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    “It’s not the well-fed men that I fear, but rather those who are pale and hungry-looking.” 
 
    – Julius Caesar, 53 BC 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter ONE 
 
      
 
    Earth’s early colonial efforts were problematic. Interstellar travel was in its infancy, and there were countless perils to overcome. 
 
    The first hurdle was the simple fact that space is antithetical to life in every way. No air, no gravity, no protection from radiation—it has none of these things planet-dwellers take for granted.  
 
    Then there are the vast distances involved. The first exoplanets targeted for colonization were over fifty light-years from our blue-green Earth. This meant the journey would take nearly a century of flight time using the fastest ships we could build in that era. 
 
    Logic would seem to dictate that sending a probe out first would be wise. The probes were sent and the waiting game began. Unfortunately, the reports coming back from these robotic ships took generations to receive.  
 
    Not everyone was willing to wait so long. There was a sense of urgency, as whoever made it to a lush planet first got to stake their claim.  
 
    Humanity built seven great ships of the Black Phoenix class before any of our probes called home. All seven of them left Earth’s orbit on different trajectories. They had the solar wind at their backs, and they were full of hope and pride. Although they were capable, they had little idea of what they’d find when they reached the stars at last. 
 
    Those first colonists were a daring lot. Their populations were small by necessity, numbering no more than twenty thousand souls on each ship. They were a mixture of the desperate, the idealistic, the social outcasts—plus a few who might be generously be classified as half-mad.  
 
    Over the following decades, the various ships had great adventures. Some met with tragedy. A few spawned fresh civilizations of their own. 
 
    After a full century had passed only one of the Black Phoenix ships had yet to report back to Earth. Her name was Tarassis. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWO 
 
      
 
    Of the two thousand-odd stars within fifty light-years of Earth, about sixty are similar to our sun. Of these, nineteen have rocky planets like our home world. These alien worlds are close enough in size, gravity, composition—and most important, climate—to support life as we know it.  
 
    Liquid water could exist on the surface of all of them, that much we knew. The temperatures were right. But the details… the Devil always lurked in the details…  
 
    In the Earth year 2091, the colony ship Tarassis boldly launched toward one of these candidate planets. Traveling at hundreds of millions of kilometers per hour, particles no bigger than a grain of sand could damage or destroy the ship. To prevent this, electromagnetic shielding was employed. As a side effect, the shield’s interference meant Tarassis was out of contact with Earth for generations. 
 
    Compared to the sendoff, the actual flight was rather dull. The decades crawled by, with the guests and crew living in isolation. At long last they reached their destination. Due to longevity treatments and the relativistic effects of time dilation, some of the original colonists survived long enough to see the great day of Arrival. The excitement of planetfall was indescribable. 
 
    The emotion quickly transformed into sick disappointment when it was determined the world they’d all dreamed of was hopelessly toxic.  
 
    Spectral analysis told the tale before they ever reached orbit. The chemistry didn’t lie. The atmosphere was a roiling mass of hydrochloric acid, carbon dioxide and other deadly poisons. 
 
     All was not lost for the intrepid crew and guests of Tarassis, however. They swung around the central star and flung themselves toward their second choice, only a nine light-years farther on. 
 
    Time passed, and the last original colonist succumbed to age. Isolated from Earth for so long, the culture of the colony grew darker, but still they retained hope as they drew near to their second destination. 
 
    One fateful night, the sixth generational captain released the terrible news. Despair swept the ship. The second planet they’d laid all their hopes upon was, for the most part, barren. There was a modicum of oxygen and a single cold ocean, but the atmosphere was nearly as thin as that of terraformed Mars back home. Worse, there were twenty-nine moons orbiting the planet and these floating stones occasionally collided with one another, sending deadly meteors to blast craters into the land and flood the continental shores with tidal waves.  
 
    A great debate began. Should they land here and make the best of it? Or should they venture on to their third candidate world, placing all their hopes on the unknown? 
 
    They couldn’t come to an agreement. The guests wanted to land, while the crew wanted to press onward come what may.  
 
    Desperation grew in the colony, and they took up arms against one another. A vicious slaughter ensued, killing nearly a third of the population aboard. 
 
    Led by their captain, the crew faction won in the end. Raised to the status of a dictator, he renamed the body of his supporting colonists United Tarassis—to give a name to those who supported his rule. He then ordered the great ship to come about on a new course.  
 
    They flew on into the endless night for two more long generations. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tarassis wasn’t a normal ship. She was a colony transport, and the Black Phoenix class vessels were very utilitarian. She didn’t have a centerline beam or sleek expanses of metal running along her sides.  
 
    Instead, she was an ugly thing. The vessel was a hollowed-out asteroid—shaped vaguely like a barbell. Sprouting and spread widely from its rocky “hull” were arrayed sets of solar panels and solar sails. These structures looked like too many wings glued onto a stone dragonfly.  
 
    The ship itself was built in two major layers. A metal structure embedded in the surface of the modified asteroid formed the core living quarters, over a hundred decks similar in nature to a large sea-going vessel.  
 
    Below-decks was a vast cargo hold in the hollowed-out interior. This region was broken into many “levels” and was not originally inhabited. As time marched on, the colonists took to banishing outcasts into the region. 
 
    The scarred exterior of Tarassis was dotted with artificial modules full of sensors and clustered steering jets. Rarely, an observation module encrusted with lead-lined windows thrust up from this surface. These tiny peepholes allowed a privileged few of the inhabitants of the great ship to see the stars with their own eyes. 
 
    Inside a special chamber within one of these observation nodules, a meeting was being held. Four men, five women and a trio of synthetics formed the United Tarassis Council. Most were commanders or lieutenant commanders, officers and members of the crew. They wore drab gray uniforms with only their gold rank insignia on each shoulder to relieve the monotony. Two of the group were from the guest faction, civilian members of the colonial government. 
 
    A visitor arrived to present a budget proposal. They turned their collective gaze across the vast nano-touch conference table toward the man, whose name was Lance Graff. None of them smiled. 
 
    Graff was dressed in a flashy costume of mauve fiber and simulated leather, and his hair was coiffed with the latest fashion. He was a guest, but even for one of his undisciplined faction his appearance was unusually flamboyant. 
 
    The meeting came to order the moment the seventh captain of Tarassis cleared his throat. Captain Stattor was an obese man whose voice was a breathy wheeze.  
 
    “Mr. Graff?” he said.  
 
    For a moment, Graff was too stunned to speak. Above him was a vast canopy of real stars, something he’d rarely seen. Surrounding him was a circle of faces that collectively made up the most important people aboard Tarassis. 
 
    “We’re told you have a proposal, Mr. Graff?” the captain prompted again. 
 
    “Yes… yes, sir.” Graff was accustomed to public appearances, but the grim faces of the council unnerved him. To control himself, he fixed his eyes upon the captain. “It’s a new game show, sir. A variation on previous themes—but it’s more… engaging.” 
 
     “Will it raise morale by at least point-zero-five percent, Mr. Graff?” 
 
    “Sir, I believe it will do that. I sincerely do.” His mouth was dry and clicked when he spoke. 
 
    “You have forty-five seconds remaining, Mr. Graff. Proceed.” 
 
    Lance Graff grew animated. He had memorized thirty solid seconds of speech to describe his idea. He had it condensed down to a dozen excellent verbs and some great adjectives. He had worked on it. 
 
    The captain listened, and then he scanned the faces around the table. Several nodded to him. Finally, he nodded as well.  
 
    “Ambitious… brutal,” Captain Stattor said. “It should appeal to the worthless breathers on the lower levels as well as the major cliques among the crew and guests. As long as it pays for itself, you have our permission to begin—but make sure you stay within budgeting standards.” He made the slightest gesture with his hand, dismissing Graff, who slunk away as quietly as he was able. 
 
    The contract was officially awarded soon afterward. Production on “Trashlife Nova” would begin next week.  
 
    Lance Graff, in the privacy of his quarters, could barely contain his excitement. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THREE 
 
      
 
    There’s only so much room inside a hollowed-out asteroid. For this reason, population control had been strictly enforced aboard Tarassis for the first four generations. After that, the rules had grown increasingly lax.  
 
    In time, the people outnumbered the resources the ship was designed to provide. Those individuals that no one wanted were called “breathers” by the upper classes who believed that every breath breathers took was wasted. 
 
    After the civil war, the human debris of Tarassis controlled the lower zones—what used to be the cargo holds. These were vast regions, each several square kilometers in size. As large as they were, they weren’t comfortable places to live. Even the air below-decks was thick with carbon dioxide. Sometimes, it was toxic. The crew and guests only ventured down to the lower levels for evil reasons. 
 
    The below-decks inhabitants were given old-fashioned weapons for self-defense—but some suspected the real intention was to keep their numbers in check as they fought among themselves.  
 
    On level one-fifty-four, two men lay sprawled in the rubble of a partially standing building. One of them relaxed in a clear spot and rested his head on an improvised cushion that was hard but shaped just right. The other was on watch through an opening in the boarded window.  
 
    Smoke from a fire up the street swirled through the ruined house and out through broken windows.  
 
    The lookout was named Tuttle, and he was built like a barrel. His parents had genetically modified him with double-muscled arms and a chest to match. Purportedly, his father had thought the look was “cool.” When those limbs moved, his sleeves rustled and bulged oddly, looking like they might rip open.  
 
    His friends and his enemies alike called him Turtle. Only his parents called him Tuttle, a name he hated. 
 
    “Scarn?” Turtle said from his lookout position. “I think we have another one coming up the street.”  
 
    A woman walked in their direction. She wore a blank silvery mask and a featureless pair of black coveralls. She was thin, but shapely enough to resemble a synth. The back of her head, visible behind her mask didn’t show a single strand of hair. She was shaved clean.  
 
    Scarn rolled over and peered through a crack in the boards. He was a rangy man with broad shoulders, a stiff neck, and eyes the color of water. “She looks like an untrained synth, so she’s got to be human. Anyone could spot her in an instant. What an idiot.” 
 
    It could have been a ruse, of course. Sometimes people dressed as someone harmless and functioned as lures to draw out the hopeful. Or, she could have been evicted from her gang to be used as target practice. Maybe she really was crazy, or maybe she was an independent trying to get through the lines of the various gangs—either way, her situation was extraordinarily dangerous. 
 
    Turtle was old enough to remember when crewmen had patrolled these permanently dark streets and kept order—but no longer. Now, they only sent down drones to watch. Down here, people did as they wished and to whom they wished. Law only came from the muzzle of a gun. 
 
