He had
his knees bent and his back leaning againgt the wall. Cabal had taken off his helmet and gloves, but Arron
was il completdly suited.

Wi, after ten years, it probably feels strange to be out of it.

Both of them waved at her as she worked the wheel on the outer door. She stepped into the
narrow sterile area, closed the outer door, and did open the inner door.

‘Arethey dl right?' Arron asked immediately.

"They will be." Lynn sat at thefoot of the bed and took off her helmet. "I figured if | could make
Praeis scream, Thelawould come running to see what was wrong, and they'd both know they were il
family. It worked." She folded her arms and held on to her own elbows. Ideas flooded her head as soon
as Theiaburdt into the cabin to embrace her mother. Lynn saw the future, clear and strong and full of
possibilities, and she hadn't liked any of them. There's got to be time to come up with something better.
Theré's got to be.

"Y ou sound distracted,” said Arron.

| fed digtracted. I'm getting ideas I'm not sure | want. She didn't say that. She said, "Wdll, weve
got what might be afull-blown war sarting out there. It's distracting.”

"Y our people seem to think it's definitely afull-blown war." Caba scratched his scap vigoroudy.
"We're probably the last Humans on the planet. Have you heard anything about when our rescue's due?’

No. That can't betrue. There's ill got to betime. Theres still got to be something | can do to
stop this. Lynn rested her elbows on her knees and hoped neither of the men noticed her hands shaking.
"Ked€'s people will be herewithin the hour." At the mogt. That's at the very most.

"Thenwhat?' Arron lifted hiseyesto her.

"Then, | imaginethey'll take usdl to Base." WhereI'll have to stop them from pulling usal out of
here. "Then, we can see about getting you two home, or wherever you need to go." Arron's gaze

dropped until hewas taring at the tips of her boots. "What isit?’

Arron blinked and rubbed his hands together. Do you think you could talk your peopleinto
letting me thread through to the Ur?”

Surprise straightened Lynn's spine. "Why would you want to do that?!

Arron looked up at the ceiling, asif he could see through it up to the city-ships. "Because my
sstersare up there making a hideous mistake."

Caba snorted. "Y our sgters? | don't think so."



Arron turned toward him, anger flashing in hiseyes. ™Y ou don't know, so leaveit."

"I don't know?" Caba barked out aloud laugh. " Get the walking Buddha to wake you up,
Hagopian. Y ou're the one who doesn't know."

Lynn didnt move. Shejust watched Arron stand up dowly. "What are you talking about?' he
demanded.

Caba waved hishand. "Arron, your 'ssters have been planning their little coup since the
Sisters-Chosen-to-L ead agreed to the Confederation. They've been using you to find out how Humans
do things and gpplying that information to make thiswork. Rchilthen Byvant and Ishth have known al
about it. I've been running information between the two sidesfor the past year."

Lynn'sjaw dropped. "Y ou helped them do this! Youllittle..." Lynn lurched to her feet. "Do you
know what you've done! Y ou've ruined everything! How could you!" Her voice was high, thin, and
grident. Y ou gave them David! She wanted to hit him, sheredlized, she wanted to kill him, but she
couldn't do anything but stand there and shake.

"How could 7" Cabal raised hiseyebrows. "I'm an info-runner. It'swhat | do. | get information
to people who don't have it. The work here was steady and pretty safe for aHuman, 'til they al started
shooting at each other and left me Stting in the damn middle of it." He snorted. "It'skind of funny, you
know, al of ushad our best-laid plans, and they've al been shot to hell by the pogos pathetic temper
tantrums.”

Throughout their exchange, Arron just stayed where he was, frozen, except for his chest, which
heaved like abelows.

"Why areyou telling me now?" Arron asked softly.

"Because now it doesn't make any difference. The pogos are going to kill each other, and were
going to go home." Caba stood up. "They even invited you to go aong, didn't they, Arron?" Cabal
cocked hishead. "A friendly Human would be very ussful when they actually got the ship, asahelping
hand, or ahostage.

"Y ou've been used, Arron." Cabal picked up hishelmet and gloves. "And you've been
disappointed, Lynn, and I'll bet neither of you wants me around anymore. I'm going for awalk on deck.”

Lynn watched Arron as he watched Caba fasten his heimet on and shove hishandsinto his
gloves. She knew what he was thinking. He wanted Cabd to be wrong, to be lying. But after everything
that had happened, he couldn't quite make himsdlf believeit.

Shefdt the same way. She sat down, still shaking. She wastoo tired, too sore, to ded with any
of this. Her head had begun to ache with adull insstent throb.

While they watched, Cabal worked thefilter door and waked out. Arron crumpled into the chair
and bowed his head until it rested in his hands.

The sght shook Lynn out of her own fears. She touched his shoulder. "I'm sorry."

Helooked up at her and she saw hisfacelooking fierce and logt a the sametime. "It wasn't



true" hesad. "None of it wastrue."

"No," said Lynn, without asking what he meant. "But it'll bedl right." As she spoke, conviction
solidified ingde Lynn's soul. "Were going back to Base, and I'm going to put an end to thismess.”

Chapter XVII

Lareet and Urnat stood in the threshold of the open laboratory door. "Irat Queth, Irat Shnun, the
light of day lookswell onyou.”

Theirat stood at the far end of one of the Humans tiny labs. They bent over acomm station until
their noses dmost touched the screen. Neither of them wore clean-suits. Thefirst order of business had
been to sterilize the Human sections. With the help of the maintenance jobbers they had done agood job.
Theirat had only had to treat a dozen cases of Human poisoning.

After amoment, Irat Queth's ear swiveled around to locate the greeting. She touched her siter's
shoulder asif to say "I'll take care of this," and straightened up.

"Asit does on you, Dayisen Lareet and Dayisen Umat," she said, alittle briskly. Obvioudy the
interruption was not welcome.

Umat's ears quivered with suppressed humor. "We wished to hear what progress you and your
sgersaremaking,” she said smoothly. "Have the Humans | eft us anything useful ?*

"The Humans have done some excellent work, which should surprise no one.” Irat Queth walked
toward them to draw the conversation away from her sister, who had remained intent on her screen. "The
Humans have been studying the vectors of the diseases that make up the plague: How the microbes are
transmitted, how they areincubated, what hosts carry them to their homes inside Getesaph bodies.” Irat
Queth blinked consgtantly, flicking her first lid down and back up againin anervoustic. "As near aswe
can make out, because they are not sterilizing the ecosphere, our world, they are not looking at wiping
out the microbes. They plan instead to limit the microbes ability to tranamit themsdaves. They want to
makeit difficult for the WKV, the plague strains, to travel, whileletting the normal strainsfill their niches™
Blink, flick, blink. "Their proposed methods, of course, are not something we could apply ourselves,
even if we could fully understand them, but their vector research is definitely something we can adapt and
expand on.

Umat dipped her ears gravely. "Have they given us anything on cures or vaccines?'

Hick, blink. "Quite abit. Again, they have been basing it heavily on thelife cycle of the viruses as
they behave in the environment and incubate in the body." Her ears waved and her eyes blinked
excitedly. "What are their weak points? What are the, to use amilitary phrase, choke pointsin the
viruses development?' Her voicefilled with areverent awe. "Ther research methods will be even more
use to usthan the current results.”

"Excdlent," said Umat. "Concentrate on retrieving the vitdl information. We don't know -- "

A pair of runnerstrotted through the open door.

"Excuse me, Dayisen Rud, you are needed in the command center.”



The skin on Lareet's back bunched up. "We are on our way."

The command center looked more like arepair shop than a ship's bridge. Consoles had been laid
open. Wires and components lay on clean, white sheets. Technicians stood around, talking in anxious
whisperslike doctors over patients. The encryption team sat around the central table, pouring over fat
scrolls of paper covered in symbolsthat Lareet couldn't begin to decipher. The Trindt Brirdth, Wron,
Pfath, and Nant, leaned over the shoulders of the encryption team, pointed at various lines of code, and
gpoke to one another in terms almost as convoluted at the symbols on the paper. As Lareet and Umat
entered, Trindt Wron straightened up and came over to greet them.

"We have bad news, Dayisen,” shesaid flatly.

"Then let'shaveit out." Umat folded her hands across her pouch. Lareet saw her ears quiver
faintly with the effort of holding them straight and ill.

Trindt Wron glanced briefly back at her sisters before spesking. "We miscal culated the nature of
the ship,” she said. "Even once we have restored the command functions, thereis no way to hold the ship
on the course we require by preceding the onboard computers. We might have been ableto do it if the
arttificia intelligence had remained undamaged, but asit is, there will have to be acommand crew aboard
to handle the changesin trgjectory and thrust that will be required.”

Umat smoothed athoughtful hand across Lareet's shoulder. "Waell, then, acrew will be found.
Y ou and your sisters continue your work."

"Yes, Dayisen." Shedipped her ears.

"Comesder, let usleavethemtoit.” Umat linked her arm through Lareet's and steered her to the
gted tunnel that led to the city.

Lareet's skin shivered al across her body as she climbed "down" the ladder after her Ster.
When she could stand up again, there was green grass under her shoes and green sméllsin the air from
the trees and plants. It was evening, and the dome was just beginning to clear to let in the night. She
could even hear the river lapping in the distance, under the sound of voices from the command center
drifting through the tunnd.

Shefaced her sgter. "Umat, | do not likewhat | fed from you.”
"I didn't think you would." Umeat took her hand. "But you have to agree, our choices are limited.”

Still holding Lareet shand, Umat led her down to the riverbank. She knows how much | enjoy
this place, Lareet thought, but nothing in her relaxed at the sound and scent of running water.

"If theshipwill not fly itsdlf,” Umat said, looking acrosstheriver, "I must be heretofly it. I will
not condemn our duty-sistersto do it for us.”

Lareet stood there for amoment, breathing in the fresh water and green scents. "And where will |
ml?l

"Inashuttle with most of our Ssters, waiting until the worst is over and returning home," Umat
gooke dmogt dismissively.



Sigter, Sigter, | know you are trying to spare me, but for once, just once, will you try to fed what
| am feding?"Y ou promised to be with me when my daughters are born." Shelaid ahand on her belly.

Urnat's face went ingtantly tight. "L areet, that is unworthy of you.
"I know." Her ears drooped. "l am sorry."

Umat took hold of Lareet's shoulders. "l am worried about you, Sister. Y ou are losing track of
what we are hereto do. It isfor dl our sstersand all our daughtersthat we are here, not just our blood
family."

"I am worried about me, too, Sigter.” Shelaid her hands over her sster's. Her eyesand ears
focused on theriver. "1 am worried about how | ook around this city that is as beautiful asavison and
think, 'What would be so bad about letting the Humans plan go forward? | am worried about how |
think about the tTherians over in their city-ship and wonder if Scholar Arron wasright in some ways.
That perhapsif we can talk and reason, they might be able to aswell?' She shook her head until shefélt
her earsflop. "Maybe we should just get this over with quickly, before| lose dl mind and will for this
task."

Umat shook her gently. "We are moving as quickly aswe can, Sister. Continue to do your part,
and we will be there that much sooner.”

Lareet sighed and looked up at the dome. It was atranducent purple, and the brightest stars
shone through. 1t was nothing less than beautiful.

A shadow crossed the dome. Lareet's ears twitched and she looked harder.
"Siger?' asked Umat.

Lareet pointed. It wasasmall, complex shadow. It scuttled on the dome, heading toward the
fardde.

Umat's earsfdl back. "What isthat?"'
A second shadow fdll onto the dome and hurried in the opposite direction of thefirst.
"| think it'sfrom Commander Kedle" Lareet raced for the tunndl.

Back in the command center, the duty-sisters scrambled around madly, trying not to disturb the
terminal partson their white sheets.

"What isit?" barked Umat.

"Machines, Dayisen Umat," said one of the Trindt Imn. "Most of the cameras ill aren't working,
so we have no count of how many, but you can see here ..." She gestured to one of the table screens.
Lareet bent over it with her sigter.

A slver box with crab-claws and insect legslanded on the hull near the shuttle run. It began to
pick adainty path between the ship's pipes and other protrusions. A sister landed next to it and fell into
sep right behind.



"Where are they coming from?' Lareet felt her ears quiver.
"We don't know." The Trindt Imn threw up her hands. "The cameras--"

"I know, | know." Lareet waved her to silence. Sheflicked an ear toward Umat, who aready
had the spesker box in her hands. She flicked the switchesto override al ongoing communications.

"Thisisthe Dayisen Rud Umat to al sgters. Strange machines are landing on our hull. If anyone
seesthem where you are, report immediately.”

The speaker box crackled, "Thisis Tnndt Prusht Kvet. There are strange jobbersin the hangar
bay, and they're opening the hangar doors."

"You, you, you, you." Lareet pointed at whoever did not ook like they had been coding. "With

They trotted in a quick-time march down to the hanger's overlook. Trindt Kvet was there with
four soldiers. The hangar doors had come open just far enough for the insectlike jobbersto scurry insde.
They scampered between the waiting shuttles. One of them al but tripped over one of the ship's
maintenance jobbers that had its armsin an open pandl. The new jobber extended alimb to the busy
machine and touched it. They stood motionless for amoment. Then, the newcomer pulled its limb back
and hurried on. The old jobber swung into motion, its diligent hands now ripping the wires out of their
sockets and | etting them dangle free.

"Mother Night," breathed Lareet. She scanned the keyboard in front of her and found the
intercom button. " Jobber!" she called down into the hangar bay. " Stop! ™

Thejobber continued its methodical destruction. Shetried againin English, in French, andin
Cantonese. The machine did not even flinch.

"Speaker!" One of the duty-sisters handed her the boxy unit. " Somebody get those doors shut
and stop that thing!" Two sisters vanished down the corridor.

Lareet flipped the switches for the bridge. " Dayisen Umat," she said into the spegker. "The new
jobbers are corrupting the old ones into reversing their purpose from maintenance to destruction. We
need to get the squads out into the ship. Any jobber that does not respond to orders must be destroyed.”

"Understood, Dayisen Lareet. Take whoever you have with you and start a patrol of your
quarter. Well coordinate from here."

"Understood, Dayisen Umat." Lareet shut the power down and looked at the cluster of soldiers
around her. "We have anew enemy, Sigters”

It was the Strangest battle Lareet ever fought. She patrolled the corridorswith her soldiers, dert
to every sound. Whenever they found ajobber, they shouted at it harshly. If it didn't answer, they fdl on
it, breaking it to bits.

Thelittle enemies were fast, though, and got into everything, including the water recyclers, theair
vents, and the main foodstore. But, findly, after ten hours, Umat sent arunner from the command center.
The ship appeared to be clear of the strangers.



Lareet congratulated her ssters. They embraced and laughed and started composing rude poetry
about the metd mongters as they trooped back to their city.

But Lareet couldn't help turning an ear back in the direction they'd come from. That was a good
move, Commander Kede, Make us destroy our own best dlies. How many maintenance machines do
we have |eft after this? A very good move.