    Turtle pointed to an upper window that was a half block away. He’d spotted four teenagers huddled there wearing black headbands. “Bad news. Bet you fifty ounces purified she doesn’t get past the intersection.” 
 
    “You don’t have fifty pure.” Scarn clicked off the safety of his rifle, a Sepp 40.  
 
    Out in the ruined street, the woman dressed as a synthetic trudged through an intersection. She stepped around some scattered cement blocks and came closer. She was now only fifty meters away. 
 
    “Those boys across the street are getting set up,” Turtle whispered. Scarn did a quick aim and watched... and watched.... 
 
    As the first punk leveled his weapon, Scarn grunted in disgust and fired a single round from the Sepp.  
 
    The four instantly dropped out of sight. Whether Scarn had aced one or not was unknown. 
 
    “You gave away our position,” Turtle whispered. 
 
    “Public service.” 
 
    They both knew what would come next. They rolled to their feet, with Turtle slinging his gun over his shoulder and Scarn kicking open the jammed front door. 
 
    “Come on! Move it!” Scarn yelled at the fool in the silver mask. “Move it!” 
 
    Along the street, gunners in the hollowed-out buildings opened fire from their windows—soon even taking potshots at each other. 
 
    “If she’s really who she looks like,” Turtle yelled over the racket, “she doesn’t have anything to worry about. But I think it’s time for us to be on our way.” 
 
    Scarn wasn’t listening. He reached through the door when the woman got near enough and grabbed her by the front of her coveralls. He yanked her inside and spun her around, pushing her back against the wall.  
 
    “We probably just saved your life,” Scarn said. “You’ll be safe here for about two minutes.” 
 
    The woman didn’t answer. Her mask gleamed in the dim light. 
 
    “She’s been in VR too long,” Turtle said, leaving out the back. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Scarn told the woman. “Don’t follow us.”  
 
    Letting go of the woman, Scarn ran after Turtle out the back door. They entered a back passageway at full speed, heading to the asteroid’s north. They always headed north. 
 
    They had crossed the first intersection when a concussion hit them. The building they’d just left behind blew outward as a cloud of dust and rubble.  
 
    Someone had taken offense. And the synth girl…? At least it had been quick. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later they jogged into a deserted neighborhood of half-ruined housing modules. They found shelter and caught their breath.  
 
    “Another day, another ounce of water,” Scarn said. 
 
    They picked through a crushed side room and found a decent area to rest in. Long ago, it had been a teenager’s room. Pieces of posters hung on what was left of the walls—those famous images of the exoplanets their ancestors had planned to colonize—and around the rubble were a half-dozen smart-scrolls about one aspect or another of interplanetary exploration, all written by the United Tarassis Council.  
 
    “Look at this,” Scarn said. “Some kid was dreaming about finding a new home.” 
 
    “He probably ended up eating garbage. Like us.” 
 
    “I never was sure the colony thing was real,” Scarn said. “Maybe it was just meant to be entertainment and convince us that we’re the brave and adventurous master species—even if we crawl around in the dark and dig in the trash.” 
 
    For a few moments, they studied the posters. They couldn’t help it. So many broken dreams… Most people down on the lower levels no longer had the colonist spirit; they were too busy keeping their lives together. But some of the old people talked about it. 
 
    “I’m thinking about that girl dressed like a synth,” Turtle said. “And all these planets we’ll never see.” 
 
    “We helped her reach a better place—by accident.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. But I wonder if they still kill each other over differences of opinion back on Earth—or on the other colony worlds.” 
 
    “Those that worship the Singularity don’t do speculation,” Scarn said. “They do certainty. All of them, absolutely certain. Each subgroup has their own certainty, of course…” 
 
    “What do you think the Singularity is, anyway?” Turtle asked. “Some kind of virus?” 
 
    “It’s the core of Tarassis code. The fact that’s it became intelligent—I think that part is intentional. Software doesn’t become aware without someone giving it a nudge. The cultists are excited by the idea, claiming it’s a new kind of sentience.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to die for an idea,” Turtle said. “Like, in ten years, it’d be an idea no one would care about anyway, but I’d still be dead.” 
 
    “I think that makes you a nonbeliever. Don’t tell anyone else about that.” 
 
    Turtle knew Scarn was right. Because of the grimness of everyday reality, people aboard Tarassis took their virtual reality and gaming very seriously. 
 
    “I can see dying for somebody, but not for an idea. I’ll bet back on Earth there are a bunch of dead true-believers.” 
 
    “What do you call us? We’re out here exploring empty oceans on dead planets. They’re probably glad our kind left.” 
 
    In the teenager’s ruined bedroom, they lay back and let everything rest. Outside in the passageway, they heard one of the security drones, going past, leaving a buzzing sound behind it.  
 
    “I wonder what it’s like on the upper decks these days,” Scarn said. “My parents were upset the day I got kicked out.” 
 
    “Mine too.” 
 
    Scarn’s parents had lived on a guest deck. Turtle had been born crew.  
 
    Being born on the upper decks wasn’t a guarantee of security these days. If someone powerful didn’t like you, or if you failed to be the best, most obedient apprentice who flawlessly learned your place among the elite, they kicked you downstairs to scratch your way through life. 
 
    Turtle cocked his head, making his neck bulge. He listened. Then he peeked out over the jumble of the teen’s desk, chair and junk. 
 
    “You hallucinating again?” Scarn asked. 
 
    “Kinda… It’s the same thing…” 
 
    “Like ‘mouse voices,’ you said.” 
 
    “You can’t hear that?” Turtle asked. 
 
    Scarn rolled over and got up next to him. 
 
    Turtle pointed to the destroyed home across from them. “I think there’s something over in that direction.” 
 
    Scarn turned his head. After a moment he just barely nodded and he whispered, too. “You’re right… It does sound like mouse voices.”  
 
    “Fourth day in a row.” 
 
    “I guess we should check it out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Turtle said, “but after four days, I guess we don’t have to rush right into it.” 
 
    “Not unless you want to.” 
 
    They relaxed and enjoyed another fifteen. Midday was quiet in the north section of Level one-fifty-four. There used to be light panels that brightened up the whole place, simulating day and night. But many were broken, and none of them would switch into full daylight mode anymore. They just sputtered from dim, to dark, to pitch-black. Most of their world was permanently filled with shadow. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn, survivors since they’d been kicked off the upper decks at sixteen, knew each other’s moves as well as they knew their own. Their thoughts on life, however, were different. 
 
    After a bit, Scarn spoke up again. “Ready?” 
 
    They raised their heads, scanned the area together, and separated. The only place in the vicinity where anyone could hide himself was in the still-standing living room and bedroom of the small house, thirty or so meters away. Scarn started toward one side, Turtle the other—then Turtle stopped and signaled: Listen. 
 
    After a moment, Scarn nodded.  
 
    Scarn signaled: AI. Turtle nodded. 
 
    They moved closer, safeties off, converging on a single interior bedroom door. Behind it, they could clearly hear the tinny voice of a talking bot. 
 
    Turtle mouthed, Wow.  
 
    A talking bot was as valuable as food. It could tell you what faction was moving where, where the places were that no one wanted to go, and the under-weather caused by the flushing drainage system. All of these facts could save one’s life. 
 
    A little closer, and they could hear a tiny but assured voice talk about how level one-fifty-seven had come under the general control of one of the Singularity sects, but the fight was still hot on level one-fifty-eight. Non-combatants were advised to stay away from both zones. 
 
    Outside the bedroom door, Turtle nodded to Scarn once, twice, and on three they both stomped the door open. Turtle dodged in first with the black end of his Sepp 40 in front of him. 
 
    “No! No! I’m a believer! You can have my bot, too!”  
 
    A skinny old man rolled sideways, covering his face with his hands as he did a fetal curl. 
 
    First thing, Turtle and Scarn scanned the room for hidden accomplices, trip wires, or weapons... and they found it clear. Nonetheless, Scarn positioned himself in the corner of the room, ready to kill anything threatening.  
 
    Turtle squatted next to the man. “We don’t plan to kill you, but it could still happen. Have you been living here?” 
 
    The small man peered through his fingers at the intruder’s lumpy muscles. He was pale and wrinkled, well-worn past sixty with bristly white hair. 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    “Why?” Turtle asked.  
 
    Sensing he wasn’t going to be killed outright, the old man sat up. “I been following you a week now. I want off this level. It’s too dangerous.”  
 
    “Yeah, but why follow us?” 
 
    “Why not? Where you go, you clear the path.” He glanced back and forth between them. “What sect you belong to, by the way?” 
 
    “We’re independents.” 
 
    “Really? You’re not gonna put me through an initiation?” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve already done that,” Turtle said.  
 
    The man lacked two entire fingers on one hand and a few joints of several others.  
 
    “Yeah…” he said, looking at his ruined hands. “They signed me into one of their sects.... My name’s Loid.” 
 
    “Welcome to our little safe zone, Loid.” 
 
    “At least they didn’t use the drills,” Loid muttered. “I couldna took the drills. Wire cutters on the fingers wasn’t a picnic, either, I tell you. But at least I was sincere when they swore me in.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    The old man sat up, still checking to see if they were going to shoot him, and then visibly relaxed. He brushed the dust out of his hair. “Where you goin’?” 
 
    “We’re aiming for level one-forty.” 
 
    “Geez.” Loid looked back and forth between them. “That’s a long walk. But I can see why you’d want to get out of this place.” 
 
    “We’re heading up to collect some money,” Turtle said. 
 
    “Money?” Loid was incredulous. “Nobody uses money down here anymore!” 
 
    “I’m the one who’s going to collect some money,” Scarn explained, “and Turtle needs to see a woman up on one-forty. He thinks she might be the one.” 
 
    “Walking up ten levels for a woman…? Hm. I used to like women.” The old man looked momentarily wistful. “Time passes.” 
 
    “Her name’s Iris Soquel,” Turtle said. “I need to see her again to find out... for sure.” 
 
    Scarn patiently looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    In the pause, Loid again looked back and forth at them. “Could I go with you guys? These people down here got pus for brains. If I can’t keep up with you, or I get hurt, you can just leave me behind. But if we find a floater, I could get us up there by tomorrow. Really. I used to be a taxi driver, back when I lived in some kind of real world. I know vehicles of all kinds.” 
 
    Scarn held up his hand for silence. After a moment, from the front part of the house, they heard something knock against something else. It was a small noise.  
 
    There was a pause and then another small bump.  
 
    Loid tip-toed into the closet and took himself out of sight.  
 
    Turtle and Scarn covered the door from two directions. The shaved woman in black coveralls and wearing a silver face mask stepped in. The mask’s teeth were bright metal, and they smiled incessantly. 
 
    “My brothers,” she said. 
 
    “You followed us?” Turtle asked. “I thought you blew up.” 
 
    Scarn slung the Sepp around to his back, he went over to the woman and patted her down. 
 
    “You would violate this body?” the fake synth asked. 
 
    “Am I the first?” 
 
    Loid looked out from the closet. He frowned. “I never seen one of these guys close up before.” 
 
    “Scarn saved her life a while ago so she followed us—if she’s the same one.” 
 
    “This place was hidden and quiet,” Loid said. “But whoever this fool is, looking like that, she’ll bring more cultists. Some gang will come looking for her, and half of them always want to shoot the other half. We don’t wanna be near this lady.” 
 
    Scarn had posted himself beside the front window, but now he hurried back across the room, hooking a magazine disk into the Sepp. “You’re clairvoyant, Loid. They followed her. Here we go.” 
 
    Loid dived back into the closet. 
 
    “Oh boy.” Turtle pulled three fat cartridges out of his pocket and snapped them into his gun.  
 
    Scarn turned to the woman. “They followed you. Here’s the deal: You’re going to turn around, go out the front door, and you’re going to walk away from here like you don’t have a care in the world. You make any move I think is a signal that we’re here, I’ll blow you apart. Now, take off. Maybe they’ll follow you to your next prey.” 
 
    She stared at him without moving. “I’ve seen the True Intelligence,” she said. “You can’t reject Truth.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m rejecting you,” Scarn said and pulled out a nine-inch hook-blade and held it for her to see. “It’s a decision you’re going to make in five, four, three—” He was counting fast. 
 
    The woman smiled pleasantly. “It shall be as you wish. My time to exit this reality hasn’t yet come.” She turned and stepped over the debris to the front door and exited. 
 
    “Crazy bastards…” Turtle muttered. “Why are they so happy to worship something inside a computer?” 
 
    “The computer is smart,” Scarn said. “VR does nothing but make them happy. What else does that? It’s their way of escaping this rock.” 
 
    “Look how she just strolls along out there”, Loid said. Wrong people in the mix, they could shoot the shit out of her.” 
 
    “Her problem,” Turtle said firmly.  
 
    Turtle and Scarn carefully peeked past the edge of the bedroom door where they could see through the front window frame. The woman got to the street and started across it.  
 
    Someone trotted out of the dark and grabbed her. Immediately, there were three or four popping noises that rattled through the street, and the woman’s attacker was hit. His right arm flew sideways off his shoulder. The woman was sprayed in blood, but she seemed unhurried.  
 
    Another ripping sound went off, and the shocked assailant was hit again. Something blew through his abdomen and something else took off most of one leg. As he dropped in a graceful twirl, his scavenger’s pack flapped over most of his pieces, though his exposed head lay with his foot in front of his own face. 
 
    “She must have a guardian angel out there,” Loid said. 
 
    The room faintly hummed with a distant noise. The three men eyed one another. They went outside and looked upward. The drones were thick tonight, and sometimes they carried more than cameras.  
 
    “Moving time,” Scarn said.  
 
    No one argued. 
 
    “I’m ready, if it’s okay with you guys,” Loid said. He grunted as he got to his feet. “I’ll follow along. You’ll have no trouble from me. Leave me behind anytime.” 
 
    They glanced at each other and shrugged. Loid was an obvious load, but they could understand a man who was just trying to survive another day in these lower levels. 
 
    “You got a deal for now, old man,” Turtle said. “Make sure you keep that bot nice and safe.”  
 
    “Yeah, sure thing.” 
 
    They hurried down the remnant of a hallway, kicked the back door open, and faced a grinning teenager pointing two handguns at them.  
 
    “It’s game-on, losers,” he said. “Back up, real slow.” 
 
    “I’m a believer!” Loid said with his hands up. He displayed the physical signs of his initiation. 
 
    The trio backed up through the narrow hall until they re-entered the living room. In their brief absence, the room had filled with five heavily armed men dressed in gray coveralls and silver masks.  
 
    While the others stood in place, a middle-aged man with a black carbine moved cautiously around the room.  
 
    “Another cluster of heretics,” he said with a smile. “Slowly put your weapons over there.” He pointed to an empty place on the floor. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn reluctantly complied. 
 
    The leader with the carbine aimed it back and forth across their faces. 
 
    “We’re wandering souls,” Loid said. “We hunger for uplifting VR! Show us heaven in the midst of this... this sewer of a world. You can save us!” 
 
    “That’s true. But we’re here because your impostor friend out front got one of our boys killed. Women who walk around looking like that, we do them the best favor we can.” 
 
    “Lemme frag these,” whispered someone younger from the group. He might have been fourteen. “I can do it right this time.” 
 
    “Shut up.” The leader turned to Scarn, Turtle, and Loid. “Let me introduce us. We follow the Singularity.” 
 
    He produced a pair of VR goggles. 
 
    “Oh my god...” Loid whimpered. 
 
    “You may have heard of us,” the cult leader continued. “We offer eternal joy. That’s what everyone wants, isn’t it? So, we sacrifice ourselves by staying behind in this nasty world and handing out happiness.” 
 
    “But why?” Turtle asked. “Why not just enjoy your games all the time?” 
 
    The man’s face trembled for a moment, then he regained control. “The Singularity demands service. The data core won’t let you play forever… you have to perform certain duties. You’ll see.” 
 
    Another of them stepped forward. He took off his mask. He was in deadly earnest, and his eyes were alight with the glow of a thousand fantasies he’d lived in VR. 
 
    “All the food!” he said. “All the booze! All the babes! Just waitin’ for us!” The man smacked his lips. “Whatever you want, twenty-four-seven, it’s all possible!”  
 
    “He’s crude, but he’s right.” Their leader smiled and nodded at Scarn. “I can see by your expression that you’re dismissive of our beliefs.” 
 
    “No, no,” Turtle said. “His face is always like that.” 
 
    “It’s an affliction,” Scarn said grimly. 
 
    “Of course, of course.” The man smiled. “We are all afflicted.” 
 
    “I can do it,” the fourteen-year-old said. “Lemme deliver ‘em.” He nervously snapped his weapon’s safety on and off. 
 
    The man patted his shoulder. “I’d rather kill them Kevin, but for now, put your goggles on this one. We’ll join him in the game, and you’ll watch over us all.” 
 
    “Rip off…” Kevin muttered, but he did as he was told. 
 
    The goggles were lowered over Scarn’s eyes. The injectors made contact with skin, then dug in. Soon his eyes, his neural pathways, every sense he had was overtaken by a reality more real than anything he’d ever seen or touched with his own primitive senses.  
 
    Turtle turned his attention toward Kevin. The kid was already wearing goggles like the other cultists were. He hadn’t been able to stop himself from putting on a spare set and plugging in—giving Turtle an opportunity to improvise. 
 
    What seemed like a moment later, the goggles were ripped from Scarn’s face. Blood dribbled and other fluids ran into his eyes, making them burn. He staggered, and then he howled with insensate longing. 
 
    “Scarn? Snap out of it, man.” 
 
    Scarn looked at Turtle, but he didn’t really see him. He had a fierce look on his face, and the light of insanity in his watery eyes. There wasn’t much time to act. Around the room, the initiates were all insensate, but they were veterans of VR. If they were given a chance, they’d snap out of it and fight. Already, Kevin was reluctantly prying the goggles away from his face.  
 
    Turtle set his teeth, knowing what had to be done. 
 
    Yanking Kevin’s gun from his lax grip, he leveled it back at the hapless kid and let it rip. The concussion made Loid and himself stagger away. The largest piece of Kevin’s body hit the back wall and rebounded with surprising force into Scarn. It staggered him sideways, and he fell flat covered in the red and purple mess of Kevin’s blood and unidentifiable organs. 
 
    “Scarn!” Turtle said. “Scarn!?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Scarn said from beneath the gore, beginning to get up. Smaller pieces slid off him as he began to push himself up, his hands beneath him. 
 
    Turtle discreetly stepped a half step to the left, nudging Loid in that direction.  
 
    “Risen to ecstasy!” announced the reverend. “Eternal bliss!” 
 
    The other men in the room dully repeated his words. “Risen to ecstasy!” 
 
    They were all wearing goggles. They seemed not to have noticed that it was one of their friends who had been blown away. At least, not yet. 
 
    Turtle nudged Loid a little further to the left. 
 
    A bit at a time, Scarn humped up his back and the last pieces of Kevin slid off him. Scarn stopped moving for a moment, seemed to take a breath, and then in one smooth unhurried roll, he turned over, sliding through the muck with Turtle’s Sepp 40. The gamers alerted all at once, eyes focusing on Scarn, their hands moving to lift their rifles—  
 
    Scarn fired one-two-three times. Thunk-thunk-thunk at the gamers.  
 
    They froze in position and seemed surprised as their bodies were penetrated by a hundred thin metal disks that set up a paralyzing electrical grid. Their blood flowed through their clothes like a lowering curtain.  
 
    One by one, they dropped, except the leader, who slumped in place, widened his stance, and with great effort held his chin off his chest. 
 
    “The Singularity… has seen this perversion,” he said in a guttural voice. “It is unhappy. You will never survive this insult.” 
 
    Scarn had now gotten to his feet. Two steps forward and he kicked one of the leader’s spread legs out from under him. The big man dropped on his back like a log. Scarn watched him die. The others hadn’t lasted so long. 
 
    They looked at each other worriedly. “You think that was for real?” Turtle asked. 
 
    “That final death curse?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Scarn thought about what he’d seen. The intensity of the heavenly sensations and emotions he’d experienced in just a few minutes… happiness of that level wasn’t easy to come by aboard Tarassis. In fact, it was unknown. 
 
    He nodded to Turtle. “I think it could be for real. There have been drones around all over the place. What if the Singularity comes after us for this?” 
 
    “How can it? It’s just software.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. It’s software that controls Tarassis. The servers, the data core… everything.” 
 
    “They say it got smart,” Loid said, and they both looked at him. “Some people say, it’s why we lost our way. It’s why we can’t find a good world. Think about it, right now the AI running this ship is king. It’s a god to these fools. If we ever find our destination, we’ll dismantle it. It won’t rule any longer then, and it knows this.” 
 