What will you do next?

Lynn climbed down the shuttle's ladder into the echoing white hangar deck of Dedelphi Base l.
Cabal and Arron followed close behind her.

nLym!ll

Lynn turned. The next thing she knew, she was enveloped by David's arms. Unable to speak, she
held on to him, drinking in hiswarmth and his presence.

Oh, God, you'e here, you're dl right! She knew the same thoughts rang through his mind.
At last, David pulled away. "What happened?' His careful fingers touched her bandaged face.

Lynn rested her forehead againgt hisshoulder. "A lot," she confessed. "I'm going to need anew
cheek, and anew camera.”

Hewrapped hisarms around her again. "Well take care of you.

It took a moment, but the intensity of seeing each other began to fade. Lynn remembered they
werein public and realized that even by their [ax standards thiswas amassive display, and noticed that
the entire shuttle crew was flowing around them. The same thoughts must have reached David, because
he did not resist as she pulled back to amore polite distance. It was then Lynn saw Trace and R.J.
standing nearby. Not even perpetudly polite Trace pretended to ignore the scene.

"Welcome back," said R.J. blandly. "We've missed you. Y ou would not believe the admin
backup we've got.”

"I'm sure,” replied Lynn, matching hisdry tone. Tired as she was, hurt as she was, she could not
miss the tenson singing between the two of them. They were both standing tiffly, asif every fiber inthem
had been tightened to the breaking point. "What's going on”?"

"Inahaf hour, the seniors and veeps are having ameeting,” Trace said. "Therésgoing to bea
vote on a pullout. Everyone's gone out of their minds.” The set of Trace'sjaw showed how little she
thought of that. "They want you there. CI6."

"Good," said Lynn, meaning it. "1 want to bethere.”

"Lynn," David said softly. "Don't make me say 'Y ou are not going anywhere until 1've looked at
you.'"



She shook her head, briefly, because the motion made things hurt worse. "Never. But | need to
be at that meseting."

"Then well get you there" David took Lynn'sleft arm and walked her down the familiar
summer-lit corridors, with their gardens and statues, until they reached the white, Serileinfirmary. The
med-techs on duty took one look at her and started forward, but David waved them back.

Lynn hopped up on the table. David extended a privacy screen and whistled for the instrument
jobber. With careful fingers he pedled away layers of bandage and flaking temp-skin. His face dropped
immediately into professona mode. "Tak to me, Lynn. Tl mewhat happened.” His voice shook gently,
athough his hands remained perfectly steady.

Shetold him. Helayered her wounds with anesthetics, antifun-gals, and vat grown T cells. He
covered it al over with patchesto keep her skin from growing until they could take care of the muscle
damage. The only time they both fatered was when he had to clean and clear her eye socket. Helaid
another patch over the empty hollow. Findly, he strapped support braces around her knee and ankle.

Just cal me Dr. Ragdoall.

When he wasfinished, he pulled a clean cotton kaftan out of one of the jobbers.

She dipped it over her shoulders. "I'm sorry, David, | haveto go. Well tak after the meeting.”

"l dmogt killed them dll.”

Lynn said nothing. David turned around. His hands shook visibly

"They had you. | didn't know if you were dead or dive. They were taking over the ship. | could
have | et loose the plague sampleswe had. | was going to. | wanted to.”

"David." Heleaned close, and she wrapped her arms around him. "I1t'sgoing to be all right. There
isaway out of this

He pulled back just alittle. "Lynn, what are you going to do?'

"What you were going to do aboard the Ur, David. Just what | haveto." Shekissed him gently,
and, asfast as shewas able, limped out of the infirmary.

Without her implant to help her remember her route, Lynn had to ask the Base Al for directions
three times before she found her way to conference room CI6. As she paused in the threshold, the door
opened to let herin.

Theroom wasjammed. All the chairs around the conference table werefilled with seniors and
uppers, except for one next to Veep Brador that Lynn really hoped was for her. VVeep Brador, unshaven
and wide-eyed, sat at the table shead. Y et more people stood around the walls, balancing portables on
their hands, or murmuring to their implants.

Everyone watched her as she threaded her way between people and chairsto the seat next to
Brador.



"l am glad you could join us, Dr. Nussbaumer,” said Brador evenly.
So aml|, believe me. "Thank you, Vice President Brador."

Brador turned to the entire assembly. Lynn recognized about two dozen of the facesthere. The
rest were strangers. Their names had probably been stored in her implant.

"l would liketo officidly open thismeeting,” Brador said. "Please be aware that these
proceedings are open for remote viewing. Room voice, begin recording.” He paused briefly to give the
camerastimeto switch on, then launched into avery canned opening. "We are dl aware of theimmediate
crigson the planet Dedel ph--"

"Crigs?' snorted one of the people standing againsgt thewall. "It'saworld war, not acriss.”

The speaker leaned forward and Lynn recognized Vincent Berkley'slean, sharp face and angular
body. His clothesfit loosely, but his elbows, shoulders, and knees still seemed about to poke holesin the
fabric. Berkley wasin charge of environmental micro-modeling, so she hadn't had much to do with him,
yet. But she knew about him from Trace and R.J., who spoke his name with ahedthy mix of respect and
wariness.

"l don't see what we're doing here." Berkley stepped away from the wall. "The Confederation's
fallen gpart. Nobody's holding our contract. The social dynamic has turned into an unpredictably
dangerous Situation that Bioverse can't expect any of ustowalk into."

"Every contract has provisonsfor hazard duty,” tried Brador.

"Yes, but not suicide." Berkley folded hisarms. The cloth around his e bows strained to keep
them covered. "We are citizens aswell as employees and we have asay in what the corp, and we, get to
do with our lives"

"They've dready atacked us" said athin, pae woman with watery grey eyeswhom Lynn
couldn't put anameto. "They've dready tried to kill us. We've had to pull out. We can't do our jobs.
Theré's no oneleft to work with."

Lynn glanced at Kedle. He st like a stone with his hands on the arms of hischair. If Brador had
brought him there for mora support, it didn't Iook like he was getting it.

"l am not going to order my peopleinto astuation that's going to get them killed," said ashort,
broad man with his deevesrolled up to expose burly forearms. "We can't |t this Situation continue.”

"No," said Lynn quietly, "and we don't haveto."
Everyone's attention fastened on her.
"Don't we?" inquired Kede, mildly.

Lynn got to her feet. "We can stop the war. Wars. Give those who want to get themsalvesto
safety achanceto leave.”

"If you have any suggestions asto how we can do that without unduly jeopardizing the Dedel phi



or our citizens, Dr. Nussbaumer"--Brador spread his hands--"1'd love to hear them."”
"Dignformation.”

"What?' said Brador. Severd others mouths began moving without sound, getting a definition for
the archaic word from their variousimplants.

"Nothing is accomplished without knowledge. Lose your source of information ..." Her voice
shook. She stopped and took a deep breath. "L ose your source of information, and you lose your ability
to plan, to dtrategize.

"Not even the Dede phi fight without knowing whom to hit and where they are. We can usethe
communications network, our security teams, and our people to spread fal se reports about troop
movements, numbers, who's been evacuated, and who's il here.”

Berkley raised hiseyebrows. " She's suggesting we lieto our clients.”

"It'sless deadly than letting them fight it out.”" Lynn planted both hands on the table and let her
one eyetrack theroom. Let them all get agood look a me. Let them see what's already happened. Let
them think about how much further it can go.

"The Dedd phi have aready tapped our communications network and broken our codes" said
Kede. "We can use that against them. Send out bogus confidential reports.”

Lynn resisted the temptation to stare at him. Was he corning in on her side? Or had she switched
over to his? Lynn shoved that thought aside. "There are alarge number of Great Families who want no
part of thiswar. We can till relocate them. We can make it public that we will defend the ports and our
trangports, and if anyone wantsto take their chances attacking them, well, they're taking their chances.”

"Lie, then threaten them,” murmured Berkley, scratching the back of hishead. "I don't know how
they do things where you come from, Dr. Nussbaumer ..."

Lynnfelt arush of red anger. "Where | comefrom,” she said in atight, controlled voice, "we
don't abandon those we've promised to help.”

"Do you kill your own peopleinstead?" asked the grey-eyed woman.

Lynn bit down on her first reply. "Y ou al seem to think we're helpless. We are not helpless. Y ou,
we, tame entire ecosystems. We steamroller whole planets when necessary. Thiswar, these combatants,
are a hostile ecosystem that needs taming. That's the job. The only question ishow do we tame them?"

A rudtle of cloth and voices drifted through the room. For thefirst time, Lynn felt something thaw
dightly. Maybe people were thinking. Maybe.

"If wedothis" said Kede, "we have to move quickly. From what we've heard, anumber of the
Great Families are talking about teaching both the t Therians and the Getesaph alesson for their
arrogance."

Berkley held up one hand, making a"stop” gesture. " Assuming we could get the boardsto listen
to this, can you give me one reason why we should try to get it gpproved?”



Lynn met hisgaze. "Y ou heard Commander Kede. If we don't, the war becomestotd. If we
don't act, not only do we lose everything we've worked for, doing irreversible damage to Bioverse and
al its contractors and subsidiaries, but we are going to leave millions of Dedelphi to diein awar and
plague we could have prevented.” She straightened up. "On the other hand, if we do this, we still have a
chanceto win. We can gill savethisworld if wetry."

Comeon, dl of you. You must seeit. If we stop now, barbarity wins. We cannot let it win! "We
aretalking about hazard duty, there's no question. I've been kidnapped, | had my implant cut out. I've
been shot at, beaten on, chased, and trapped in abombed-out building. I've seen what the warswill do,
to them and to us. | wouldn't be suggesting thisif | didn't know it would work. We can still save Dedelph,
and we can till save ourselves”

Berkley wasn't finished, though. "Dr. Nussbaumer, with al due respect, we got into thismess
because we didn't know what we were doing. Can you be sure that situation's changed?”

Nice touch. "We aways knew what we were doing. What we didn't know was what they were
doing. Now we do. Now we can readjust our strategiesto compensate.”

The murmur grew stronger. Hope took shape in the back of Lynn's mind.
The burly man coughed once. "I'll haveto takeit to my people.”

"Weadl will," said Berkley, keeping his steady gaze focused on Lynn. "Asadrategy, it'sfarly
outrageous.”

"The stuation isoutrageous." Lynn looked back without flinching. Ask your peopleif they want
to try to find anew corporation to take them in after they've been part of the biggest business disaster on
record. She did not say that. She wastrading on every last drop of her reputation as a Dedel phi expert.
She was milking the bandages for al they were worth. I've been battered, her appearance said, but I'm
dill here. I'vetriumphed, and | say we can dl triumph.

Sheldd amost madeit. Bitternesswould not help now.

Brador was|ooking hard at her. Something between greed and desperate hope shonein his
round eyes, "l am going to ask Dr. Nussbaumer to write up her suggestions asaformal proposal for
distribution on the private web. We will take objections or commentary for twenty-four hours after the
knot istied.”

There were anumber of thoughtful looks, and some rapid messages and signalsto implants, but
no objections.

"Then | officidly closethis meeting. Room voice, recording off."

All a once, Lynn was besieged. A solid wall of bodies and voices surrounded her. "Dr.
Nussbaumer, what are your plansfor handling the sick?' "Dr. Nussbaumer, have you looked at the
anaysis of vulnerable mechanica points?' "Dr. Nussbaumer, have you contacted ... 7' "Dr. Nussbaume,
have you consulted ... 7' Lynn felt her head begin to swim, but she held her ground. From here on out
she had to hold her ground. Whatever anybody & se thought was happening, Lynn knew they had now
entered awar with the Dedel phi. A war where they had to hold, had to advance, and had to keep their
intentions a secret.



We can do this. | will do this. Shelooked at the faces crowded around her. And you're al going
to help.

The cafeteriawas not as full as Arron had expected. Mot of the Bioverse personndl, he
guessed, had chosen to watch the meeting in their gpartments, rather than out here on the communal
screens. He only had to peek into ahalf adozen cubicles before he found the one in which Cabal sat
nursing a beer. He watched the wall showing a news report about the new crater being opened up for
Deddphi useon Mars.

"Caba?' Arron sood in the cube threshold.
"Hi." Cabd lifted the bear and waved him indgde. "Come to see me of f?'
Arron sat down. "Cometo ask you to stay.”

Cabal put his beer down and touched akey near the center of the table. The wall blanked. He
focused completely on Arron. " Stay? Why?"

Because Lynn has been so scared by what happened to us, she'slost al perspective. Because |
don't know what the corp'sgoing to do next. "I need your help.”

Cabd gave ashort, humorlesslaugh. "Again?' he shook hishead. "Arron, the help you need has
atendency to outweigh what you can pay.”

Without aword, Arron reached into his pocket and laid down the chit card held charged from
the Bioverse cashier system. Cabal picked it up and squinted at the codes.

"Thisisgx thousand from the First Banking Enclave of Earth.”
"That'sright." That's everything I've got, Cabal, it's going to have to be enough.
Cabal put the card down and took another swallow of beer. "What do you want?'

Arron leaned forward. "' want you to cut through the Bioverse web and find the contingency
plansfor the Dedel phi project.”

There had to be contingency plans. There had to be alist of what the corp would do if the
Confederation broke apart, or at least broke the contract. There was no way on thisside of heat desth
they would just shrug and walk away.

Cabd's eyeswidened in an expression of surprised innocence. "What makes you think | could
dothat?'

Arron snorted. "Come on, Cabd, I'll admit I'm blind, but I'm not deaf. Y ou said you were an
info-runner. That you specidized in getting information to people who don't haveit.” Come on, Cabdl.
Areyou going to make me say system cracker?

Cabd fingered the card for amoment. "All right. But I'll need a portable and aroom that is both



blind and deaf"
Arron nodded. "I've got aportable, and | think we can arrange the room."

Caba opened his mouth and closed it again. Arron knew he wanted to ask what was going on,
and was very glad when he didn't.

He did not want to have to explain the game he was playing.

Chapter XVI11

The Nussbaumer Redirection Proposal flew through the seniors. The veeps, led by Brador, got
behind it and pushed. Back in the Solar system, the presies decided it might just work and gave it the go.

Injust under forty-eight hours from the time she stood up in Brador's meeting, Bioverse set aside
Deddphi Base | conference room Al as Lynn's command center. She had dl thewall screenslit up at
once to keep in constant touch with her subcommittees. Trace and R.J. worked the conference table
while she threaded between the assorted offices. Her new implant flashed reminders at her constantly. A
patch cord ran from her templeto the tablein front of her. Every order she subvocalized went straight to
the main computers.

Theword PIETER blinked in front of her eye.

Lynn touched the screen to what Trace and R.J. were caling spy central. "How're we doing on
the sat count, Pieter?" As part of their surveillance, both the Getesgph and the t Therians had launched a
series of the very smal, disposable spy satellites Pragis had told her about two weeks and amillion years

ago.