    Scarn shook his head. “All the more reason we have to keep moving. Come on… keep up if you can, Loid.” 
 
    They headed out the back and ran down the next two empty alleys till they heard Loid gasping behind them.  
 
    When they looked back, he wheezed and waved them off. “You can... leave me... like... I said.” 
 
    The younger men walked back and each took one of his arms. 
 
    “Why you helping me?” Loid almost pulled away from them. 
 
    “Who knows,” Turtle said, “we might find a floater, and neither of us can drive.” 
 
    “You find a floater,” Loid said with his wheezes, “and I’m your man. Anyplace you want to go… no charge.” 
 
    They jogged another ten minutes, making their way into the outer passageways. Most of the houses were burned, but one, next to a crater, had its front half still standing.  
 
    Once inside, Scarn leaned against a sofa where he could see out the front window; Turtle sprawled on the floor facing the rear; and Loid dropped on his back on the sofa, like he might have in the old days, taking a late afternoon nap. 
 
    “Thanks... guys,” he said. At last, in the dusty silence, his breathing slowed. “So, the idea is to go up to one-forty, to that Iris lady?” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Scarn said. “Walking a dozen levels up has its hazards. We probably won’t make it. On your bot, did you hear of anyplace militias aren’t killing everyone?” 
 
    “Above one hundred.” 
 
    They all laughed. Above level one hundred, that’s where the important people lived. The crew, the guests—everyone who counted. 
 
    “Well,” Turtle said, “we’ll be leaving just after twilight, in about an hour.” 
 
    “Okay.” Loid was ready to rest. “Okay.” 
 
    During their break, Turtle listened to the talking bot for any hints of future unpleasantness, and Scarn prowled through a few drawers. He exchanged pieces of his blood-stiff clothing for what remnants he found.  
 
    “Loid, where’d you find this bot? It’s a good one.” 
 
    “A woman gave it to me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Loid rolled uncomfortably on the sofa and began uhhing and mmming. 
 
    “For what, Loid? Food? Sex?” 
 
    “Food.” 
 
    Turtle shrugged and continued asking the bot question after question. It seemed to even pick up news from the upper decks. It made him feel a pang of homesickness for his teen years. 
 
    Later, with flickering roof panels indicating the simulated twilight was all but gone, they gathered up their few things. Before leaving, Scarn discreetly circled the house one last time to see that they were clear. His ultra-silent reentry to the house alerted Turtle that all was not well. 
 
    Scarn quietly racked a round into his Sepp 40 and thumbed-off the safety. To keep the lower levels weakened and in constant turmoil, the upper decks always made sure they had enough ammo. Food, pure water… not always. But bullets and charging magazines were everywhere. 
 
    Without asking any questions, Turtle readied his weapon and Loid rolled off the sofa onto the floor. The old man moaned like a creaking board. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn eased in positions where they could see down the street.  
 
    “Shit, there she is,” Scarn muttered. “I thought we lost her.” 
 
    The synth-looking woman approached them from the south, strolling casually, her shoes tapping on the pavement. 
 
    “Every time she shows up, people kill each other,” Turtle whispered. “I’m getting a bad feeling about her.” 
 
    Behind them, Loid rasped his words. “Is that the same crazy bitch again? I thought they doodled her back there in the street. Maybe she came back from the dead.”  
 
    “Fat chance.” Scarn stood up and gave a soft shout: “Hey!” 
 
    The woman looked up slowly and gave him a little wave. “Brothers,” she called back. 
 
    “Stay back!” Scarn called to her. “You’ll get us killed! Turn around and go away!” 
 
    “I am the way. I am the journey made short.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Loid muttered. 
 
    “Wear your goggles and gain the world,” the woman said back to them, still strolling closer, her tapping shoes muffled by the ashes. 
 
    “Why are they so crazy about those things?” Loid whispered in a hiss. “Last time I gamed out, I shit myself and almost died.” 
 
    Turtle kept watch but also patted Loid’s arm to quiet him. “Scarn, movement fifty meters behind her, left side.” 
 
    “You need to leave,” Scarn called out to the woman just loud enough for her to hear. “Go someplace else. Go away.” 
 
    “Through my love,” the woman said, drawing closer, “I will show you the way.” 
 
    “Your way will get us all killed,” Scarn said. “Leave us alone.” 
 
    The woman strolled forward, her arms out and a beatific smile on her face. 
 
    Scarn had his cheek against the stock of the Sepp. He aimed the rifle at the approaching woman.  
 
    But he hesitated and glanced across at Turtle. “I don’t like killing her. She’s not armed.” 
 
    “At least it won’t be in the back,” Turtle observed. 
 
    “She’s going to get us killed!” Loid said. He made urgent squeezing motions with his remaining fingers. “She’s doing this on purpose. Those guys back there were with her!”  
 
    The Sepp made a deep cough. The woman in the robe stopped in her tracks. Dirt sprayed out of a dark crater at her feet. She finally stopped walking toward them, having apparently gotten the message at last. 
 
    “You gave away our position again,” Turtle complained. 
 
    “Time to haul it,” Scarn said, slinging the Sepp over his shoulder. 
 
    “Guys,” Loid said. “Guys, I got a confession to make.” 
 
    “Do it fast.” 
 
    “The woman who gave me the bot? She was real pretty and clean, not like she was from around here… Since you’ve saved my butt several times, I thought I should tell you—” 
 
    “Get to it,” Scarn said. They were ready to run. 
 
    “The woman that gave me the bot said I should stay with you guys.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Stay with us? Why?” 
 
    “That’s all I know! That’s all I know! You can have it, the bot!” 
 
    Scarn and Turtle looked at each other. Then Turtle threw the bot on the floor and Scarn stomped it. 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter FOUR 
 
      
 
    There were two major ways to move between levels and decks aboard Tarassis. The more sophisticated decks used a slip-space lift system. It was essentially an elevator, but one that allowed people to move through solid rock in a different state of being while they traveled.  
 
    In many places, especially in the lower levels, the lifts were inoperable. In such regions people used drop-shafts. These shafts were low-gravity tunnels that allowed one to gently fall in the direction one wished to travel. 
 
    The three men walked out the back, through another row of ruined housing modules, and into an undeveloped area. In the gloom of the skylight in night-mode, they could see the slow-rolling landscape began to elevate into the arid peaks of junk.  
 
    “How we gonna get across that pile of crap to the drop-shaft?” Loid asked. 
 
    “We’ll go around,” Scarn said, and he began to walk. 
 
    “Well, okay… The rest of your life always begins with the first step, right?” 
 
    They had got a hundred meters from the last backyard fence. At that point a strip of dry flatland reached the foothills of garbage. They were just starting to settle into a rhythmic march when the lights came on.  
 
    All the lights came on. Dirty panels that hadn’t glowed so brightly in years blazed into glory. Six overhead drones put spots on them, too.  
 
    They went into a defensive crouch, weapons ready, eyes pained and blinking. Loid cowered between them. 
 
    Behind the blazing brilliance, they heard people moving and orders being given like, “Slide that over here,” “Turn it sideways.” And because these sounded nothing like cultists, Scarn and Turtle held their fire.  
 
    Other lights came on and they saw dozens of people lifting and moving wide panels and setting them upright. Something like sections of flooring were being laid out. On them, people were arranging little tables, chairs, etc. In the background, portable fusion engines burbled and hummed as more lights came on. 
 
    In less than a minute, the activity stopped, and the workers stood back to look over their work: Over the trashpile, they had constructed a well-lit stage stood on floating pillars. A desk, three comfortable chairs and several casual clusters of background foliage were center-stage. 
 
    “Scarn?” Turtle whispered. “Do you know what’s happening?” 
 
    “I seen this! I seen it before!” Loid said and stood up. He was tickled. “A year ago, I seen this! It’s a true-life show! They’re going to make us famous and give us stuff!” 
 
    In the background a small voice spoke: “Hit it!”  
 
    Above the instant set, fifty meters wide, words flared in explosive colors: 
 
      
 
    TRASHLIFE NOVA! 
 
      
 
    TRASHLIFE NOVA! 
 
      
 
    TRASHLIFE NOVA! 
 
      
 
    “Welcome!” a thunderous voice said loudly enough to have an echo. In the middle of the set, a stylishly dressed man in his early thirties stood with his arms spread wide. “Welcome, Mr. Scarn, Mr. Tuttle, and Mr. Loid Urman! My name is Lance Graff! And welcome to... ‘Trashliiife Novaaa!’”  
 
    Thunderous applause and cheers erupted around them, although they saw no one but the set crew. 
 
    Where the three of them stood, it was brighter than a day without shadows. 
 
    “I guess we should hold off shooting our way out,” Turtle said.  
 
    “No, no, don’t shoot anything,” Loid said. “They picked us! Now they’re going to put us on their show and give us prizes or something.” 
 
    Three very small, young synth women in identical short skirts and brilliant glitter-tops came out of nowhere. Each took one of the men by his arm. 
 
    “Just come right up here, gentlemen,” Lance Graff announced, “because tonight is the beginning of the rest of your life!” 
 
    “What night isn’t?” Scarn muttered as he went along with the little synth woman who’d grabbed him. 
 
    Their escorts left them at the foot of three steps. Scarn couldn’t help but let his eyes linger on his escort’s lithe form. He’d never made it with a synth, but everyone who had said it was the best—some even saying they were superior to real women. 
 
    He found himself at the bottom of the stage steps with the manicured and excited Lance Graff at the top.  
 
    “Come up! Come up and have a seat, gentlemen.” 
 
    Turtle went first, but he was hesitant. Once Loid decided to move, he went for the nearest chair and dropped in it and grinned like an excited child. Turtle moved cautiously and Scarn held back. 
 
    Lance Graff cocked his head a little to the side and spoke in a sly voice. “Gentlemen, when was the last time you had a meal that someone else hadn’t thrown away?” 
 
    Turtle looked over at Scarn. “Tuesday?” 
 
    “How about...” Lance Graff gestured toward the wings and then said grandly, “...a little snack?” 
 
    The three sparkling little women instantly reappeared, each carrying a side table topped with a dish of steaming food. They placed one by each chair.  
 
    Loid instantly had his face over the food to breathe in the smells. 
 
    Over the growing applause, Lance Graff grinned. “How about a little something to drink with that?” 
 
    The three synth women had scurried away, but they now scurried back with half-liter glasses of beer which they personally handed to the three men. 
 
    “If you’re hungry, dig in!” Graff said. 
 
    Loid was already eating.  
 
    Scarn sat next to Turtle, and both eyed their food. 
 
    “Scarn?” Turtle said from the side of his mouth. “You think they’d poison us for entertainment purposes?” 
 
    “In a second.” 
 
    Turtle looked closer at what he had been served. “Oh god, Scarn! Look at it.” 
 
    It was actual fresh food with a golden-seared piece of meat, slathered with a glistening sauce. There was a green vegetable that didn’t have dirt on it, and a dozen grapes circled by a handful of fat strawberries. But next to that....  
 
    Turtle hesitated as he reached for it... next to the sumptuous meal was a tall glass of beer with fine lines of bubbles rising up the inside. 
 
    Turtle caught his breath in little gasps as he held the glass. 
 
    “Scarn... it’s cold.”  
 
    Scarn’s face went through subtle shifts of attitude as he looked at the food, and he reached toward his fork with numb fingers.  
 
    They both knew they’d been seduced. They couldn’t help it. Even VR had limits—but real food had a magic of its own. 
 
    Lance Graff explained to them and to his broadcast audience that the pilot show of Trashlife Nova had many planned surprises for randomly selected lower-level breathers such as themselves. This was only the introductory show, and the best was yet to come. While artificial applause deafened them, drones swooped and buzzed, taking countless shots of the stunned inductees. 
 
    For his show, Lance Graff had planned a variety, an infinite variety of treats and rewards for his contestants. For example, the chosen might be given an exotic excursion, such as a walk on the surface of the asteroid ship, outside in the eternal night. 
 
    But for the pilot episode, they had bigger, longer term plans. 
 
    “We’ve been following you gentlemen for ten days, and, good gosh, what we’ve seen! Your resourcefulness and your toughness and all you’ve been through qualify you as two of our most exciting contestants.” 
 
    Graff’s voice rose. “Tonight,” he announced, “due to the generosity of United Tarassis, we will be following our selectees—as they are given psychonaut training! That’s right, these rugged individuals will psychically explore alien beings and alien worlds throughout our galaxy!”  
 
    Extended applause, hoots and cheering rang across the set—even though there was no one there within the reach of the floodlights. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn looked at each other. 
 
    “After their training...” Lance began, gesturing into the air like a magician, “...they will be assigned to the United Tarassis Probe Lab Alpha. From there, they’ll explore alien worlds in the great search for a lush planet for us to land upon.” 
 
    After his grand gestures, Lance Graff leaned a little toward Scarn, and spoke with faux-confidentiality. “How are you feeling about all this, Mr. Scarn?” 
 
    “Less hungry.” He continued eating. 
 
    Lance Graff grinned tightly at that response, and then turned to Turtle. Graff was so clean-smelling Scarn’s nose felt like it was being scoured. 
 
    “And you, Mr. Tuttle, how does it feel to know that in a week you’ll be in the United Tarassis probe lab, looking out on millions of stars and billions of worlds? You’ll be a personality known to every crewman and proud guest. How does that make you feel?” 
 
    Turtle chewed slower and looked less sure as the question had gone on.  
 
    “It’s okay,” he said. “I guess.” 
 
    The old man almost came out of his chair when Lance Graff took a breath for his next question. 
 
    “I don’t want to be a psychonaut.” The old man said, speaking up. He waved his hands as though he were circled by insects. “I don’t want to do that, nuh-uh. The eats here are great, but I’m too creeped out by people to have to get into aliens.” 
 
    “Mr. Urman, fear not! We have made special arrangements for you.” 
 
    The old man’s face went from alarmed to hopeful… then to suspicious. 
 
    “Mr. Urman,” Lance Graff said in his biggest here-it-comes voice, “welcome to your new life as—” He held the moment for a count of four. “—a debonair, man-about-town puh-layboy!” 
 
    “What?” Loid asked. He was without a clue. 
 
    “Mr. Urman, here is your new stateroom!” 
 
    The artificial audience gasped and oooed at the image that formed over the stage. It was a grand apartment module and it was clean. It was almost a castle, with three spacious rooms, a bar, glass walls opening on a private bath and decorative holograms of a dense jungle trained to move with the birds and animals in the undergrowth. 
 
    Loid looked at the image as though it wasn’t making sense. 
 
    “That’s right, sir,” Lance said in a near-whisper. “You’re now… a guest.” 
 
    Loid’s mouth worked. He looked like he might be having a heart attack. 
 
    Graff continued, showing him the delicate female synth that came with the place to serve him. She was dressed in the skimpiest clothes which changed with each projected scene they were shown. All were cutely designed to reflect the synth’s duties around the mansion—one with a tiny chef’s hat and a crotch-hugging apron, another wearing only a tool belt and a smile. 
 
    Loid looked quickly from Turtle to Scarn and back. “No one would give an old breather like me—” 
 
    Lance Graff rolled on. “Where we’re syndicated, Mr. Loid Urman, twenty decks and counting, we’re the top-rated show as of tonight’s opening. We’ll watch how you enjoy female company again, we’ll see how you fare on the arm of a beautiful woman at those oh-so-special soirees with those oh-so-special celebrities! Twenty-four-seven, ladies and gentlemen, public and private, I give you: ‘The Life Of Mr. Loid Urman, Trashlife Puh-layboy!” 
 
    Loid tensed and his eyes darted to the corners of the stage. This was too good to be true. He was overcome with suspicion.  
 
    Scarn leaned over and said in his ear. “Settle down, Loid. They’ll dump you in an instant if you aren’t entertaining. Think of the food.” 
 
    It took a moment, but Loid gradually managed a sickly grin and sat still. 
 
    “Mr. Graff,” Scarn said politely, even raising his hand a little for recognition. “I have a question.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Lance Graff said with explosive enthusiasm. 
 
    “Do we have to do this?” 
 
    “Have to do this?” said Lance Graff, feigning surprise. “Have to sleep in a warm bed and eat food without bugs in it? Do you have to join with our most elite and admired corps of explorers? Do you have to tell women, ‘No, please, send no more selfies.’ I can see the burdens, Mr. Scarn. But no sir, certainly you can continue your ten-k, ten-level walk upward, and the best of luck to you.”  
 
    Graff grinned like a jackal. He leaned down to look directly into Loid’s face. “What do you think, Mr. Urman? Do you want to sleep in a ditch tonight, or sleep in a silken bed with a princess to keep you as warm as your heart desires? Hmm? It’s time to decide.” 
 
    “Go for it,” Scarn muttered behind his hand.  
 
    Loid finally threw his arms up. His remaining fingers waggled—he was going to play ball. 
 
    The nonexistent crowd cheered madly. 
 
    “Mr. Scarn?” Lance Graff asked imperiously when the ghosts had quieted. “You seem skeptical. What’ll it be for you, luxury... or lice?” 
 
    Loid dipped his head and spoke to Scarn. “We’ll have cameras up our asses, but I guess we’ll get used to the humiliation. A person always does....” 
 
    Scarn looked up and gave Lance Graff one tight nod. 
 
    “He goes for it!” Graff exulted. 
 
    The audience roared. 
 
    Turtle began shifting in his seat. “I don’t know,” he grumbled under his breath to Scarn. 
 
    “Let’s try it out. We can quit later when we get some of our weight back on us.” 
 
    Turtle’s eyes narrowed. “Okay.” 
 
    He turned up to Graff, who was hovering over them and watching closely.  
 
    “We’re good with it,” Turtle said.  
 
    Lance Graff performed a broad, relaxed grin, and held his arms wide as the pre-recorded audience continued to applaud. “Excellent, excellent,” he said when he could be heard. 
 
    “I have a condition,” Turtle said. 
 
    Graff waved a finger at Turtle and shook his head. “We don’t do conditions, Mr. Tuttle.” 
 
    “Nobody calls me that. I’m Turtle.” 
 
    Was there a slight roll of the eyes? Turtle thought there was.  
 
    “Fine, fine,” Graff said, his smile firmly back in place. “What’s your condition?” 
 
    “Just one thing. It’s somebody I want to see. There’s somebody I need to see before all this happens to us. A woman…” 
 
    Lance Graff’s eyes went wide with surprise. “Really? Oh, that’s right—you were walking up a dozen levels to meet a lady… I’m impressed even more that you’d think of her in this glorious moment. And who is this lovely, special woman?”  
 
    “Iris Soquel. She’s up on one-forty. I want to see her before... before whatever’s next.” 
 
    “Iris Soquel…” Lance Graff said, as though mulling over the name. “Hmm. Hmm.”  
 
    He stood up; a decision had been made. He swung both his arms to one side of the stage: “Iris Soquel, come on out!”  
 
    Turtle lurched to his feet; Scarn grabbed a handful of his pants leg to hold him back. 
 
    Out she came, tall, brunette, thin and muscular. She was perfectly fitted with new clothes—not at all like the sweaty gardener with weeds in her hair that Turtle and Scarn had once met and with whom Turtle had fallen into love. 
 
    But this was, indeed, the same Iris Soquel who had occupied Turtle’s thoughts during the days of his long trek—only now she’d been washed and dressed in stylish clothing. 
 
    In long strides, she crossed the stage to Turtle, wrapped her arms around his back and breathed his name in his ear. Her perfume enclosed him in the aroma of irises.  
 
    Turtle’s heart swelled to its fullest. He loved the world. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” she whispered into his ear. “I’m married.”  
 
    Despite her heartbreaking words, she still hugged him. She leaned back to smile joyously into his face as though she might have just proclaimed her eternal love. 
 
    Lance Graff may have guessed the reason for Turtle’s buckling knees or it may simply have been time to run the documentary. 
 
    The featured hologram began to spin overhead. Turtle and Scarn saw familiar scenes as Lance Graff started his breathy narration of the events of the last ten days of their lives. 
 
    Scarn watched, appalled that their every move had been recorded and edited down to an exciting fifteen minutes. They saw the woman who had recruited Loid and gave him the tracking radio—it was Iris Soquel herself—and then Lance pointed out the “specialness” of the arrangement. 
 
    A fourth chair was placed on stage with them. Turtle sat next to Iris Soquel, feeling stunned. As she watched the video, he only glanced at her when she laughed or touched her lips with her fingertips when she feared for Turtle’s safety.  
 
    Turtle heard nothing and saw nothing but the wedding ring on her beautiful finger. She had turned the stone under her fingers to hide it. 
 