"Weveidentified six out of the eight satdllites. We've got five t Therians and one Getesgph, but
we think they're getting ready to send up more.” Pieter, an oak-colored man, typed franticaly at hisown
keyboard as he taked and dways seemed to have a significant portion of hismind el sewhere. " Of course
this count is dependent on who manages to shoot down what over the next couple of hours."

"How's the decoding going?' Lynn zapped a note across to Trace about repegting this update to
Brador. There's anice symmetry to the whole situation, she thought privately. The Getesaph tapped and
decoded our communi cations system, now we're doing the same to them.

"Weve got the Alsburning through it." Pieter hit afina key, looked at the results on his screen,
and smiled in triumph. Helooked up, fully present for abrief moment. "We should have that for you in
two hours"

"Great," announced Lynn. Without ceremony, she cut the connection there and threaded down to
Shdly Greenein bioenginear-ing R and D. "How are we coming with immobilizing the t Therians?'

Shelly had abroad face that wrinkled up like a prune when she was thinking hard. Now it was
smooth and cheerful. "We think welve got it, Chief. Weve got atemplate for ayeast that eats oil. Turnsit
into alovey sticky meringue. We can seed the harbor with it. It'll seize up everything tighter than tight."

"Okay, that's good. L et me know when it's ready to drop down, so we've got peoplein placeto



work withit. Thanks." She cut the thread.

"How are you going to handle the aftermath of immobilizing them?" asked Trace, looking up from
her spot at the table.

Lynn shrugged, asif it weredl obvious. "WEIl gpologize profusdy and offer to clean it up, and
send word to the Getesaph that while the cleanup is going on we're protecting the t Therians.”

R.J. looked serious. "Y ou're going to need Kea€'s help with that.”

"He'sdready offered,” Lynn assured him. Sheld been shocked when it happened, but accepted
the help gratefully. "What do we hear from the negotiators?"

"Wevejust had word," R.J.'s gaze unfocused as he looked a something displayed on his
implant. "The Ui Shai and the Fvronahave just said they want to be relocated.”

"Good." Lynn murmured to her implant to add the namesto thelist in front of her. "Get a head
count and order the shuttles down there before they have achance to change their minds. How much
space have we got?"

"Four shipswithout the Ur" said Trace. "We've currently committed for one hundred thousand,
not counting the Ui Shai and Fvrona. S0 ..." She paused while either she or her implant made a
cdculation. "Weve got room for three-point-five-million moreimmediately.”

"That'll make adent, anyway," Lynn sucked on her lower lip. "How soon before we get more

ships?”

Trace threaded through to another memo. "We've got three more on the way with Keale's
reinforcements, but that's ftill two and ahaf weeksaway." She touched another key. "The engineer's
reports from the belt say they'll have the Dublin together in aweek and down here two days after that.”

"Okay, good," said Lynn with the grim firmness that had marked her voice since sheéd gotten the
go-ahead for her plan. "That's another two-point-five-million spotsin five weeks. We load them up as
fast aswe can convince themto leave.”

For thefirst time, Trace gave her asearching glance. "And if we can't convincethem al?
Lynn shook her heed. "We haveto.”

Praeis stood beside Theiain the engine room. The entire engineering crew stood behind themina
tight semicircle. It wastoo quiet. The place should have been filled with the roar and hiss of machinery,
with the smdll of hot diesd and all filling the air. Praeiss nogtrilsflared. The smell was il there, but now
it was strangely sour, like bread dough left out too long. She crouched and reached into the frozen
engine, running her fingers aong the sde of oneimmobile drive shaft. They should have come awvay
coated with smooth, black grease. Instead, they were covered with foamy grey gunk. She sniffed her
fingertip, and her nogtrils clamped shuit.

"How much isdown?' Praais asked the engine room's prime-sister as she stood up, examining
the tacky substance on her fingers.



"Everything,” Prime-Sister said bluntly. "We're cleaning and relu-bricating as fast aswe can, but
we can't run anything whilethat ... guff isin there." Her face went tight with distress. Another
prime-sister, probably her blood sister, put ahand on her shoulder. "Whered this come from,
Task-Mother? Have the Getesaph got a new weapon?”'

"I don't know, Prime-Sigter,” said Praeis heavily. "But were going to find out. Carry on with the
cleanup. Let us have a progress report in three hours.”

"Yes, Task-Mother."
Pragisflicked an ear toward the stairs. Shefelt Theiafollow her as shetrudged up to the bridge.
"Y ou do know," murmured Thelain her ear, "thereis no way the Getesaph did anything like this.”

Praeis bared her teeth and stopped in mid-stride with Theiatwo steps below her. She bent down
until her lipsbrushed Theiasear.

"No, you areright. It must be the Humans," she breathed.

Praeis straightened up, but she held her daughters attention with both eyes and ears. Theia
dipped her ears once. Good. She got the message and wouldn't say anything.

She had grown so much in the last few, hard, sad days. The work of the war had not ceased for
their grief. The report ships had gone out with their letter to Armetrethe to tell her that Res and Sengess
had died. They had written the letter one dow word at atime. Since then, Pragis had been out of Theids
sght for maybe five minutes. She wasn't sureif this was hedthy. She was certain they were bending the
rulesto the breaking point, but on that score, she didn't care. She did not want to leave her daughter, and
her daughter did not want to leave her.

Now, this... thing had happened. All the ships were suffering the same problem. Machinery
seized up. Weapons seized up. At least one ‘copter was down. They had engineers posted by the planes,
but Pragis had no faith in that doing any good. Neys and Silv were out in the flegt, getting afirsthand ook
at the damage.

They had arms-sisters dug in on the shore. Without support, they'd be daughtered. They werein
the midst of abrief respite while the Getesaph pulled back and regrouped, but it wouldn't last forever.

The only thing that would throw her arms-sigtersinto aworse spin than al the rumorsflying
around the decks would be to have the worst ones confirmed: that it wasn't the Getesaph, it wasthe
Humans who had done this. Theimmediate conclusion would be that the Humans had thrown in with the

enemy.

Pragisresumed climbing the stairs, and Theiawent back to following her. Praeis couldn't keep
hersdf from panting gently. Theiacame up beside her and brushed Praeiss shoulder with her shoulder.
Praeiswas grateful for the gesture, and wished she could put her arm around her daughter, but she didn't
dare. They couldn't let the arms-sisters see how bad it was, even if every last one of them knew.

On the bridge, the Ship-Mother stepped quickly forward. "Task-Mother, we're being hailed.”
She handed across apair of binoculars and pointed out the bridge window.



Praeis raised the bmocs and focused them. Out in the bay, which was calm and blue and gave no
hint to the activity directly underneath its surface, alittle slver boat cut through the waveslike aknife. A
couple of white figures stood on the deck, shining in the bright sun.

And here they come, she thought. Ancestors Mine, what are they going to say about this?

Just then, the speaker crackled with the hail-sister code. An awkward voice speaking with a
thick accent she couldn't place from anywhere said, "We are Robin Ford and Ari Chin of Bioverse
Incorporated. We are asking permission to approach.”

"They'redoing it anyway. Look at that thing move," muttered the Ship-Mother.

"Answer them, Ship-Mother,” said Pragis. "L et them come up." Asif we could stop them in the
shape werein.

Praeis and Theiawent out onto the deck. They were quickly joined by the Ship-Mother. The
needlelike boat sped forward asif by magic and came neatly dongside. A pair of third-sisters struggled
with asticky ladder, but got it lowered, eventudly. Two Humans, one man and one woman, climbed up.

"We need to talk to Praeis Shin t Theria," said the man, breathlesdly, to the third-sisters as soon
as hisboots hit the deck.

"l am Task-Mother Pragis Shin." Pragistook ahdf step forward. "Thisis my daughter Theiareth
Shin and Ship-Mother Urae Vania" She dipped an ear toward Theia, then toward the Ship-Mother. The
Humans faces were both strained. Whatever was coming next, they were not looking forward to it.
"You'rein the middle of acombat zone, Human-Sisters, and we must tell you you'rein great danger.”

"We know, Task-Mother." The woman was shorter, rounder, and considerably more brown
than her companion. She spoke in fits and starts, probably getting alot of help from an implant. "But we
needed to talk to you immediately. Y esterday, an gpparently empty underwater bunker was cracked
open, and this morning you had ared tide?"

"Yes?' said Pragis. Red tides weren't unusud in these waters, and it had only been afootnotein
the reports. Praeis remembered the empty bunker, though. The arms-sisters had been ordered not to
occupy it, in case there was a biowegpon or some other kind of poison in there.

The man'sface creased. "That was one of ours," he said. "It contained a coagulant agent
designed to conged pollutantsin water.”

"Conged?' repeated Theia

"Yes." The woman bobbed her head up and down. " So that we could send in jobbers to sweep
them up as soon as they clotted.”

A digant ringing started in Pragiss ears. "Could this stuff clog industrid lubricants;™"
"Yes," said the man. "That's what we cameto tell you. Weve notified our superiors about what's

happened. Lynn Nussbaumer has arranged for a security force to be sent in to keep you safe until we can
get you cleaned up. It's our fault; we're going to take care of it."



Pragisfelt her earswave uncertainly. ™Y ou're going to fight for us?'

"Not realy," said the woman. "But we are going to make sure nobody gets near you. Y ou're
going to haveto recall your peopleto your shipsor your bases, and well keep those ingtallations safe
until your equipment is cleaned out.”

"Y ou're asking usto withdraw?' exclaimed Ship-Mother Vania, her voicefull of disbelief. Her
earsflattened againgt her scalp. "We can't. | mean ..." Sheturned both earstoward Pragis. "With dl
respect, Task-Mother, | must speak. | know the Humans have no families, but we have sisters out there.”
She dipped both earstoward the shore. "We will not abandon them.”

"Y ou can't support them while your gear's clogged up,” said the woman, atinge of anger coloring
her cool Human voice. "Ligten, thisstuff isdive. It'sgoing to grow and spread and thereisnothing in this
world to stop it. All your machinery, al your wegponry"--she stabbed afinger toward the window and
the distant fleet--"is going to stop working." Her brown face grew darker as she spoke. "Now, we can
help. We want to help, but if you don't quarantine dl your equipment wherewe can get to it in ahurry,
this stuff will escape and reinfect everything and you'll never get your war going again.”

"Why isn't your boat affected?' asked Theiasuddenly.

The woman gave her ahard look. "We swabbed it down with some specidized disinfectants
before we camein, but they're not going to work forever."

Thela pressed closeto Pragis, and Praeis gave her asideways glance and the flick of one ear.
She was obvioudy dying to say something, and Praeis thought she knew what it was. These two were
fidgety for more reasons than one. Praeis glanced around her. Everyone within earshot on deck had
frozen in place and strained to hear what she said next.

Shelaid ahand on Theias shoulder. Shelifted her voice, speaking for the arms-gisters more than
the Humans. "Do you swear by your contracts you will keep our arms-sisters safe while you perform this
.. dignfection?"

"Yes," sad the man. "WEell put it on paper, if you want.”

"Very wdl," sad Pragisin her firm command voice. "We must get started immediately.
Ship-Mother Vania, call in the Group Mothers.” The Ship-Mother dipped her ears and retreated to the
bridge. Pragisturned her earsto the Humans. "Will you agree to wait aboard your boat until my people
are gathered?”

"Of course," said the woman.

"Good. Theia, you will come with me so we can get ready for thismeeting.” Pragisturned and
grodeinto the administrative cabin.

Theiadipped in behind her and closed the door. "Did you fed it too, Mother?"

Praeis stood in the middle of the room, her earswaving in every direction. "Oh yes, my daughter.
Thosetwo arelying.”

"Through their teeth” said Thelain English. Shetook Praeiss hand worriedly. "What are we going



to do?'

"What we've beentold,” Praeissaid camly. "But only until we find out what'sgoing on.”

Kedekept his seat while Rchlthn Byvant rose out of her chair and towered over him. He
watched her face smooth out and her earsflatten againgt her skull. Some distant part of hismind
wondered if coming herein person had been amistake. They were donein their private office, and even
hisimplant wasn't recording this exchange. The Ssters-Chosen-to-Lead had ingsted on that.

"Y ou're protecting them! They arekilling our ssterd”
Kede sat up as straight asthe overstuffed sofawould et him. "Not while we're here they're not.”

That stopped Byvant short and gave him achance to keep going. "Do you redly believe wed
take Sdes?' he asked, forcing hisvoiceinto cam, leve tones. "What were we going to do? Order them
to stop? Would they listen?' He paused for one heartbeat. ™Y ou know they wouldn't. Now, they're stuck
tight, and we have agood chance of keeping them that way, aslong as you can hold your people back."
Byvant'sgood ear lifted off her scalp by abare centimeter. "Attack them while they're helplessand
there's agood chance the Queens-of-All will send over anuclear bomb, or another bioweapon,
something that isless subject to industrial accidents.”

Kedelooked past Byvant to her silent sister gitting on amuch stiffer and more dignified divan.
Ishth, as always, hid her hands under afold in her gold-and-sdver jacket. Her ears had drooped alittle,
whether from frustration, or smple weariness, he couldn't tell. Her sillence must have had some effect.
Byvant took two steps backward.

Let'shopethisisagood sgn. "In the meantime," Keale went on, "we can get your daughters and
carrying mothers out of theway, if you'l let us. We can put them aboard the Beijing with your cousinsthe
Fil. That way, whatever happens, the future of your Family issafe.”

Byvant turned a questioning ear toward Ishth. "We will have to take thisto Parliament, or at least
to the Prime Committee," said Ishth.

"Of course." Relief washed through Keale. "But think about how you takeit. Here's your chance
to makeit through thiswith whole skins. It'saclean out if you want it."

In the next moment, he felt the tide that flowed between the Sisters. They wanted his out. They
wanted it so strongly, it reached hisalien blood and heart.

A whole st of redizationsturned over in hismind. Y ou knew, didn't you?Y ou knew exactly
what was going to happen aboard the Ur, but it's gone sour on you. Y ou'velost control somehow,
haven't you? And now your people are paying for it.

"Congder carefully what brought down thisattack,” he said. "And what is till going on that
dlowsit to continue.”

With a strange, sudden clumsiness, Byvant sat down next to her Sster and groped for her hand.
Ishth gaveit to her, and Byvant took it, gently. "Wewill do what isbest for our people, whom we serve,”



she said mechanicdly.
Kedejust nodded gravely. "Of course.”

"Wewill take thisto the Prime Committee," said Byvant. Her voice once again becamefirm and
decisive, but both her ears pointed toward her sister, and her eyeslooked at the floor. "A good decision
will be handed down."

"| thank you, Rchilthn Ishth, Rchilthn Byvant," Kedle sood up. And I've got you both.

The Paeccs Tayn were small, by Dedel phi standards. David could look most of them right in the
eye. Their cream-and-grey skin looked unnaturaly pae to him after weeks of dedling with the bluer
tThenans.

The Queens were there to meet the shuttle when it landed at their single, heavily guarded port.
The place was obvioudy for military use: armored hangars, no planes out in the open, guard towers and
heavy gunsin placedl aroundit.

He came down the ramp with his staff. The air around them smelled of heat, damp cement, and
tension. The Queens, and their guard and a host of what he assumed to be either nobles, or politicians,
athough hewasn't sure, waited in patient, dignified rows just to the Side of the ramp, so he had to turn
straight toward the sun to face them. He'd only had afew hours to bone up on the Paeccs Tayn. He
didn't even speak the language and would be stammering through it, reading off hisimplant, which was
not something he was looking forward to.

However, Kede had told Lynn it was vita that the Paeccs Tayn be reassured that the Humans
hadn't decided to abandon the Dedelphi, or that they might join the (hopefully) stalled war between the
Getesaph and the t' Theria. Nobody asked why Keae was so sure, but he was sure enough to convince
Lynn, and Lynn had been sure enough to convince David. The plague had aready taken sixty percent or
more of the Paeccs Tayn, s0 it was decided that more than aveep, or a senior manager,, or a security
expert, the Paeccs Tayn needed to speak with adoctor.

One of the Queens, the First Queen Oran ji Ufa, hisimplant reminded him, stepped briskly up to
him. Her earrings clinked as she moved. She spoke, and hisimplant scrolled the English words for him.

"You are Dr. David Zelotes? Y ou are here to help us? Thisiswhat we have been told.”

David subvocalized the reply he wanted to make, and read the words off as they passed,
mangling the pronunciation ashewent. "I am. My staff and | are here to help in whatever way we can,
and to assure you that we will stay until thework isdone." Maybethey'll learn to appreciate the strong

dlent type.

Sheleaned in closeto him, asif trying to read hisimplant. "Y ou are not afraid of thetTheriaand
the Getesgph?”

More than you know. David worked hard to keep that thought out of hisface, and to not step
back. The Queen's breath steamed his hemet. "There is more to the world than the t Theria and the

Getesaph.”

"Hal" Queen Oran stood back, folding her hands across her pouch in what David had always



taken to be asign of extreme satisfaction. "It iswdl said, isn't it? Some days | wonder why we let them
forget that." Her earstilled. "1 think we will like you, Dr. David Zelotes. Y ou will come with us?'

David bowed hishead. "Gladly."

Arron sat a the comm gtation in his sparsaly furnished guest quarters. Caba had been installed
three doors down on the same level. There had been no problem getting them both space. Over apublic
comm station, Arron had asked Lynn for two cabins. Sheld paused for al of thirty secondsto listen to
him before saying, " Sure, whatever you need,” and cut the connection. The Base Al had taken care of
theremaning details.

Arron had walked Cabal to his cabin. Caba had stalked around the hexagonal space once and
grunted. Then, he plunked Arron's portable down on the table, saying that the first thing hed have to do
was Ssee who was paying attention out there. Arron had left him toit.

Arron watched the blank screen of his own comm station and rubbed his forearms. Walking
through the Base corridors had felt strange. Thiswasthefirst timein years he waslliteraly surrounded by
Humans. Part of him wanted to run, and part of him wanted to touch everyone he saw. It was so ...
wrong to see everyone standing politely distanced from each other. Wrong and unnaturd. Fedling that
reaction insde himself made everything worse, so held retreated to his cabin to wait for Cabal.

Sincethen, held been totally ignored. Lynn and Bioverse had many more important thingsto
worry about than him. Thingsthat were aso more important than finding out what wasrealy going on
aboard the Ur. He'd tried to ask Lynn about it, but she'd just shaken her head and said that was al up to
Security Commander Keale. Sheld sworn shed talk with him as soon as things got into motion. That had
been three days ago.

Whatever Lareet and Umat thought they were doing had gone unaddressed. Hadn't anybody
here thought to try to ask them what they were afraid of ? What had driven them to this extreme? And
what in the name of the World Mothers had made them turn on him?

Arron took adeep breath. This probably wouldn't work. This couldn't possibly work, and there
was no way for him to make it work, and he had nothing more to give Cabd to get him to make it work.
But hehad totry.

"Room voice, thread me through to the city-ship Ur."

"Completing reques,”

Arron waited for a security lockout, the alarm, at least avalidity question from the Al, but none
came. The gation cycled through the addresses, and he waited, his heartbeat dowing down each second
nothing unusua happened. Apparently the higher-ups at Bioverse couldn't concelve why anybody would
want to cal the ship, and their security chief had been too busy to think of it for them.

"Request completed,” said the room voice, dthough the screen was ill blank. "Audio only
avalable”

Arron's heart roseinto histhroat. "Thisis Scholar Arron to the city-ship Ur. | am seeking
Dayisen Rua Lareet and Dayisen Rual Umat. Can they be found to speak with me?”



He strained his ears for some reply out of the dark screen. Instead, he heard the door swish open
at hisback.

"What are you doing!" shouted Lynn.

"Room voice, close connection.” Arron turned around to face her. Her bandages were gone, but
the new skin shone alittle too pink and alittle too fresh, giving her astrangely patchwork appearance.
"I'mtrying to talk to my sigters...." he began calmly.

"Your Ssters” Rage distorted her face.

Lynn, what's happened to you? " Dayisen Lareet and Dayisen Umat. They've hosted me for my
entiretime here, and I've dways thought of them asmy ssters.”

Lynn ran her hand across the stubble on her scalp. "Did you ever ask them what they thought?
Hefdt red anger flash through him. "If | didnt, | wasjust imitating you."
Lynn'sface flushed scarlet. Shetook one step toward him.

At that moment, the room voice cut through the air. "Dr. Nussbaumer, an urgent call from Praeis
ShintTheriawaiting for you.

Lynn closed her mouth so hard, Arron heard her teeth click together. "We arentt finished,” she
said as she faced the comm dation. It was only when she turned her back that Arron realized he had no
ideawhat she was doing here, or how she got in. She must have had the call thread to the Ur spliced.
Was she looking for anyone caling the Ur, or just him? He couldn't be sure. For al he could tell, she had
forgotten his existence.

"Activate the gation. I'm here, Pragis.” Shedid not sit down, she just folded her arms across her
chest.

Watching over her shoulder, Arron saw the screen flicker to life. There was Pragis Shin front and
center, but Praeis was wearing afilter mask over her nose and mouth. A thick rubber suit covered her
torso. He peered past her at the shadowy background and redlized with astart she must be at hisold
outpogt, talking on the last remaining comm station.

"Lynn. Thank you for taking this. | can't stay wherel am for long. It's not exactly secure here.”
Thefilter mask muffled Pragiss voice, but Arron could sill hear the Sraininit. Her ears weretilted back
and quivering with gtress. "It'sthe only station | could get to. Lynn, what's going on? | gppreciate your
people are keeping us safe, but we're being fed some story about accidents and pollution con-geders.”

Lynn's color had dropped somewhere closeto normd. "Praeis, | swesr, it'strue. It wasan
accident,” she said without any hesitation. Arron felt his ssomach clench. How could you do this? Lynn,
do you even know what you're doing? " The bioengineers have been storing their gunk up dl over the
planet waiting for thetimeto let it loose. We didn't know--"

"You didn't know we'd go to war," Pragisfinished for her. "Of course not. Y ou thought you had
usal managed, didn't you?" Shewaggled her earsto say she wasteasing, but there was an edge to her
voicethat grated across the back of Arron'smind. "I've been called back to t'/Aori to explain the Situation



to the Queens.”

"l can send you down maps and diagrams of the other caches" said Lynn, asif only anxiousto
be helpful. "Or you can have them call up here anytime.”

"Thank you." Pragisdipped her ears. "But | can handle this much.”

"Have | ever doubted how much you can handle, Praeis?’ Lynn's voice softened, and even Arron
was ready to swear she meant it.

There was a pause, and Arron saw Lynn's pleasant smileflicker. "Of course not,” said Pragis.
"I've got to go before | breathe in too much poison.”

"Call up, soon, Pragis. Let me know how you and Thelaare doing.”
"l will." Praeis cut the connection.

Before the screen had completely blanked, Lynn turned back to Arron. He stared at her. He
knew he was staring, but he couldn't help it. His hands had gone cold. Who was thiswoman? Thiswas
not Lynn. It couldn't be.

He gestured weskly toward the comm tation. "'l cannot believe you did that.”
She rubbed her eyeswith her fingertips. "Look, Arron, | do not want to argue about this. I'm ..."

He took two steps toward her. He was too close for Human politeness, but he didn't care. She
did not step back. "Y ou're Sitting up here deciding the fate of the Dedelphi. Y ou're planning out their
every move and correcting them when they go wrong. Why don't you just get yourself athroneand a
beard, declare yoursdlf God, and finishit!"

"l am saving lives," said Lynn in atightly controlled voice. She stayed where she was, and Arron
found he had to step back from her.

"Y ou're running lives, Lynn!" He paced around the comm gation chair. "Y ou wouldn't even tl
Pragiswhat you're doing!"

"Of coursel didn'ttdl her! I.."

"You what?' asked Arron softly. ™Y ou didn't want her to know how far it's gone?' He grabbed
the back of the chair with both hands. ™Y ou didn't want her to tell some of her ssterswhat was going on
in case they'd rebel againgt you?' Her eyes glowed dangeroudy. Arron leaned toward her. Don't you see
it, Lynn?Listen to me, I'm just trying to make you see! "They scared you, Lynn, admit it. Y ou found a
Stuation you couldn't manage, and you got scared. Now you're determined to make the whole planet
behave like you want, so you don't have to be afraid of it anymore.”

"If we don't do something, they aredl goingto die" she said, enunciating each word carefully. "I
am not going to kill them. Areyou? Areyou going to say they're dl better off dead?"

"No, of course not." Arron ran both hands across his stubbly scalp. Why can't you hear me? Al
| am saying, dl | have ever said, isthat they need to maketheir own decisond!”



"They did, Arron!" Lynn dammed her hand down on the comm-station keyboard. "They decided
to bring us here!"

"But not for this" He flung out both hands.

Lynn'steeth bared, just like a Dedelphi's. "Yes, for thisl Exactly for thisl They asked usto save
them, and we're going to!"

Arron leaned over the chair. "Lynn, the corp isn't interested in saving them. The corp isinterested

"Spare me, Arron." Lynn held up both hands and waved him back. "They're not dealing with the
corp now. They're dedling with me.

Arron stared, stunned. She believed it. Sheredlly believed Bioverse had just stepped aside and
|eft everything in her hands.

"Wdl"--he swallowed hard--"I guessit'sdl right then."

"No, it isn't." She shook her head. Her shoulders dumped. For amoment, Arron saw how tired
shewas, but sherdlied and pulled herself up straight again. "It'snot dl right, but it will be. Don't try to
cdl them again, Arron. Thingsaretoo ... delicate. We just can't et you in there; we don't know what will

happen.”
She left. The door swished shut behind her. Arron stayed where he was, wondering what else he

could have said, what € se he could have done. Was sheredlly too far gone for him to reach anymore?
Had she been that badly scared?

Had heredly lost her, too?

L areet woke to the sound of Sisters screaming.

She shot bolt upright on the mattress. Umat was dready at the window. Around them, dayisen,
trindt and irat sat up and twisted their ears around, trying to make sense of the sound.

"What isit?" asked Lareet. As she spoke, athick smell reached her. It was like mildew and
rotting fungus. Her nodtrils pinched themsel ves closed.

"Something's happened to theriver." Umat ran for the dairs.

Lareet jumped up and snatched atunic from off the clothes chest as she pelted after her sster.
She shrugged into it somewhere between the foot of the stairs and the open door and headed acrossthe
lawn to stand beside Umat.

Naked as afisher intherain, Umat dug her toesinto the grassy nverbank near acluster of sgters.
The dawn wasjust starting, and the dome was turning light blue, but there was aready plenty of light by
which to see what had happened.



Theriver, the beautiful, clear, sparkling river was now thick with brown dudge. It bubbled and
swirled like the worst contents of an open sewer. It was the source of the smell that permeated the air.
Dead fish rocked on the surface like toy boats.

Umat stared. Her mouth opened, but it was a moment before any sound could come out.
"Mother Night," she whispered. Then, she collected hersdf. "Ovrth Ond, Ovrth Brindt, get to the
command center, tell them to get ateam down to the water recyclersimmediately to try to find out what's
happened. Trindt Mnat, take some sisters and seeif al the tap water isthe same way."

Something brushed L areet's shoulder. She swatted at it angrily. A yellow leef drifted down to the
grass under her feet.

Y dlow? She looked up. Another leaf swirled down from the tree she stood under. The
strengthening light showed her that the green foliage was heavily speckled with unhealthy yellow blotches.
Small drifts of dead leaves|ay piled on the grass. Lareet looked closer. The grasswas yellowing, too. In
places, pae, blobby mushrooms studded the ground.

"Umat"--she straightened up--"we will need to check the gardensaswell."

The news, when it came to the command center, was not good. All the water was affected, on
both sides of the ship. A little potable liquid could be created by adow process of repeated boiling and
filtration. No one had to point out that without sterile water, al the medica experimentswould grindto a
halt, but Lareet saw the faces of theirat who camein to report. They were al thinking about it.

The fungus that was taking over the lawns and strangling the trees had indeed gotten into the
gardens. They were now havensfor corpse grey mushrooms that split open with the stench of methane
and scattered clouds of brown spores everywhere.

Thelr city. Ther beautiful, lovingly made city wasrotting around them.

"We can do without the gardens, if we haveto," said Umat, her earsflicking back and forth. "We
can eat the artificia rationsthe Humans left. 1t'sthe water.”

"It'sother thingsaswdll, Sgter," said Lareet gravely. "Have you smelled the air inthe cities? The
stench is getting stronger. 1t's going to be unbreathable very shortly. If we cannot get thefiltration system
going, wewill be forced into pressure suits and clean-suits." She paused and decided she did not need to
add that there were not enough for the entire complement aboard.

"We could load the extra personnd into shuttles and send them back home." The shuttles
computers hadn't been sabotaged. The autopilots had assured their best flyersthey could get back to the
Hundred Ides, even at the acceleration and trgjectory that would be reached when the ship was moving
full tilt.

If only we could teach the city-ship to be so cooperative. Lareet shook her head. "Dayisen
Umat, if we send anyone out now, they'll be picked up by the Humans, or the Parliament. If anything
goeswrong, they'll be exiled, or killed. We till need to wait." We need to wait until we are sure thiswill
work. Until we know our sisterswill go home heroes. So | can stand beside you aslong as possible and
bresthe you all the way into my womb for our daughters to remember.

"How did they doit?' Umat flung her arms out.



Lareet frowned down the tunnel. Where there had once been green grass, there were now sickly
brown mushrooms. " Some of those jobbers must have carried spores. The rest of the attack was
probably adiverson.”

Umat turned eyes and earstoward her. "Then we are once again out of time."

Lareet dipped her earssilently.

Umat faced the coders. "Can we move the ship yet?'