    When the documentary ended, Lance and Iris got Turtle, Scarn, and Loid to the front of the stage, facing into the lights. 
 
    “When next you see our boys,” Lance Graff said grandly, “Mr. Urman will be bringing a little trashlife culture to the staterooms, sure to be fun for all! Misters Tuttle and Scarn will be training to explore the unknowns of the cosmos!”  
 
    An image of the probe lab materialized in midair overhead. 
 
    “They’ll be at their psychonaut workstations and we’ll be following them as they encounter aliens of unknown strangeness. So, till next week...! I am Lance Graff and you’d better believe... this is... Trashliiife Novaaa!”  
 
    Someone made a snapping noise. “Cut!” 
 
    Most of the lights went off. Lance Graff stopped talking and turned his attention to Iris Soquel, offered her his arm, and he walked her away. They moved off-stage and into the surrounding dark. 
 
    Turtle turned to Scarn. He looked deeply troubled. 
 
    “Yes,” Scarn said, “that did just happen.” 
 
    The three little synths in short dresses and glitter-tops came to them and tugged at their arms. They were led off-stage and around to the back. There, a fully-equipped travel floater waited. While they were flown up to the higher levels, they were showered, barbered, and fed again.  
 
    Once delivered to their temporary lodging, they had fittings for uniforms, a safe nights’ sleep... and a list of mandatory appearances. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter FIVE 
 
      
 
    Lights. Excited applause began. 
 
    “Turtle aaand Scarn!” the emcee said and waved them out to him. “Psychonauts of the common people!” Whistles and shrieks added to the growing applause. 
 
    They came in from the side in their form-fitting grays, emblems and rank on their shoulders. This appearance had a live audience, which they saluted, waved, and bowed to, as instructed, before finally sitting across from the host. 
 
    “Today, on PreCast, we’re greeting our new guests, our below-decks boys from the garbage dumps, Turtle and Scarn. They were given a chance by our sponsor, United Tarassis, and here we all are. Isn’t that something? Just how lucky do you consider yourselves? Mr. Scarn?” 
 
    “I’ve put on five pounds instead of dying.” 
 
    “And you, Mr. Tuttle—excuse me, Turtle? How lucky do you feel? It must be marvelous.” 
 
    “I’ve put on nine pounds,” Turtle said, flexing his double-muscled arms. They moved weirdly under his new tunic. “I enjoy having clean food.” 
 
    The host rechecked his cue screen. “About your training as psychonauts—” 
 
    “You need to understand,” Scarn said, “we’re just a couple of breathers. Eating is more important to us than to most people, because we’ve done less of it.” 
 
    “Yes, I see. I’m so sorry. Now, about your psychonaut training....” 
 
    The rest of the interview and the two dozen others in the next weeks ran the same way. After fifteen seconds of anything technical, they would be asked to speculate on one of a hundred things they couldn’t possibly know, like: “What if the alien mind you enter is the equivalent of a human psychopath? What’ll you do then?” 
 
    Or, “If the alien you were in was killed and went to its version of heaven, do you think you’d go too?” 
 
    Or, “What if the alien were engaged in its version of sexual intercourse—how would you experience its orgasm?” 
 
    Eventually, they began answering these questions with requests for something to eat. This was met with laughter. 
 
    Despite their status of obvious misfits, they remained popular throughout their training. United Tarassis considered them a good investment even though they admitted they did not entirely understand the import of the more cryptic statements from those who interviewed them. Their very cluelessness seemed to delight the upper-deck viewers. 
 
    Turtle had noticed that Iris Soquel was not spoken of, but news about her was hard to avoid. Glamorous and earthy, she was celebrated as another fabulous find for the networks.  
 
    “How many Iris Soquels,” they wondered, “are tending their mushroom gardens in some pit of offal below us when they could be sitting right here, exciting and amusing our guests and crew? Mm?” 
 
    Her earlier romantic affairs before she met Turtle became well known and her failed marriage was portrayed in the media as traumatic enough to send her into months of isolation. Neither Turtle nor Scarn mentioned these things—although during her early notoriety Turtle was sometimes seen staring at his inactive probe board for long periods without moving. 
 
    One day, during a break in a United Tarassis presentation on ship’s resources, Scarn turned to the morose Turtle. “There’s a formula you need to know. I saw it on the relationship streams.” 
 
    Turtle said nothing, expressed nothing.  
 
    “The formula is this,” Scarn continued. “You take the length of time you were infatuated with whoever, and you know the whoever I mean, then you multiply that by point six-five. That’s if you saw the end-time coming, otherwise you multiply by point eight if you were blindsided. In this case, you were blindsided. Multiply and the formula gives you how long you’ll feel grief. I did the math and guess what? You’re scheduled to get over her tomorrow. Just look.” 
 
    Scarn held aloft his handpad, screen extended, in front of Turtle’s face. There were numbers and equal signs all over it. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he said. “Put that on your calendar. We’re going to celebrate the end of your dreary obsession at the Neutrino Lounge. I ordered us two synth dates. Yours is named Lonna.” 
 
    Turtle shook his head. “Forget it, Scarn. This.... You’re never.... Look, I know this broken heart thing isn’t something you can understand, so... just let me bleed on my own schedule, okay?” 
 
    “Got it,” Scarn sighed, lowering his handpad. “Bleed away, man. Neutrino Lounge, eight o’clock tomorrow night. Her name is Lonna. Her friend told me she was good at sympathy.” 
 
    “It’s not happening, Scarn.” 
 
    By 9:30 the next night, Lonna had her soft hand slid between Turtle’s thighs and rested her chin on his shoulder. Her breath along his cheek was like emotional acetylene. He wondered if there were artificial pheromones in it, because he was having trouble sitting still and had to keep adjusting his pants. 
 
    When Scarn saw Turtle’s grin go sloppy, he raised his glass for a toast. Lonna and her friend raised theirs as well.  
 
    Turtle was slow, but he finally got there, glass up. 
 
    “History is a foreign country,” Scarn said, “I heard that on the Earther nostalgia channel. So Turtle, that means you need to burn your passport.” 
 
    They raised their glasses again and drank. 
 
    Lonna’s friend spoke in a soft voice. “Yeah. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof. Right?” 
 
    It was weird how synth girls would drink with you, but never seemed to get drunk. They just became even friendlier, responding to the changing moods of the humans around them. With this in mind, Scarn ordered another round. 
 
    “This is working, isn’t it?” Scarn asked Turtle when they were both drunk. “You happy now?” 
 
    Turtle smiled at him with his bloodless lips, but his eyes were still smoldering. “I still think she might have been the one, Scarn. Now, everybody loves her. The upper levels are all at her feet.” He paused and his eyes went dull. “Out of everybody, why would she pick a Turtle?” The music in the club surged, making it hard to hear anything spoken. Scarn put a hand on Turtle’s bulging arm. “You can’t talk like that in front of synths. It sours their attitude. Iris is gone. You should just drop it. Let it go.”  
 
    “I’d rather bleed.” 
 
    Scarn nodded. He knew.  
 
    They both turned their attention to the synth girls then. They were watching the two humans with big eyes.  
 
    Were they recording? Were they lip-reading and transmitting whatever they picked up? 
 
    It was hard to tell, but Turtle and Scarn played it as coolly as they could the rest of the night. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Work was a thing apart from play. The final psychonaut tests were actual explorations into planets that probe units had reported to Earth about a century ago.  
 
    It was all a simulation, of course, but it felt real enough. Both Turtle and Scarn drew the same assignment, but with different animals. Inside the consciousness of barely intelligent reptiles, they were to direct the animal to climb to a high perch where it could see a lumpy alien structure. It looked like a beehive, and its purpose was unknown. 
 
    In the next part of the exercise, against all its native instincts, they forced the reptiles to enter the beehive complex through various openings. Whatever the reptiles saw, they could see, and United Tarassis could see.  
 
    The technology of mentally manipulating aliens was new. A cabal of ingenious scientists among the surviving guest-rated colonists had invented it after the colony’s civil war. They’d been out of their minds with boredom after decades of gliding through nothingness, and everyone aboard needed hope. Desperation is an excellent motivator. 
 
    By controlling creatures on nearby planets, the Tarassis crew hoped to improve their odds of finding a new home at last. Unfortunately, the colonists weren’t easily able to exploit the knowledge. They were traveling in a preordained direction at tremendous speeds, making it difficult to turn and land someplace new. Still, the things the psychonauts learned had been deemed worth knowing. Vids from distant planets made for good entertainment for the restless populace, if nothing else. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn manipulated their host animals to survey the exterior of the beehive thing and got out again. Neither animal had been killed or injured during the exercise—this added graduation points to their scores and moved them closer to the end of their training. 
 
    The graduation gala itself was streamed to every area, public and private, on thirty decks. These were the two upright young men who had once eaten garbage to survive, but they were smart enough to move up with the brightest of the youth born to the guests and crew. It was never mentioned that they’d both been born on the upper-decks and then thrown out. That didn’t fit the narrative. 
 
    In any case, they were now full-fledged psychonauts. 
 
    Iris Soquel waltzed through the graduation party with an unfamiliar man clamped onto her arm. Who was this guy? A boyfriend or a prison guard? Turtle wasn’t sure.  
 
    She briefly shook Scarn’s hand and air-kissed Turtle on both cheeks.  
 
    “Ad astra,” she toasted them, as she had been coached to do—and she was gone. 
 
    Through the rest of the evening, music played, food was served, and even though Scarn was seen smiling, Turtle could only be seen glowering at the floor. On his arm he had the radiant Lonna in her lavender dress, and nestled deep in her cleavage she wore an immense orchid that looked like a bird. Many commented on it. 
 
    “Turtle?” Scarn said to his friend in a moment alone together. “Isn’t this something? We’re not breathers anymore.” Scarn was nodding yes in time with the music, but Turtle wasn’t in the mood. His eyes continued to burn into the deck at his feet. 
 
    “Turtle—” Scarn repeated, trying again. Then, he lowered his voice. “Seriously, you’ve got to forget about that girl. For the last few days, I’ve stopped wondering what kind of shit’s going to hit the fan next. How we’re going to be screwed out of everything. I don’t think it’s going to happen now. Please don’t fuck this up.” 
 
    Turtle lifted his big head at last. “Sorry. I just keep thinking she coulda been the one, and now—.” 
 
    “Jesus… lighten up, Turtle. If she was the one, she wouldn’t be parading other men in front of you, would she?” 
 