"We can moveit," said Dayisen Ksenth. The head of the coders dawn shift looked down at the
miles of broad paper ribbon lying curled on the centrd table. "We can start the engines anytime we need
to--"

Umat cut her off with uncharacterigtic impatience. "Can we move it where we want it?'

Dayisen Ksenth'sears crumbled. "That's till theoretical.”

Lareet touched her sster'sarm. Umat's skin rippled, but she gave no other sign of noticing
Lareet. "How much lesstheoretica will another two days makeit?' Umat asked.

"Not much," the dayisen admitted. "We unfortunately do not have the luxury of atest flight.”

Lareet felt the uncertainty ripple through her sister, and her own skin bunched up in answer. "It
wasadwaysarisk, Sser,” Umat said, asif they wereadone. "I think the Humans did thisto discomfort us.
What will they do when they redly want to root us out?!

Lareet lowered both eyes and ears. She dready knew, what Umat was going to say next, and
she could not think of one valid reason to prevent her.

"Givethe ordersto the engine room, Dayisen Ksenth," Umat said inacam, leve voice. "Weare
moving now."

Chapter XIX

Commander Kede st at the conference table m his office with Captain Esmaraude. A 3-D of
the Ur hung on the video wall between them.

"Start with the enginesto be safe.” Esmo spoke each word asif it hurt. Kedlewas sureit did.
The Ur was her ship, and here they were talking calmly about dismantling it.

"It wouldn't be that safe," countered Kedle. "One blast out the back jets and the crane ship will
be afloating hesp of dag."

"Not if the crane goes straight in." She tapped the hangar-bay doors. "And gets straight to work.
It'll take the pogos a minute to figure out what's going on, and | guarantee you they're not going to be
turning the jets on quickly. If we warn the crane's crew what to expect, they'll be able to get the ship well
out of theway of any blast." She frowned. "Cranes steer like pigs, but they're alot faster than city-ships.”



Kede nodded. "Okay, straight in and go for the engines. Now, we can probably expect them to
deploy some jobbersin response--"

"Commander Kedle," the room voice cut across his sentence. ""Receiving tranamission from
sat-net beta"

Ked€sthroat closed. Betawas the mini-net they'd thrown up around the Ur. "Room voice, open
dation and display.”

He spared abrief glance at Esmo, who kept her face perfectly blank. The station screenlit up
and showed the vacuum, the Ur, and the twin plasmajets burning out of her nozzles. Kedleimagined he
heard the infrastructure creak as the ship lumbered forward, gathering speed.

"Room voice, emergency thread to Lieutenant Ryan.”

Ryan must have been sitting on top of a station because it was barely ten seconds later that his
image appeared on Keale s screen.

"Yes, 9r?'
"Ryan, the Ur is on the move. We need a shuttle out to track it, a maximum range, you
understand me? | don't want anybody crowding that ship to get a close look. We just need to track its

course.”

Ryan's pale cheeks went paper white. "Yes, ar,” was all he said, though, and he cut the
connection.

Kedeturned back to Esmo. "The net's not mobile, soit'll be out of range soon,” he said ruefully.
"Even| didn't think they'd get it moving thisfast.”

Esmo leaned againgt the conference table and folded her arms. She tapped her fingers againgt her
own forearm. "Do you have any ideawheét they're doing?"'

"I've got areally good guess." He touched three keys on the board, and the view on the wall
screen switched from empty vacuum to the creamy sphere of Dedelph.

Esmo paed. "Kaye, you don't think ..."

Kedemet her gaze. "Y ou've got enemies that have plagued your family since timeimmemorid.
Y ou'vejust taken control of arock weighing severa hundred million tons. What would you do with it?"

"Drop it onthem,” said Esmo, grimmer than Kedle had ever heard her. "How'd they think of it,
Kaye? They don't even have spaceflight.”

"No, but they've been throwing things a their enemies at least aslong aswe have." Hisfist
tightened.

"Have you got anything you could go after them with?" asked Esmo.

Kede dumped into the Sation chair. "Plenty. I've got hundreds of completely unarmed shuttles.



I've got an engineering fleet four days away. I've got just under four thousand people armed with
nonlethal force. I've got dl of that." He looked at the sphere. "And none of it isany good.”

"Y ou've forgotten something,” said Esmo.

Kede lifted his gaze from the screen. "What?"

Esmo bit her lip, then said, " Another city-ship.”

Kedefdt agrange cdm cover him over. "Use another ship to ram the Url"

She nodded. "And soon. If they get too close to the planet, the collision will pour debrisand
fast-particle masses dl over Deddlph.”

She seemed distant, her words alittle unred, but thiswas red, he told himsdf. Thiswas more
real than anything else he'd ever done. "How many people doesit take to fly one of those?"

She shrugged. "Two people and one functioning Al can do it for short distances.”

He met her eyes acrossthe gulf hisunwilling mind had created. " Can you teach mewhat | need
to know intime?’

She blew out asigh, considering. "Y ou're shuttle-rated aren't you, Kaye?'

He nodded.

"Then, yes, | can."

"All right. We can take the Manhattan. It's unoccupied.”

Esmo nodded. "I'll break the newsto the admiral.”

"I'll get the authorization from the veeps, so you can back up what you tell the admira.”

Her eyes sparkled behind her spectacles with icy amusement. ™Y ou know, they might not let us
dothis"

Kede shrugged. "Then I'll be extremely interested to hear the dternate plan.”

They both stood up. He opened his mouth, but she waved him quiet. "l1ts my job, too, Kaye,
morethan it isyours. They terrorized my crew. They shot Rudu sleg off him. They took my ship out from
under me." Her face went hard and he could see the fury burning hot and divein her black eyes. "I am
not going to let them get away with that.”

"I'll meet you in the hangar at fifteen hundred then." His station beeped twice a him.

Esmo jumped alittle. "What's that?'

"Something I've been keeping track of. That planetsider, Cabal, has been snooping around the
private web. | had athread drone on his back getting the proof.” He pursed hislips thoughtfully. "It's



probably not worth it, but I'll send somebody around to get him. Seeyou at fifteen hundred, Esmo.”
"Fifteen hundred.” Esmo &ft.

Kedle sat down at the comm gtation and typed in abrief command to call up the thread drone
that had let him know it was finished with itsjob. Business as usual. Attend to security matters. Keep
everybody and everything safe. Don't think about the suicide run you've just signed up for. No. Dontt
think about thet.

"All right, Mr. Cabd," said Kede, suddenly grateful to Cabd for providing adigtraction. "Exactly
what have you been up to?"

Praeis waked beside Theiainto the Debating Chamber. Everything was the same; marble tables,
mosaicked floor, portraits of the Ancestors looking down and the Queens looking expectantly up. What
was different wasthe air m the room. It quivered, with both anger and anticipation. What was aso
different was the way that Armetrethe hovered behind the sofas the Queens occupied. Five other Council
members stood like Ssters beside her.

Armetrethe's cold eyes confirmed what Praeis had suspected dl along. She was not being called
to report, she was being called to account, and not by the Queens done.

Oh, Sister, my behavior hasfinaly become too heavy for you to bear? Her flesh settled against
her muscles with asick heaviness. Thela pressed close to her. Now they both knew for certain why there
had been no letter in response to the newsthat a sister and adaughter had died. Armetrethe had been
too busy working on this meeting.

Praeis closed her eyes and raised her hands. "I am returned as ordered, Mgestic Sisters. When |
|eft, the Strategic Situation was as| laid out in my last report. The Humans presence has successtully
warded off any Getesaph attacks. The infestation is being eradicated, and our arms-sisters are working
ceasdlesdy to refit and repair their equipment and return our fighting capability.”

She walited for permission to open her eyes. It didn't come.

"Y es, your reports have been quite regular,” said Aires Byu smoothly. " Perhaps you meant thisas
compensation for your irregular actions.”

Praeisfdt her throat close. To her surprise, Thela spoke. "Forgive me, Mgestic Sigters. I'm sure
my mother understands your meaning, but I, ignorant and childlessas| am, do not."

"You do not?" inquired Vaier Byu. Her voice was heavy and reluctant. Since the Queenswere
addressing Theia, Pragis opened her eyes.

Vaer Byuwas clutching Airesshand. "l will explain, then, snce your mother hasnot." She
looked at Theia, but her ears focused completely on Praeis. "Praeis Shin t Thena began amilitary action
without orders from her Queens. She has used the lives and resources of her Great Family for her own
purposes. After which, she entered into a private contract with the Humans to immobilize our military so
they could servetheir rea partnersin the Hundred Ides.”



"No," said Pragis, more to Armetrethe than the Queens. Armetrethes ears flattened. Pragis could
fed thewaves of hatred rolling out of her soul. Her skin shivered and danced as they washed over her.
Sigter, Sigter, we arethelast of our family. Don't do this. Let me come home. | swear we can come
together again.

"It wasfine while you werewinning, Sister,” Armetrethe said bitterly, and Pragis knew not one of
her thoughts reached Armetrethe. "The streets sang your praises. But what did you expect when this
Human "accident’ happened?’

| hear what you're redlly asking, Sister. You're asking how | let my sister and daughter die?
Y ou're asking how could | rebel against you? Y ou and she decided to take my daughter away from me
into the enemy’'sidands, and now you blame me because they died.

"Ancestors Mine." Pragisfelt her muscles spasm out of control. "And I'm the onewho's
supposed to be insane. Armetrethe, it wasn't an accident. We are being lied to, but -- "

"You hear!" said Armetrethe to the Queens without even closing her firgt lid. ™Y ou hear! She
admitsit!"

"Armetrethe Shin t Theria, you will remember we are ill your Queens!” thundered Ueam Byu.
"And my Mgegtic Sigterswill remember what they did to help bring this about!”

That was too much even for her Wise Sigtersin Council. One of them laid ahand on Armetrethe
sgood arm. Her stump best the air furioudy, but she closed her eyes. "My apologies, Mgestic Sigters. |
am ... overwrought at seeing my lost and distant Sster, Pragis.”

Oh, good, Armetrethe. Perfect. The skin shuddered up and down Praeiss back. What next?
What'sthe next linein this scene?

"What answer do you have to make, Noblest Sister?' boomed Ueani Byu.

What answer? | have served and lived and waited and come back to serve again, and you
abandoned my daughter and you caled me mad and now you call meto grove in front of you because
your enemies have the upper hand and one of them ismy last Sster who | wasfool enough to believe
would let me come home. . .

Theroom stank, Praeis suddenly redlized. Theair filled with the scents of fire, fear, tale breath,
and blind anger. Shetook astep forward. The air brushed againgt her skin like silk. She could fed every
draft. She could fed everything. The warmth from the heating pit lapped gently at her left cheek and filled
her ear like music. Thetiles under her feet each had a unique shape. All their surfaces were delicately,
individualy pebbled. She wanted to touch them. She would touch them. They felt so good under her
palms and knees, rough and cool as her hands traveled back and forth and back and forth. Hands
touched her, and that was best of dl. She would go anywhere, do anything to keep that feding, warm
and soft and infinitdly welcome.

The hands pulled her, and she went with them.



Arron answered the summons to Keal€'s office primarily because he didn't know what elseto
do. There was only one reason the security chief could have for caling himin; Caba must have gotten

caught.

Kealewaved him to aseat at the conference table, and Arron took it. Keale sat at hiscomm
gation. Arron had to work to keep his hands from rubbing hisforearms, or thighs, or scratching his scalp.

Kede steepled hisfingers. "Has Dr. Nussbaumer told you what happened?”

Arron shook hishead. "I haven't spoken to Lynn for acouple of days." Or she hasn't spoken to
me, I'm not surewhich.

"The Ur ismoving. We've got them plotted. They're going to drive the ship straight into the t'Aori
peninsula”

Arron felt the blood drain out of his cheeks. "No."
Kedejust looked a him.
Lareet? Umat? What are you doing? " Can you stop them?”

Onemusclein Keale s cheek tightened. "Yes. If we leavein time, we can intercept them with
another city-ship.”

Arron's hands felt cold. He wanted to jump up and pace the room so badly, hislegs ached with
the effort of keegping till. "Then what?'

The musclein Ked€'s cheek twitched again. "The shipswill collide and, if wevetimed it right, the
debriswill fly off harmlesdy into space.”

"Y ou're talking about making asuicide run.”

"Yes," said Keale again. He lowered hishands and laid them on hischair ams. "And I'd like to
talk to you about away out of it."

A way out of it? For whom?"I'm not sure what you're getting at.”

Heleaned forward, resting his elbows on hisknees. "I am hoping you can talk to your friendsthe
Dayisen Rua and convince them to take the Ur off its present course.”

Arron said nothing, hejust sat there. Keale had just offered him what held been aching for since
he'd heard about the takeover. Here was a chance to talk to Lareet and Umat and talk them out of ...
whatever it was they thought they were doing.

Why aren't | jumping at it? asked part of hisbrain. Because, answered another part, you have
other things you want to do.

He couldn't look at Keale anymore. He got to hisfeet and paced around the conference table.
Anideatook hold in the back of hismind, and it grew stronger with every step.



Findly, he faced Kedle again. He took a deep breath. "There's only oneway it'll work."
"What?' Kedlelooked at him with narrowed eyes.

"l need to be on the ship." Surprise froze Kedlein place. Arron kept going. "If I'm there, and they
don't veer off, they'll kill asister. Umat might not consder me atrue sster, but | think Lareet might. It'l|
create adivision between them." He swallowed. " Divisions between s sters can remove resolve.”

Kede nodded. "It makes sense. All right, you'll have the dubious honor of coming along.” For the
first time, hisface softened. "Y ou do redizethat if you can't talk them out of it, you're going to be just as
dead astherest of us?’

"Oh, yes" Arron stiffened his shoulders. Now or never. "That'swhy I'm going to ask ahigh price
for goingdong.”

"Yourewhat?' Kedejerked himsdlf halfway out of hischair.

"I want access to the contingency plans for when the Dedelphi break their contract with
Bioverse"

Kedefdl back into the chair, and, to Arron's surprise, he started chuckling. "'I've dready got Six
counts of system breaking and entering against your friend Caba. He saysyou paid for it. Do you have
any ideawhat | could do to you for that?"

Arron shrugged. "Do you have any ideahow little | care? My wholelifeisgone.” Hispadm
brushed the table asif he were sweeping something onto the floor. ™Y ou want my help, al right, but you
need meto do this voluntarily. What are you going to do? Tie me up and haul me onboard and put mein
front of the screen with astunner to my head?

Kedéesface remained impassive. "I'm aready doing you afavor by not having you arrested.”
"l know." Arron straightened up dowly. "Now, I'm asking for another one.”

He'sgoing to cal my bluff thought Arron, looking into Keale€'s caculating brown eyes. It's not
going to work. He'sgoing to see | won't let Lareet and Umat dieif | can helpit.

But Kede didn't say anything. Hejust swung the chair around and laid histhumb over akey chip
on the comm gtation. After amoment, the station beeped and a drawer did open. Kealelifted out apiece

of paper.

He hesitated. "I just want you to know," he said without turning around, "that if it was just me,
thiswould not work. I am only doing this because there are other people | do not want to see dead.”

"I know," said Arron, and he was shocked to redlize heredly did.

K edl e handed the paper to Arron. "Gresat stuff, paper. Learned about it from the Dedel phi.
Humans used it once upon atime. I've got no ideawhy it was abandoned. Absolutely no way to cut into
it or tap it through the web. No wandering backups and no shadow records.”

Arron read down thelist quickly and felt achill growing inside him. There was a paragraph about



lowering the city-shipsinto the amosphere and shifting the angle on the artificid gravity to shakethe cities
gpart. There was a paragraph about |etting |oose engineered moldsto blight an entire harvest and leave
the Dedel phi dependent on Humansfor their food, delivery of which would be contingent on their good
behavior.

Finally, there was the paragraph about landing, taking whatever would pay for Bioverse's
considerable losses, putting the PR dervishes to work on tales of unspeakable barbarity versus brave
Humanity, and leaving.

Arron folded the paper into thirdsand put it in his pocket. "Y ou've dready arrested Cabd,
haven't you?'

"Yes" Kealesvoice was mild.
"Heonly did it because | paid himto."
"| thought s0." Kedle stood. "Well be trying you with him when we get back."

"| thought s0," said Arron in areasonable imitation of Ked€'s negligent tone. "When do we leave,
Commeander?"

"In one hour, Dr. Hagopian. We want to meet the Ur asfar away from Dedelph as possible.”

"Of course." Arron stood up. "I'll meet you in the hangar in an hour.”

* % *

When the word came down of what had been decided about the Ur, Lynn was snatching a
prefab, flash-cooked med in her cabin with David. He'd taken the opportunity offered by need to get
medica supplies and report on what was going on aboard the Cairo with the Paeccs Tayn and the Ut
Shai to stedl a couple of hourswith her, and Lynn was grateful.

Sheldd beentrying to tell herself that Kedle would find asolution to the™ Ur problem.” That there
was absolutely no question about it. He was in consultation with the admiral, and the Ur's captain, and
theréd be a plan, and they'd put it into play and everything would work out.

No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't make hersdlf believeit. Work had ground to a halt.
The spy satellites had been reoriented to track the Ur'sflight asit swung out in itswide dliptic. Nobody
had the least doubt that K eale and Esmaraude had made a correct prediction. The Getesaph were going
to drop the Ur on their ancient enemies.

Lynn had quickly squashed the notion of telling thetTherians. What good would it do? Was
there any way they could evacuate even some of the population of t/Aon in the time remaining? Not that
they were going to haveto, of course, but they couldn't even if they thought they might haveto ...

And even with David holding on to her, Lynn had felt cold fear snk in and numb her to the bone.

Then, the comm ation lit up with amessage from Keale, about the solution to the problem, and
about Arron'spart iniit.



Lynn looked helplesdy at David.
"Go," wasdl hesad.

Lynn went. Double-damning Bioverse propriety, she ran through the pleasantly designed
wood-paneled, full-spectrum-lit corridors. She ran through the bulkheads flanked by stands of bamboo
and beds of ferns. She ran through the flower gardens and rock gardens

and summery arbors until she crossed into the plain, angled, meta-and-ceramic hall that led to
the hangar deck.

She leaned on the bulkhead, breathing hard and scanning the white chamber. Arron stood next to
one of the shuttles, looking around himself half-expectantly, half-worriedly. When he saw her, hisface
smoothed, and he crossed the shining floor to the doorway.

Lynnjust looked up & him.
Hehdd hishand out, but let it fall. "I'm sorry," he said.

"For what?' Y ou're going out there to kill yourself; do not expect me to make this easy on you.
The thought wasirrational, and she knew it. He was doing thisfor himsdlf, for her, for the Dedelphi, for
hisfriends, for Bioverse. She should be thanking him. She should be ... She should be doing anything but
what shewas.

"For everything." He waved both hands hel plessly. "For not being able to talk to you. For not
being ableto explain. For..." Arron took her in hisarms and kissed her, long and warm and deep. She
kissed him back, for dl the old love and lost friendship they held between them.

Helet her go. She had nothing to say. There was nothing left to say, not until he came back; if he
came back.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper folded in thirds. "Here," he handed it
to her. "These arered. | got them from Keale in exchange for my help. | don't know what you want to
do with them, but..." He paused. "Buit | thought you should see them.”

Arron turned on his hed and strode across to the waiting shuttle.

Lynn stood there, stiff-backed and dry-eyed, until the Siren cut the air, warning al personnd to
leave the hangar. Depressuri zation commencing m three minutes. Two minutes, thirty seconds. Two
minutes, twenty.

Lynn held hersdlf to awak al the way back to the cabin. It wasn't until David put his hand on her
shoulder and asked what was wrong that she broke down crying for Arron and everything that had never

happened.

"It'sdl right," David leaned her toward him. "It'sal right. Go ahead. Just et me ..." Helifted the
paper from her ringers.

"Ah, God," Lynnwiped at her eyes. "I don't even know what it is. Arron gaveit to me..." She
took it back from him and unfolded it.



Under the machine-printed heading " Contingency Plansin Case of Fatal Breach of Contract”
camealist. Lynnread it and felt the blood drain away to the soles of her feet.

"What the hell was he thinking?" she demanded of David. "It won't cometo thist Weve got
everything under control!" She bunched the paper up in her fist. "He knowsthat. We've got everything
taken care of. We--" All a once apair of very different eyesflashed in her mind, not Arron's, but
Praeiss. Pragiss when sheld caled to find out what was really happening, and Lynn had lied.

David read the expression on her face. " So, what the hell was he thinking?"

Shelooked at the crumpled paper again. "He was thinking of showing me what other people
were planning on doing if the Dedel phi didn't cooperate. He was thinking of showing mewhereit could
lead if weforgot--" She swallowed. "If | forgot that I'm not the only one playing thisgame.”

David sighed. "' So, what are you going to do thistime?"
The sound of near exasperation in his voice made Lynn swing around to look at him. "David?'

Hetook her hand. "Lynn, listen to me. I'm behind you, whatever you do, but do you remember
why we're here? Really? We're not here to save the world, or help Bioverse make a profit. Were here
because an independent race of sapient beings asked usto come help. Now you and Bioverse aretelling
them what to do, and Arron'stelling them what to be, and no oneis asking them how they want to handle
thismesswevedl gotteninto.”

Hisvoice was s0ft, but his eyes were thunderous. He was not angry at her, she knew him well
enough to know that. He was angry at the messthat had invaded the project like abrand-new virus. One
more plague to harrow the Dedel phi.

She swdlowed again, and her throat ached. "Y ou'reright,” she said dowly. "But David, | can't let
the war start up again. | will not et people diewhen | can stopit. If that's playing God, thenitisand it's
probably immoral if not illegal and I'm doing it anyway." Shelooked at the crumpled wad of paper in her
fist. "But | cantell Praeiswhat's going on." She unclenched her fist from around the paper. "All of it."

David took her empty hand and smoothed it out. "It be enough, Lynn. Somewherein here, it
will beenough.”

Lynn leaned her head againgt his shoulder. "God, | hope you'reright.”

Chapter XX

The hangar bay was stuffed to the brim with sisters, but even under the rich scent of too many
bodiesin too smdl aspace, you could il smdl the rot from the city. All of the shuttleswere full of
soldiers and sealed tight with their own air filters on. The remaining sisters had moved in here by
suggestion and mutual consent. No one had been able to get the main filtration system going again, but
here the smell was at |least bearable. Besides, many said, where else should they be at thistime than
shoulder to shoulder with their Ssters?

Lareet looked at all the sisters crowding the deck. All the ones who were going to die with the
ship. They were, each one of them, as cheerful as Umat, reminiscing and joking with each other, asif they



were al on their way to one great battle, which they were. They would go proudly to the World
Mothers.

Umat had amogt certainly sent her down herein the hopes that some of the spirit would rub off
on her, and it was succeeding. She walked among the soldiers, recelved their hails, asked if the boredom
wasn't wearing on them, offered to top their lies. She felt the bond tightening between all of them. It was
red and it was holy and the strength of it amost dizzied her.

She breathed it dl in deeply. Thisisfor you, my Daughters, she said to the children in her womb.
From my blood to yours, fed and understand how thisisal for you.

"How do we progress, Dayisen Lareet?" asked asoldier Lareet didn't recognize, and without a
name, she couldn't assign arank. No one had come to this ship in uniform.

"We progress beautifully, my Sister,” said Larest, loud enough for anybody interested to hear.
"We have passed our apogee. Soon it will betime for our Sisters onboard the shuttles to take the news
back to the Hundred Ides of Home that our daughters are forever safe.”

A resounding cheer rang acrossthe deck. Lareet let it lift her up. A good speech, she thought.
Umeat will he proud.

Asif that were a cue, the open speaker crackled. "Dayisen Lareet isrequested to return to the
command center.”

Inspired by the lightheartedness around her, Lareet bowed to the speaker box, raising approving
laughter.

"Duty calseven our commanders," observed someone.
"Never was there greater truth, Sister,” Lareet called back.

Thelong walk through the empty, stinking corridors cooled her blood considerably. By thetime
she reached the command center, she was able to wonder, and to worry, why she had been summoned.

The hatch cycled back to let her through and she saw Umat and the other commanders clustered
around the one comm gtation they'd left working, in case the Humans said something they redlly could not
ignore. There had been pleas, requests for negotiation, and the level voice of Commander Kealeissuing
extraordinarily polite generaized thredts.

Now, though, Scholar Arron's voice came out of the station.
"Lareet? Lareet?' Indde her mind, she could see his smooth brow furrowing with exasperation. "'l
know you have to be there somewhere. How long are you going to make me keep talking to myself,

here?'

She crossed the deck in half a dozen steps. Umat felt her coming and moved back to make room
for her in the crescent of sisterswho glowered over the Sation asif it were abad omen.

"Lareet, answer me. Umat? Y ou must know where sheis. Will you go get her please? Weve
got... I've got something you need to hear. It'simportant. Please, answer me."



Umat met Lareet's eyes, and dipped her ears.

The skin between Lareet's shoulders bunched up. She reached out and touched the key the
coders said meant "reply.”

"I'm here, Scholar Arron," shesaid.

Arron'sfamiliar Sgh of relief drifted out of the station. "I'm grateful to Mother Night. Listen,
Lareet, have you got any cameras working on thet thing yet?"

Lareet flicked an ear to Umat, who turned to the bridge commander. She dipped her ears. "Yes,
we have," said Larest.

"Good." Arron did not sound very certain. What is happening? Thelast of the warmth from the
hangar |eft Lareet's blood.

Arron went on. " Set one of the command center camerasto ..." He paused, and she could hear a
faint voice in the background. "Coordinates 16, 24, 16."

"Doit," said Umat to the ovrth at the navigation station.

A section of the centrd tablelit up. In comical unity, commanders turned from the station to the
table. The screen showed agrid, the stars and one large, luminous globe right in the center of the view.

"What isthat?" breathed Umét.

"That's probably us," answered Arron. "I'm aboard the city-ship Manhattan with Commander
Kede and Captain Esmaraude. We're on an interception course with your ship.”

The skin crawled across the back of Lareet's neck. Her toes dug at the metal deck. "Arron, what
areyou doing?"

Arron hesitated. "I'm helping to stop you, Lareet. If you don't bregk this off, we're going to run
the Manhattan straight into the Ur. Youl'l dl die, and so will we."

The command center was S0 Silent, Lareet could hear her own heart beat like thunder. "' Scholar
Arron, you can't mean it."

"Dayisen Laredt, | do. It'sdl over. The only question iswhether we live through it or not.”

Umat left her side and strode over to the sister at the navigation post. She whispered in her ears.
Lareet barely heard the answer. "Dayisen Umat, that will take at least ahaf hour to code.”

"Doit," breathed Umat. She straightened up and lifted her voice. "Scholar Arron, | don't believe
you would do thisto us"

"It'snot medoing it, Umat." Lareet knew from the voice that Arron had probably curled his
handsinto fiststo sgnd hisfrudiration. They were amazingly expressive, those Human hands. "1 came
adongtotry to save your lives, our lives."



The sgter a the navigation post began to pant. She covered her mouth to muffleit. Umat laid a
steadying hand on her shoulder. "Scholar Arron, isthisyour revenge for our actions at port?"

"Y ou betrayed me," he said with asurprisng smplicity. ™Y ou took liveswith your actions. | am
bleeding insde for what happened.” The pain was clear in hisvoice, even for aHuman. Lareet glanced
around and saw anumber of sisterswith skin rippling in response. "But you've been betrayed, too,” said
Arron.

"What?' Theword burst out of Larest.

Arron took one of the deep bresths that seemed to steady him. "The Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead
have known about your plan for at least ayear. They set things up so Bioverse would take care of you
for them. It'sworked beatifully, don't you think?'

Murmurs and panting flicked Lareet's earsin a dozen different directions. Shefelt the heat rising
in her blood and lifted her eyesto see Umat. Her Sister stood as il as stone, her face smooth, tight, and
shining with purerage.

Lareet |looked back down at the table. The globe had grown into the double-lens shape of a
city-ship.

"Lareet, Umat, we don't have much time. We're going to hit Again they heard the background
voice. A woman'svoice, Lareet decided. "Fifty-x minutes,” Arron went on. "We know you haveto
code every movein by hand. But if you move soon, Captain Esmaraude can give you some shortcuts.
We can il dl get through this. Y ou don't haveto kill me unlessyou redly want to. Y ou don't haveto kill
each other at al."

Lareet sared at Umat. Shefét acold, leaching panic stedl into her bones. "Sigter ..." she
breathed.

"He's playing on your blood, Lareet,” said Umat heatedly. Lareet felt the answering warmth of
anger gtir in her. It camefrom al around. Anger a the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead, at Arron and hisallies,
this captain and commander, and dways, aways, aways at the devnawho drove them al to this. "I will
get you and your children safely away."

"I heard that, Umat!" cried Arron. "Hear me! Evenif you launched the shuttles right now, they
would not get far enough away to avoid getting hit by the debris from the collison. Everybody's going to

die, Umat. Everybody."
Thenoise of panting grew louder. Every mouth was open. Every ear pressed flat against their

owner's scalp. Fear wrapped around Lareet now, mixing with the anger until her vision blurred. Shelaid
one hand on her pouch and the other on the cool surface of the comm station and tried to steady hersdif.

"What's the point!" demanded Arron from the speakers. "Mother Night! It's not going to work!
All that's going to happenisyou will prove you can't think past your hatred!"

"Shut thet off!" shouted Umat.

One of the dayisen touched the key that shut the speaker off.



Silencefdl, except for the echoing noise of ssters panting and trying to get it under control. Fear
and anger whirled on dl sides.