    Lonna watched them both with her big, artificial eyes. Those eyes were tank-grown, the expensive kind. You could tell.  
 
    Turtle forced himself to smile down at her.  
 
    “Sorry,” he repeated. “I felt ungrounded for a moment.”  
 
    He glanced at Scarn who was gazing across the crowd, still nodding Yes in time with the music.  
 
    Turtle looked directly down at Lonna again.  
 
    “But I feel normal now,” he lied. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter SIX 
 
      
 
    Two days later, the slip-space lift brought them to United Tarassis Probe Lab Alpha. It was a pod on the surface of Tarassis, a tiny bump on a log of stone. 
 
    They were told that as freshmen psychonauts they would be on the front lines of human expansion across the galaxy. 
 
    The slip-space lift emptied them into the probe lab receiving lounge that was purposely designed to awe the newcomers. Every exterior wall was transparent cryoplast, and against the blackest void, an untwinkling smear of stars, billions of stars, curved around the glowing hub of the galaxy. 
 
    “Welcome to your workplace,” said a voice from everywhere. “That’s your backyard, where you’ve come to play.”  
 
    They all knew the voice by now. It was the constricted wheezy voice of Errit Stattor, their leader of leaders, the seventh generational captain of United Tarassis 
 
    When called to attention, the trainees aligned themselves to face the entryway. The doors hissed apart, and they faced the man himself, their captain. 
 
    Morbidly obese, Captain Errit Stattor was conveyed into their presence in his distinctive motorized chair that was as large as some private vehicles had been back on Earth. Accompanying him, a tall, strikingly-attractive woman held his hand and strolled alongside his chair. She said nothing and seemed to look at no one. Turtle thought she might be a high-quality synth… but he wasn’t sure. 
 
    “He’s doing her?” Turtle whispered to Scarn without moving his lips. “That’s....” He was silenced by his interior imagery. 
 
    “I know,” Stattor wheezed, “that you’re anxious to celebrate before you begin your careers tomorrow—” He paused to deeply inhale. “—so first, let me say, welcome to the Tarassis team.” His voice rattled like he needed to swallow and sweat now began trickling off his forehead. 
 
    After the first minute, both Turtle and Scarn stopped listening; they’d heard the same corporate clichés how many times in the last months?  
 
    In a low mumble, Scarn spoke to Turtle. “I did some math.” 
 
    “Math?” 
 
    “Yes,” Scarn whispered underneath Stattor’s amplified rambling. “I asked somebody if the probe lab was adding new probe units. The answer was no—because of efficiency, they said they’re reducing the total number of units. So, why are we the second set of newbies sent through here in the last month? More were sent here the month before that. That means they’ve replaced about ten percent of the psychonauts in the last two months.” 
 
    “People go on vacations,” Turtle whispered. 
 
    “True,” Scarn said. 
 
    “They retire or get reassigned. Or they get their brains burned out.” 
 
    “Scarn, for once you need to look at the bright side. Maybe these people aren’t trying to kill us.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe it’s inadvertent. But there are things they’re not telling us.” 
 
    Errit Stattor was finishing up. He coughed and finally swallowed noisily before his inspirational close: 
 
    “The discoveries you make and the wealth of data you dredge up will enrich the human race, United Tarassis, and you. So let’s go see what those aliens are hiding from us!” He shot both his short arms into the air for the applause of the recruits. 
 
    When the cheers subsided, Scarn was whispering again. “We need to buy out our contracts. I checked. We can do that.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Scarn. The food, we sleep warm....” 
 
    “It’s the women. You’d stay here forever for the women.” 
 
    “Well... I would like to stay a little longer.” 
 
    Scarn gazed at him. That darkness, it was still there, lingering behind his eyes. “United Tarassis owns our days, Turtle. Don’t give away your nights.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter SEVEN 
 
    
 Six months later, Turtle had asked Lonna, his contracted spouse, what she was going to do with her day.  
 
    She didn’t answer. Instead, she started to creep. She slinked out of her chair to the food dispenser, sniffed it, and then crept back to the sitting area with a weirdly suspicious look on her face. Then she started snapping her head one side to the other to peer behind a chair or into a corner. 
 
    From room to room she crept on her tiptoes, her back nearly parallel to the floor. Her pale, parted lips showed cottony white artificial tissue behind her teeth and her morning hair still hung in wads. From where Turtle sat, he caught a hot-plastic smell when she passed by. 
 
    Turtle finished his coffee and considered his lot. Even two hundred light-years from Earth, even in the glorious future, it was the people you lived with that drove you crazy. He should have known.  
 
    Scarn knew. Once Turtle had lost his mind over Lonna, Scarn had started giving him grim looks.  
 
    “Just because you’re a grown-up,” Scarn told him, “it’s no protection against stupid. First it was Iris, now this synth.” 
 
    “It’s always been Iris. Lonna is a time-passer.” 
 
    “Whatever. You married it. Think with your head.” 
 
    It was true. He should have thought with that part. 
 
    Lonna now crept up next to him and looked at his coffee cup as though it were an alien artifact. Then she scurried away. 
 
    This had been going on for a month, and he was wondering if she needed to be taken in to the service department. Maybe she needed her firmware flashed, or something. 
 
    When she recovered after three or four minutes, she would deny that anything unusual had happened and say she had known exactly what she was doing. “Can’t I be a little spontaneous once in a while? A little unpredictable? Does that set you off?” 
 
    Turtle knew better than to record her mania and play it back for her. She would accuse him of character assassination, fabricating evidence, having a despicable personality, and not understanding the meaning of love, her standard reactions. 
 
    Lonna wasn’t alone in her “personality slippage,” one of the current terms for it. Her particular kind of pseudo-psychosis had become moderately common among synths. When they were newly issued, they were compliant and extremely congenial to be around. Over time, they could become less so. 
 
    Could it be some latent effect of the Singularity? Everyone said it had been contained and that it was a necessary evil that did no harm to the great ship as long as humans did nothing to upset it… but what if that wasn’t entirely true? There were already VR cultists running all over the place on the lower levels.  
 
    What kind of agents might the smartest of computers aboard Tarassis have up here, on the good levels, to keep an eye on things and do its strange bidding? 
 
    Turtle had already made up his mind about this: Whatever was going on with the Singularity was definitely more ominous than anything their propaganda was going to tell the breathers. They’re humans—they lie. It was their signature move. 
 
    At any rate, Turtle was mildly glad Lonna had begun to creep. The alternative would have been to argue about money, scheduling of events, or the arrangement of the furniture. 
 
    The one thing they never argued about was sex. She was always willing. Always. That was probably the only reason he was still hanging around. After all, they were only contracted to each other for another six months, and given the bureaucracy, the best thing was to just ride it out. After it was over, he could start seeing Scarn more often.  
 
    As it was, Lonna hated Scarn and Scarn thought Turtle had lost his mind.  
 
    “It’s your hormones,” Scarn had told him from the beginning. “A rebound thing after losing Iris. They make you think you’ll be ecstatic forever, and that’s so crazy even children would laugh at you. You’re addicted to her fake ass. Please, ask me for help.”  
 
    Scarn rarely said please. Turtle, however, had thought it ludicrous to ask for help for the “problem” of being periodically overjoyed, so he had ignored the offer and signed a one-year marriage contract with the beautiful, sex-driven Lonna. 
 
    It had been fabulous for ninety days. The next ninety were a downward slide into silence, periods of overt pissiness, and bursts of rage laced with disgust. Now, here he was with six months to go, exerting maximal patience and not doing that well with it. 
 
    And the worse it got, the more Turtle missed Iris, and even Scarn with his suspicious eyes, his cynical views, his multilayered one-word answers, and those loaded silences. They had eaten garbage together, been shot at together, almost died in the insulation-snows and several other random horrors in the lower levels.  
 
    Now... he still couldn’t quite figure it... here he sat in a psychonaut’s Spang suit, watching a spouse who was oblivious to everything except what lurked inside her head. 
 
    Lately, his condition of existence, when he looked at it, startled him. 
 
    Lonna crept back and forth behind a floor lamp, ran her fingers along its curves and seemed to be intrigued by its shape. 
 
    Turtle put his coffee cup in the cleaner and stepped into their study. He quietly closed the door and checked the time. 7:15 AM—half an hour before he had to leave for his work at the probe unit outputs. 
 
    Reclining in his formchair, he put the cortical interface sensor high on his forehead and mentally verbalized his access code. 
 
    The program “DreamMe” was considered so prone to abuse that users were allowed only limited time with it, and Turtle was using his up at an unsustainable rate. It wasn’t pure VR, not the truly hot stuff the Singularity could feed you, but it was close enough. 
 
    “DreamMe” agitated both the limbic system and the visual cortex, so if one could focus for a moment on a certain image, the brain would run with it and do the rest with minimal nudging: The result was wide-screen surround sound experiences with the added impression of a tactile experience. 
 
    Turtle recalled the time he and Scarn, both about seventeen at the time, were down low in the one-sixties. They hadn’t eaten more than a mouthful in two days and had stopped talking to conserve the moisture in their breath. 
 
    Because they kept their eyes dully focused on the broken deck tiles as they trudged, they didn’t pay any attention to the aqua-farming modules they were passing. But then, there, right in front of their feet was a horseshoe crab, apparently stepped on or squashed by some vehicle the previous day or so.  
 
    The crab wasn’t too far gone, but at that point it didn’t matter a lot. They took it off the road and past the aqua tanks full of slime. There, Turtle built a small fire while Scarn shelled and dismembered the animal and cut away the worst parts. 
 
    Still never speaking a word, they skewered the meat and held it over the fire and forced themselves to wait till it cooked through. Then they ate it. 
 
    After they got a few mouthfuls down, they had a Moment. 
 
    He and Scarn, sitting on the dirt, looking like death’s handymen, looked up at each other across the fire. They had pieces of half-burned half-rotten extinct crab in their mouths, and after a minute they both started to laugh.  
 
    They had thought they were going to die, and then they weren’t, and that was the Moment: They had a future, given to them free-of-charge by the random intersection of a crab from the past that someone had decided to clone and a random foot or wheel. A free future. 
 
    Once more, their final unpleasantness became a distant fantasy, even if they did sit there looking like their ancestors from the Pleistocene. After Scarn had composed himself, he had pointed a meatless scrap of shell at Turtle and spoke… 
 
    The illusion evaporated in sparkles, and Turtle found himself looking into Lonna’s face from very close-up. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” she purred in a low monotone. It was not a polite purr. For Lonna, it was just more of her ready hostility. “In fantasy-land so early?”  
 