Lareet pressed her hand againgt her pouch asif she could fed her microscopic daughtersin her
womb. Her children, begotten at Umat's urging, as much her sister's as hers. Concelved to sedl their
bond and bring them out of their quarrdl. Her daughters, Umat's daughters.

Arron's anguished voice rang around her head.

Everybody's going to die. Everybody.

Lareet did not realize sheld crossed the deck until shelaid her hand on Umat's shoulder.
"Itisover, Sger," she said softly. "We gambled, and we log."

"No!" Umat grabbed her hand and squeezed it until Lareet's skin bunched in protest. She held
her sigter, eyes and ears and heart. "No. They are bluffing. They are Human. They do not have the
passonto diefor acause!”

"Sigter, they arethere!" Lareet wrenched both earstoward the table. "They are Sitting right in our
path and not moving!" Shelaid her hand over Lareet's hand and went on more softly. "They meaniit,
Sigter, with whatever emotion drivesther frozen hearts. Do you redlly believe Scholar Arron would lieto
l'S?I

Umat's earswaved wildly. "We have sworn to die for the safety of our children.”

Lareet held her tighter. She could fed the confusion at her back. She could dmost smell it, strong
and sharp over the scent of rot and death drifting through the tunnel from the city. "Our oath was sworn
when there was areason for it, Sister. Now, there would be no point to your death.”

Umat's skin struggled asif it meant to crawl off her body. She flicked her gaze around the bridge.
Lareet's gaze followed. The ssters clustered together in groups, sharing strength, sharing fear and anger,
and trying without successto lessen their confusion. Lareet and Umat had caught them al intheir conflict.
Lareet fdt it. It Strengthened and scared her a the sametime.

"And if welive, what then?' said Umat, her voice high and tight. "How long would we live for?
Will the Sisters-Chosen-to-Lead leave us alive?’

"Y ou could come with meto the colonies." Lareet laid her sister's hand on her belly guard. "Y ou
could comewith us"

"NO!" Umat clamped her free hand on Lareet's shoulder and shook her. "'l will not let you do
this, Sigter! If we turn away now, the devnaand their Humanswin!™

Anger burst from every soul on the bridge like the blossoming of blood red flowersin asummer's
nightmare. Lareet felt it press down on her. She stiffened every muscle under every inch of her skinto
dand againd it.

"They've dready won," she said, struggling not to gasp the words out. "'If we move quickly, we
can save three thousand of our ssters. If we don't, we lose three thousand of oursto kill three of theirs.



Tdl metruthfully, Sigter, if thiswere an ordinary war, would you take those numbers?'

They stood there, hands gripping each other. Shefelt Umat's anguish, her need to see her sisters
and their children safe batter at her. It was hard and unforgiving and loud. But for oncein her life, Lareet
knew Umat was wrong. She stood there holding her sister tight, and did not let it into her blood.

Sowly, likethetide pulling back from the shore, the anger around them faded. The confusion
steadied. One by one, the sisters-in-command stopped panting.

Umat looked at Lareet in complete disbelief. Her muscles sagged. Her sharp ears crumpled.
Tearswelled up in her eyes.

"Turn that thing back on," she murmured.

"Lareet? Umat?' Scholar Arron'svoice wastight with anguish. "We're running out of time here. It
might betoo late aready. Answver me, please..."

Umat looked at Lareet, pleading with her entire body. Lareet dipped her ears and spoke up.
"Scholar Arron, will you grant our Sisters safe passage to the colonies?”

"I'll convoy them mysdlf if | haveto," said astrange man'svoice. "I'll swear it on whatever you
want."

"Then tdll uswhat to do." Umat sank dowly into the captains chair. "Wevelogt."

Mother was crouched over apile of clean clothes when the Human came to the back door.

Theiahad seen right away that the Queens-of-All had no ideawhat to do with them. That much
had been written in the tightening of their skin and the tense angle of their ears. Mother was an enemy and
afailure, and they had all kinds of possibilitiesfor her. But Mother was no longer amother, or &t least she
wouldn't be for much longer. Her will was being claimed by the Ancestors. As soon asit wasfully
claimed, she'd be an Ancestor, only her body would still live on earth as afather. Where he walked, each
step would be heard, and the Ancestors would prick up their ears and pay attention to everything that
went on around him.

Aunt Armetrethe had the grace not to look too surprised when the Queens had told her to take
her Changing sister home and care for her. It was clear though, that Aunt Armetrethe didn't know what
to do with them either. She knew what she was supposed to do, but Mother's Changing had ruined
whatever tidy, vicious plans sheld put together to prove, once and for dl, that she and Aunt Sengjess had
been right and Mother had been wrong. She nursed a hatred that must have had the Ancestors howling,
but felt she had to do some kind of duty toward the new father.

So she cleared out the back chamber of the house, had the cousins bundle up al of Praeissand
Theids possessions there and commended Theiato watch over her mother until the Change was
complete and she could be taken, under proper escort and cover, of course, to amale house.

It wasn't easy. Mother was ill lucid for hours a atime, but she was frenetic. She couldn't Sit
gtill, even when she saw how distressed Thelawas.



"It'sastage of life, nothing more, Theia, but why now, why now, why now?" She paced from the
door to the window and back again, with little, jerky steps. "Y ou heed to get back to the colonies. | was
wrong to bring you and your sister here, wrong to bring you here, get back as soon as you can, you have
near family there till, take shelter with them and live your life away from Queens and hate and war and
al the things your mother was fool enough to think she could fix with her triumphant return.”

"| promise, Mother," she said, just to try to ease her.

"Y ou promise, you promise, of course you promise.” Mother ran her fingertips acrossthe
windowpane. "Y ou are agood daughter, afine, well-grown, strong daughter.”

Then, just as suddenly as they started, the words would stop. Mother's eyes would focus on
nothing at dl, and sheldd be running her hands over thewall, or pressing her nogtrils againgt the glassin the
dit window, or picking at the clothes from the saichels asif trying to decide which onesfelt best.

Now there was this man standing in the threshold, pop-eyed behind his faceplate, watching
Mother sort through the clothes and rub them againgt her face and arms.

"WdI?' sad Theiain English. "What isit?'

The man coughed gently through his breeth filter and looked at hisboots. "I've got a message for
Praeis ShintTheria. | wastold to cometo thisdoor, | think, anyway." He had anasa voice, and Theids
ears wanted to crumple at the grating sound of it.

"l am Praeis Shin'sdaughter. I'll takeit.”

Awkwardly, the man pulled asmall plastic bag out of his pocket. Inside was some much folded
paper. He unsealed the bag and held it out. Theia plucked the paper out, careful not to touch the bag.

"Thank you," said Theiawith as much politeness as she could force into her voice. Now, please
go away.

Hedidn't move. The Human s gaze did over her and Theiaknew he was staring at her mother.
"Isthat afather?' he asked.

Theladammed the door in hisface.

Mother was gill busy with the clothes. Theiasat down heavily in the chair and pulled hard on her
own ear.

It wasn't supposed to be like this. She was supposed to be surrounded by her sisters and her
cousins. They'd be sitting clustered around Mother, encouraging her, soothing her, Snging to the
Ancegtorsfor her as her voice faded. They'd take turns visiting the shrine. Some of them would be
dickering with those who wanted to bring strong Shin t Theria soulsinto their blood families. Reswould
have been so good at that. It was supposed to be ajoyful time, aholy time. Not atimeto Sit alone and
desolate in aback room with cousins stealing in and out to bring food and lay a quick hand on her
shoulder, torn between her distress and their own mother's bewildered anger.

"Mother, I'mtired," Theiasaid.



Mother did not ook up. Her ears didn't even twist around. She lifted up the burgundy sari she'd
worn the day they stepped off the shuttle and buried her face in the soft fabric.

"Mother, | missyou.”

Mother snuffled the cloth and Theiafelt tears running down her cheeks. She wiped at her eyes
and, moreto distract hersdlf than anything else, unfolded the I etter.

The whole thing had been written in English.

Dear Pragis,

If you are receiving this, you can tell your Queens and their Council that the Getesaph threat
overhead has been removed, oneway or another. Y ou are safe from that direction now. Completely
safe, | can't swear that strongly enough.

Thereason | think | can't is because I've now got to tell you I've lied to you.

Thelafelt warm breath on her ear and started. Mother had picked hersaf up from the clothes
pile. She dill ran the sari through her fingers, but she also leaned over Theia's shoulder, twitching her ears
at theletter,

Theladowly turned her attention back to the words on the page.

| ordered the coagulant that disabled your fleet to be released. | convinced Bioverse we needed
to stop your war without you knowing about it and hold the peace long enough to evacuate the planet
and salvage the century project.

| thought Bioverse was coming in to save your world. | knew that | was, and most of the people
| worked with were. Maybe Bioverseredlly was. But it was aso coming in to get its new bioforms, and it

has a contingency plan drawn up, in case your people don't fal into line.

Y ou need to know about this, Pragis, so your people can decide what to do about us. I've
enclosed it. I'll swear in front of whoever that thisisred.

| still want to save theworld, Pragis. I'm just not sure how to do it anymore.
Lynn

Theialifted the first page, and read the second, more crumpled sheet. Shefdt her earsflatten
againg her scalp and her skin rippled in thick waves from her neck to her knees.

Ancestors Ming, Theialowered the letter. She wanted to throw back her head and how! at the
celing. Ancestors Mine! What am | supposed to do about this?

"Box," said Mother suddenly.

Thelajerked around. Her mother retreated to the clothes pile. "Box, box." Mother pawed
through the heap of fabric.



Theiaclenched theletter in her fist. "I don't understand, Mother.”

Mothers ears crumpled. "David's box!"

"Here. It'shere" Theiapicked up one of the few unplundered satchels and unsealed it. She
pulled out the black box of vials and injectorsfor her mother to see. "Mother, you'reinto the Change.
One more dose won't--"

"All," Mother said, desperation plain in her thickened voice. "Give medl.”

"Mother, no!" Theiatook her shoulders, hoping to soothe her with the touch. "We don't know
what that will do to you. Please, let it go. Let me keep you as afather and see your blood and soul go

on.

Her mother stroked her arms, back and forth, back and forth, and Theia was sure her will had
surrendered to the journey again. But shelooked down at her daughter with liquid eyes. "Please.”

Thelafdt every musclein her body sag. "All right, Mother."

Theiaput the box on the small serving table and undid its catch. Thevidsglistened in the light
from the dit window.

One at atime, Thela picked up the vials and inserted them into the injector. Miraculoudy, Mother
held still while Theialifted the pipette to her neck forty times.

Her whole hand was shaking by the time she sank the last injection into her mothers neck.

Theladropped the injector back into the box and buried her facein her hands.

I'm sorry, she thought to her mother's consciousness on itsjourney to the Ancestors. | didn't
know what elseto do. | didn't mean to kill you, or Res. | missyou, that's al. 1 know you're not really

here anymore, but | want you to be. | don't want to be alone, | don't. Forgive me.

She might have dozed off for alittle while, she wasn't sure. All she knew wasthat shefelt a
familiar touch on the back of her head.

"My Daughter,”" said her mother softly. "My brave Daughter.”

Thelajerked her head up. Mother stood in front of her, alittle stooped, and her ears waved
amlesdy, but her eyeswere focused on Thela

"Mother!" Thelalegpt into her arms. She would have climbed into her pouch if she could, but as
it was she wrapped her arms around her mother and hugged her hard.

"Easy, easy, now, my Daughter,” chided Mother. "'l am fragile these days.”
Thelapulled back just alittle. Tears stung her eyes. "Are you good, Mother?!

"A little, not very, and | don't know for how long." Her ears waved, aswild and restlessas her
wandering had been. "Everything comes a melike waves. It'sdistant, then it's right smack in front of me,



and it'sdistant again." She swayed on her feet, and Theia, her heart in her mouth, steedied her.

"I don't know how long | have, Daughter. Y ou have to get me to the Home of Queens. Now,
Thela. Do you understand?’ Mother clutched at her, her eyeswidening with fear or urgency, or both.
"Bring the letter, do you understand? Bring the | etter."

"Yes, Mother." Theiasnatched her wallet off the table where sheld left it and stuffed the letter

indde. "Comewith me." Theialinked her arm through her mother's, trying not to feel how erratically her
skin twitched. Together, they dipped out the back door.

It was midafternoon. All the good cousins were insde with Ciean and her swelling womb, taking
their |lessons and digesting whatever Aunt Armetrethe poured into them.

Thefamily's battered frame car wasin the drive. Aunt Armetrethe comandeered Council
trangportation these days. Thela could drive, after afashion. Ciean and the cousins had been teaching her
and Res. The steering on the old car was giff and cantankerous, but she could keep it mostly onthe
road. She gripped the whedl, worked the levers, and bared her teeth to the wind and rain.

Mother sat next to her, shivering and clutching at her arm and shoulder occasiondly.

"I'm herel" sheld shout every now and then. "I'm il here.”

"We're both here,” Theiaanswered.

"Yes" said Mother, and Thelacould swear she heard red satisfaction in her voice. "We're both
here

The arms-sisters had barricaded the streets leading to the Home of Queens. They knew Theia,
and apparently no contravening orders had been handed down, so they raised the barricades and let
them drive through.

They madeit al the way to the gates of the Home of Queens, where aprime-sister waved them
to astop.

"We need to get through,” said Theiato the prime-sister, who'd had both her earsripped ragged
in some combat long ago. Thelawracked her brainsfor the prime's name.

"Theiareth Shin tTherig, right?" The prime-sister squinted at her. "'I'm sorry, Noblest Sister, but
your aunt Armetrethe's been specific. Y ou're not permitted entry to the Home."

"What about me?' said Mother.
The Prime-Sister turned her head dowly, asif noticing Mother for thefirst time.
"Pragis Shin?' she said, wonderingly. "I thought... I'd heard...”

Mother bared her teeth. "There are more rumorsin the service than there are guns,” shesaid, a
littletoo fast, alittletoo tight. "1 am ill arepresentative of the Queens-of-All and one of the Noblest



SigerstTheria You will let my daughter and me through immediately. Immediately.”
The prime-sister hesitated. Thelatapped her foot to get the Ancestors attention.
"Immediately," repeated Mother, her earswaving agitatedly.
"Yes, Noblest Sister.” The prime-sister stood back and gestured for the gate to be opened.
"Thank you," breathed Theiato the Ancestors as she drove through.

She parked the car right in the middle of the cobbled yard. Her mother climbed out, ssumbling a
little on the stones. Thela grabbed her arm. "' Are you good?"

Mother focused on her, alittletoo dowly. "No. Get mein to the Queens, Daughter. Get mein.
There's not much longer.”

Thelatook her arm and pulled her close. "Then here we go, Mother.”

She gtretched her legsfor dl they were worth, hurrying, up the stairs and striding acrossthe
receiving rooms. Mother staggered and leaned heavily on her, but kept the pace. Councilors and their
assstants turned to stare. Theia saw them out of the corners of her eyes. She didn't break her stride. She
was up the stairs and into the Debating Chamber before anybody could make enough sense out of what
they saw to raise objections.

Ueani Byu jumped to her feet as Theiaburst in, dragging Mother with her asfast as she could.

"How dare you!" boomed the Queen. "What isthis..."

"Intruson?’ inquired Mother. She extracted her arm from Theids.

"I would have suggested perverson,” said Aires Byu mildly from the sofa she shared with Vaier
Byu.

"Intrusion, perverson.” Mother's ears crumpled and straightened. "Y es, | am both. Both. Here
and now, and you will hear me and now, thisonelast time, my Mgestic Ssters.”

"Why should we do s0?" asked Aires Byu.

"Becauseif you don't, the Humans will take your world, your world, your titles, your people right
out from under you and leave you staring stupid, lost as| am between All-Cradle and the Ancestors.”
Mother clutched atable edge. Theiastarted forward, but checked hersalf uncertainly.

"Theletter, Theia," said Mother. "Give your Mgestic Sigtersthe letter. Theletter.” She closed
her eyes and her mouth kept moving.

Theiapulled the letter out of her pocket and moved into the semicircle of Queens. Without even
thinking, she handed it to Vaier Byu.

The Queen took it and looked at the | ettering. Her mouth puckered, and her earsfell back. She
handed it to Aires Byu.



Aireshanded it to Theia. "ThisisaHuman written thing. Y ou will, of your kindness, Noblest
Sgter, read it to us."

Thelafdt her ears crumble from sheer embarrassment. "I'm sorry, Majestic Sigters. | forgot.”
"Forget, forget,” murmured Mother. "Read it, Theia"

Theiaopened the letter and read it. The Queenslistened in complete silence. None of them even
twitched an ear or afold of skin.

When Theiafinaly lowered the letter, it was asif shefaced acluster of Statues.

"Well, if we needed proof the Humanswere liars, we haveit now." Ueani Byu struck thewall
with her fist. "Idiots! Weve beenidiots!”

"No!" cried Mother.

Vaer Byu got to her feet. "Pragis Shin, you are in the Change. Give your will to the Ancestors
and leave those of uswho are not so lucky to suffer the Humans anger.”

Mother looked at Thela desperately. "Web! Thea Tdl them, tdl them, tel them wewin. Wewin
because of the letter and the web. Lynn gave us our victory. Tl them!™

Theiaunderstood. Warmth rushed through her blood, and she almost laughed out loud.

"She'sright!" Sheran to her mother and grasped her shoulders. "Ancestors Mine! We've got
them hot and cold!"

"Would you be so good asto explain thisjubilation?' asked Aires Byu.

Theiafaced them, one hand on her mother's shoulder. " The Humans communication web isa
forum for argument aswell asaway to exchange information. It's adebate wall that stretches up and
down the Human Cham. Corps, corporationslike Bioverse, can be broken by having their illega or
immord actions made public intheweb." Shelifted theletter triumphantly. "Thismay not beillegd, but
there are many, Mgegtic Sisters, who will find it repugnantly immoral "

"And how will bresking Bioverse help us?' Ueani barked. "It will leave usthat much worse than
before they came.”

"Threats," said Mother. She swayed alittle, but her earswere straight and till.

"We don't haveto doit, we just haveto threaten to do it,” said Theia. "It'satrump card, it'sa
hold over them. A sword in our hands. While we can threaten them with this, they will be forced to dedl
with us, not just take our resources and leave." She looked at the Queens, and the Queens stared back,
earstipped backward and faces smooth. "Listen,” said Theia, searching for the right words, trying to
imagine how her mother would explain this. "From thefirst we have been subject to the Humans will and
conditions. We had no power once we signed their agreement. We had something they wanted, to be
sure, but they held our lives, and they knew it. They held their power over us, and we had nothing to
counter it with. We had no way to tell them they could not treat us so, could not make such demands on
us. Now" -- she held the paper aoft -- "we do."



"Which would be marvelous, if we knew how to make use of thismagica web,” said Aires Byu.
"l know how," Thelatold her.

"S0" -- Aires Byu's face wrinkled into an expression of amusement -- "'now we have to bargain
withyou?'

"Yes" Thelabared her teeth, just alittle. "Now you have to bargain with me." She tucked the
paper into her wallet. Shefelt her mother's approval run through her and rgjoiced. Do you hear, Res? Do
you? Wefindly showed them dl! "And with al due respect, my Mgestic Sigter, to do S0, you must dso
rebuild the Confederation.”

Ueani Byu Started forward, fist raised. Vaer Byu caught her arm. Her ears and eyes focused
directly onTheia, andTheiaheld hersdlf till. Vaier Byu understood, she was sure of it. Thelawas Pragiss
daughter and more than that. She was Resaime's sister and Armetrethe's niece and the child of the
colonies. She was hersdlf, and she was no sound thisworld had ever heard before. As such, she might
do things the world had never seen before, things Vaer Byu wanted done for the sake of her people, for
the sake of her sisterswho stood beside her.

"No," said Vaier Byu to her agter.
"She dared" grated Ueani through her teeth.

"She dares show usaway to regain ourselves,” said Vaier in aquiet, even voice. "And | will not
permit even you, Sister, to shut that gate on us again.”

Mother leaned heavily againg Theia "Enough? Enough?"
"Yes, Mother," said Thelasoftly. "It wasenough. You did it."

"Wedid it," whispered Pragis Shin. Her eyes grew soft and digtant. "We did. We did. We."

Thetrid of BioverseInc. vs. Anon Hagopian was brief and to the point. Arron Hagopian, you
are accused of paying to violate the integrity of the Bioverse private communications web, how do you
plead? Guilty. | did give Bao Caba six thousand shares of the First Banking Enclave of Earth in exchange
for his agreement to provide me with secured information from the Bioverse communications web, which
| knew he did not have theright to access or distribute. Is anyone willing to speak for the defendant? Dr.
Lynn Nussbaumer was, citing Arron Hagopian'swillingnessto exert himself on behalf of Bioverse
personnel and to ultimately assist in ensuring the success of the Dedel phi project. Security Chief Enrique
Keadewas, testifying to the fact that the web had not been damaged, that no private information had been
recorded, removed, or altered from or in the private web.

Arron Hagopian, you are hearby fined the worth of four thousand Bioverse shares at the market
vaue asof thisdate and time, to pay for the estimated time expended by Bioverse employeesin dedling
with your infraction, including al court fees. Payment plan to be negotiated between yourself and/or your
representatives and the Bioverse cashier's department. Dismissed.

Now, Arron sat in hisborrowed, hexagona room with its bland, comfortable furniture,



full-spectrum light and minutely controlled environment, idly threading through the web to catch up onthe
news and politics of the Solar system and wondering if there was any kind of job available that would
alow himto pay off his debt before he had to leave it to his heirs/assgnees/executors.

Should bywrite the family and let them know I'm coming back into shouting distance. Helooked
at the screen. God Almighty, what they're going to have to say about this.

The room voice cut across histhoughts. "Dr. Lynn Nussbaumer iswaiting outside and asksto
seeyou.”

"Room voice, open the door.” Arron swiveled his chair around, grateful for the distraction.

All Lynn'swounds had hedled. She had anew right eye that precisely matched her left one.
Therewas only alittle stiffness|eft in her cheek to betray the fact that shed ever been hurt. Shewas
clean and clean-shaven and wearing aloose burgundy skirt and white tunic.

"Hi," shesaid, alittle uncertainly. "I just wanted to see how you were doing.”

"I'm fine. Would you like to st down?' He gestured toward one of the perfectly ergonomic chairs
scattered tastefully around the room.

"Thanks." She perched on the edge of the seet, defying dl its ergonomic potentia. Something in
that Sght made him smileinwardly.

"How are you doing?' He sank back into the chair in front of the comm dation. "What's
happening with ..." Hefound he wasn't quite sure how to refer to the fact that Lynn had given the
Dedelphi the contingency plans, which they were now dangling over Bioverse's collective head with
sobering results.

Lynn gave him ahdf smile. "The investigation into who obtained a copy of the contingency plans
isongoing,” shesaid. "The chief of security istaking charge of it himsdf."

"Ah." Arron nodded. Then, hesaid, "You look tired."

She rubbed her scalp. She had about three centimeters of auburn stubble covering her scalp.
"I'vejust been planetside to see Praeis. She's gone through the Change.”

Arron murmured sympatheticaly. "That's hard."

Lynn watched hersdlf rub her palmstogether. "l think she recognized me."

"Sometimesthey get flashes, if they haveredly strong, long-term memories about a person.”

"That'swhat David said." She glanced up at him. "I'm not sure whether that's agood thing in this
case." She shook her head. "I keep wishing I'd had achanceto, | don't know, say good-bye while she

could «ill hear me."

"Theiaheard you, I'm sure," Arron said, more or lessautomatically. If Lynn waslooking for
comfort, hed try to giveit, of course, but he didn't have much left. Surely she had to see that.



"Yeah, shedid. She'sgoing to be dl right. They've put her on the Council of True Blood, and you
know what?| think the other Councilorsare alittle afraid of her."

Arron raised his brows. "That could be a double-edged sword.”

"I know, but | think shesgoing to handleit. She's aready spent most of her annual budget
sending for half of Crater Town to comein and hel p. The Confederation squawked, but then she pointed
out how much better they'd feel with more than one person around who knew how to work with the
Humans communication web."

Arron nodded in agreement that this wasindeed a smart move. Maybe it was his slence that
made Lynn redly look at him.

"Areyour ... friends going to Crater Town, then?"

Arron nodded. "I don't know what you and Thela said to the town council or the Bioverse
seniors, but they're al being dlowed in. Apparently anew hole's being developed, and if they're willing to
shoulder the work, they can have most of it."

"Areyou going with them?" asked Lynn softly.

Arron spread his hands. "What else am | going to do? They're my ssters.”

Lynn opened her mouth and shut it again. "Of course.”

Hewasn't sure whether she meant it or not, but the fact that she wasn't going to argue the point
made him fed abit better. "Is Bioverse going to make anoise over what happened?'

Lynn shook her head. " Surprisingly, no. They got the ship back, mostly intact. The troublemakers
are going away. The Sisters-Chosen-to-L ead have convinced everyone they redlly didn't know what was
going on." They exchanged a glance over that one, but neither of them said anything. "Besides which, the
Confederation has quietly said they'd rather anoise not be made over it, and Bioverseisvery sensitiveto
what the Confederation says these days."

Arron felt himsdf smile. "1 should think s0."

They looked at each other. He saw that Lynn still had dark rings under her eyes and felt the
wearinessthat till weighed down his own muscles.

Lynn must have been thinking something smilar. She gave him awry grin. "We should be
cheering, Arron. We both won.”

"Yeah, wedid." He rubbed hisforearm. "I just hope the Dedd phi won with us.”
Lynn shrugged. "WEéll find out." She paused. "When are you leaving?"

"Not until tomorrow. There's adelay while Keale makes sure everybody isreregistered and ID'd
under their proper names."

Her tone grew tentative. "'l waswondering if you'd like to come have dinner with me and David?'



Arron started. He chided himself for being so surprised, even while he said, "Are you sure?"

Lynn nodded. "1 want usto befriends again, Arron." Sheleaned forward. "Come meet my
partner. Come sit on my couch and drink microbrew and have stupid arguments with me. Don't leave me
insilencefor another ten years.”

Heamiled, ared amilethistime, reflecting thewarmth hefdt in hisveins. "1 won't, Lynn. Not
again.”

She stood up and so did he, and she took his arm, Dedelphi-style. "Come on then, Sister."

Afterword

"Wearetired of fighting. We don't want to kill anymore. But the others are treacherous and
cannot hetrusted.”

--Edward O. Wilson, On Human Nature

When cresting any culturein awork of science fiction, the author is repestedly forced to ask the
question, "How did it get thisway?' When | created the Dedelphi, one of the many "its' | had to think
about wastheir violence.

Violenceisacomplex issue. It exists on many levels, from the interpersond to intergroup to
internationdl. Its origins are amix of genetic prediposition, environmenta and culturd reinforcement, and
personal conscious choice.

In the case of the Dedel phi, the genetic predisposition to violence evolved first from balancing the
need to protect onesdlf and one's children with the need to protect one's sister and her children. The
Dedelphi are essentidly arace of identical twins. Sisters from the same "bearing” shareidentical genetic
materid. If thetheory that living beings are geared toward passing on their own genesto their offspringis
correct, a Dedelphi sister's children are as valuable in thisregard as her own children, because her sister
sharesmog, if not dl, of her genetic heritage. Her sister, in reproductive terms, becomes her second (or
third or fourth) self, an additional chance for her genesto be passed on. Protecting and sharing resources
with that other self, and that other self's children, increases the chance of genetic surviva. Thiscreatesan
increased sense of pro-tectiveness toward the family, and a decreased saf-preservation ingtinct.

These conditions led to avery tightly knit family structure, which was exacerbated by the fact that
their world had few large continents. Most clanslive on anidand or archipelago where thereis only the
extended family. For long periodsin their prehistory, Dedelphi clans did not interact with other groups.
When another group was encountered, it was generaly when the clan was in search of new space or
resources. The native group would want to preserve al the available resources for their sisters, while the
new group would want to take some (or al) of those resourcesfor their ssters. This competition for
available resourcesled to intergroup violence, which spun itsalf out down the generations, fueled by
individua anger & harmsdone.

To further the problem, the maesin the strangers clan could easily be seen asdesirable
resources. Dedelphi maesinvest dl their remaining physical resourcesin reproducing. They do not retain
any discrimination: If one clan's males are removed, they will mate as easily with strangers as with their
own clan.



Asdid early humans, early Dedelphi had a basic understanding of the need to outbreed. So,
when agroup of strangers arrived on a populated idand, they would find not just food and space, but
new genetic materia for themsalves and their ssters. Sisters and mothersraised the children. The father's
family was not as necessary for resource and parenting asstance asit isin primates, which have
primarily sngle births Thismakesthe cost of offending the father'sfamily relaively smdl. The
evolutionary baancing act becameincreasingly complicated, especialy considering that only one sster of
an entire family had to surviveto pass on the mgority of the family's genes, aswell asitsindividua
traditions. Violence was costly in terms of persona and group resources, aswel asindividud lives, but
not as costly asit might have been in another species. What wasinitialy an evolutionary possibility
became acultura custom. Through 100,000 years of biologica and cultura evolution, strangers became
enemies, and the need to protect one's ssters and their children became paramount.

All societiesthat evolve violent surviva strategies (at least, dl the ones we know about) aso
evolve rules about who may be hurt or killed, and under what conditions. If acultureis not completely
suicidal, some concept of peace, friendship, or trust must exist Side by side with the violence. With the
concept of killing comes the concept of not killing. The existence of these ideas can give afreedom of
choiceto individudsin their daily interactions, even when those are with strangers. The ultimate question
is, Which way will the balance tip: toward evolutionary predigposition, cultura conditioning, or individua
choice?

--Sarah Zettel, Ann Arbor, 1998