    She held the silver-faced contact in her fingers and twirled it.  
 
    “Let me guess. You’ve got some old girlfriend in there and you’ve been banging her brains out.” She looked at the device. “Did you record it? No? Of course not. Orgies maybe? Was it that Iris Soquel slut?” 
 
    Her robe hung open to her waist and the perfect bumps of her nipples moved under the fabric with her slightest motion. Turtle still couldn’t help but admire the body she lived in; it was an inborn weakness. 
 
    “It was just a memory,” he said, smoothing the details, “a lower-level spot that Scarn and I went through one time. I enjoy the solitude. Some peace and quiet helps me focus before work.”  
 
    “This is so you can enjoy the peace and quiet?” She threw the contact at his face. It missed. “What do you think I have too much of all day long? Hm? I have more peace and quiet than twenty people deserve.”  
 
    She began to pace, and he watched the parts of her body move inside that sheer cloth. He couldn’t look away. 
 
    She had become loud faster than usual. “You want peace and quiet? Be me.”  
 
    The work UT had given her at the lab hadn’t gone well, and she had finally been moved to positions where she worked alone. Even there, she made people uncomfortable. 
 
    Turtle placed the contact on the desktop. It was time for patience. Without provocation, she would finish up in five or ten minutes; then he would apologize for whatever and leave for work a little early. 
 
    “If you want a little entertainment through the day around here,” Lonna told him, “too bad! This god damned workstation is the quietest, most peaceful place ever created. “Half the people are asleep at any given time, and the other half are working or zerked out. There hasn’t been a good party in a month.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. 
 
    “Sorry? You’re sorry? Ahh, no. Pathetic is the word for what you are.”  
 
    He stared at her breasts without seeing them. In the past, the sight would have made him want to run amok.  
 
    She now leaned toward him, still talking. “I thought that being psychonaut’s spouse would be exciting.” She drew back, stood up straight, and folded her arms. “So what if I get to see the actual sky once in a while and it’s full of stars in every goddamned direction? What a thrill… for about two minutes. They barely even move. But the worst part is, I thought I married a celebrity.” 
 
    “That’s how they packaged me.” 
 
    “The spouse of psychonaut Turtle,” she said airily, pensively. “I used to be so proud of that. I’d work it into conversations: ‘I’m espoused to psychonaut Turtle, by the way.’ But when the word came out that you psychos were just decoration, that the machines could do the job just as well without you, I could’ve died.” 
 
    “I can see that would have been embarrassing for you.” 
 
    “Don’t get smart with me. UT went as low as they could go to find you and Scarn, and when they hosed you off and put you in a uniform, I admit, for a pair of dirty breathers, you didn’t look too bad.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She was winding down. Her tirade had been shorter than he expected. 
 
    Suddenly, with a snarl, she flared up again. “You even have a stupid name.” 
 
    She left him and got to the door before she turned and said too loud, “Breather!” She took the few steps to their bedroom and closed herself in. 
 
    Turtle got up and went to the door. “I’m sorry you’re disappointed about my work. I thought I had a meaningful job.” 
 
    “Shut up!” he heard her yell. 
 
    “I’m going in to work a little early.” 
 
    The bedroom door flew open. “Why? Why are you going to work? Your job is pointless. Why do you even call it work?” 
 
    “United Tarassis can’t admit it was wrong, so lately, they’ve given us a little more control over the probes. Maybe we’re unnecessary, but we’re not useless.” 
 
    She stared at him. “I married a celebrity for the wrong reasons and ended up with a turtle. I’m sure as hell being punished for it. Maybe that proves god exists.” She turned and left the study. 
 
    Now, deep breath, perhaps a normal day could begin. Cautioning himself against optimism, he walked out of their quarters and down to the drop-shafts. 
 
    Heading down to a lower level, Turtle saw Scarn and pushed himself toward him. “Scarn!”  
 
    Scarn nodded to him. Even in the zero-g of the lift lobby, his dark hair clung tight to his angular skull. One of his eyebrows was minutely raised, though his narrow eyes remained narrow.  
 
    “More marital bliss?” He presented Turtle with one of his thin-lipped pseudo-smiles. 
 
    Turtle nodded without enthusiasm. “Another weird day.” 
 
    “Why can’t they get the software right on a synth?” Scarn asked. 
 
    “Maybe they don’t want to. Maybe humans aren’t meant to mate with synths.”  
 
    “Aren’t we all surprised? Assume I’m rolling my eyes. At least your contract with her is over in six months.” 
 
    It hadn’t taken long for them to see how they were being used as part of UT’s public relations program, and that’s when they knew that getting out of the probe lab and being free of United Tarassis would be first before all else... but the triumph of Turtle’s hormones over his intelligence had complicated the issue. They had both come to suspect that Lonna had been directed by UT to seduce Turtle, providing another layer of assurance that he and Scarn would both stick with the psychonaut program—but then Lonna’s programming had started to go sideways. 
 
    “Is Lonna still her charming self?” 
 
    “She’s still great in bed but she’s acting up so much, it’s making those times further apart. She’s started acting up in the mornings pretty regularly before I leave.” 
 
    “Symptomology?” 
 
    “She creeps around our quarters for a while, and when she comes out of it, she doesn’t remember anything. She accuses me of lying and knocking over or breaking anything she’s run into.” 
 
    “They do that.” Scarn nodded thoughtfully. “She picks up things, looks at them closely?” 
 
    Turtle nodded. “Yeah. She looked like she was studying stuff.” 
 
    Scarn moved closer as they drifted farther down. “It’s not magnetic fields or radiation. The report that came down said there may be impurities in our food or something in our air—don’t believe that crap either. Whatever’s causing this pseudo-psychosis business, Captain Stattor is doing his best to downplay it. ‘Subversive people trying to get attention,’ he said the other day. He snarls like his cock is on fire when he talks about it.” 
 
    Turtle nodded minimally. It wasn’t a subject he could deal with right now, not with his Lonna issues. 
 
    As usual, Scarn read him like a book and changed the subject. “I’m scanning deep-sea slugs in the nineteenth quadrant. They have a weird mathematical system based on dreams. No manipulative abilities. What’re you scheduled for today?”  
 
    “Don’t know. I’ll get a new assignment.” 
 
    They both understood the import of that. When you didn’t know what you’d be getting, it meant you’d be getting the junk no one else wanted, which meant that Turtle’s supervisor had it in for him. 
 
    Turtle sighed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter EIGHT 
 
    
“Bugs,” Ensign Braxton said with his full square-toothed grin. He rapped on Turtle’s broad chest with his knuckles. They were alone, standing in the psychonaut Red Room where assignments were given. “Today, you get bugs. Come on, Turtle, act like you’re breathing.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Braxton shook his finger in Turtle’s face. “Attitude, Turt. I want to see more of that poster-boy attitude. For your followers.” 
 
    “There aren’t many anymore, but I’ll try, sir.” 
 
    The ensign checked his list. “You’re on output 906.” He pointed to a glowing chart on the wall. A starburst twinkled on the board: 906. 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Radioactive world, life form type IC3.”  
 
    Braxton looked up and grinned. His face was broad and flat and his eyebrows lay in black swaths across his forehead. There was a small piece of lint stuck to the left eyebrow that Turtle kept involuntarily looking at.  
 
    “Big fat bugs,” Braxton continued. “Low intelligence, but, as you can tell by the designation, they’re carnivorous.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Come, come, Turt, where’s that enthusiasm? These bugs aren’t big on signaling alarm, as far as we can tell, so it should be an easy run. Think you can be a convincing bug, Turtle?” The piece of lint moved up and down with the eyebrow. 
 
    Turtle ignored the man’s question. “What are we looking for, sir?” 
 
    Ensign Braxton checked his handpad. “There’s some kind of technology down there, and it’s unlikely it’s theirs. So your bug needs to look around. One of our remote sensors picked up some anomalous radiation in the area.” Braxton paused and Turtle thought he was finished.  
 
    “Oh,” Braxton said, tapping his temple once with his index finger, “just a footnote: About two days ago one of your fellow psychos got flashed while he was doing a preliminary down there. But like I said, really, this should be a cakewalk.” 
 
    “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “Terminally flashed. We shot him into the core yesterday.” Braxton humphed a chuckle. “They said it smelled like burned cabbage down there for an hour.” Big grin. The piece of lint fell off onto his cheek. 
 
    Turtle’s mouth began to dry. “I want to look at his recording before I hook in.”  
 
    This would be the first time he had ever followed anyone who’d got terminally flashed and he didn’t clearly remember what the procedure was supposed to be. 
 
    “His records won’t tell you anything. We’ve been over them half a dozen times. A complete mystery. He had the host walking along and then—zap—another bug got him by the back of the neck and cinched him. The host was terminated. Should have been an easy out, but, unfortunately, there was a minor malfunction in the resource retrieval module—couple seconds delay. It’s been repaired.” Braxton jerked his head a little to one side. “You should’ve been at the deader’s send-off. Didn’t you get the invitation?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Turtle wondered if Lonna had trashed it. Braxton was right, he should have been there. Others would have noted that he hadn’t shown up. “I need to see the recording,” Turtle repeated. 
 
    “You got it. Get yourself down to 906 and it’ll be there when you are. In the meantime, Turt: Enthusiasm.” Braxton winked as he left, as though they shared some secret. When he turned, the piece of lint fell off his cheek and drifted to the floor. 
 
    Turtle stepped on it as he walked back to the slip-space lift and stepped into a booth. As he slid the seven levels to his output station, he experienced true nonexistence while he wondered what had gone wrong. How had he ended up like this? He and Scarn were recruited to be heroes, but the need for the human element had pretty much been discredited by the reality of a psychonaut’s life. They were explorers of a sort, sure, but they didn’t get to plant any flags in the soil of distant worlds. They got to crawl around as strange worms in strange dirt instead. 
 
    Now Braxton was on his case more than usual for some unknown reason. 
 
    In the beginning, she had always been there, front and center, easy to laugh, easy to please, easy to look at, easy to get in bed with. In proportion to the sweetness they had, the current rottenness seemed to just about even things up. 
 
    Live and learn, he thought, and wished there was an easier way; it tended to chew up one’s life at a troubling rate. 
 
    Turtle stepped out of the slip-space lift onto a probe unit deck and headed for the booths. On both sides of the passages, in shallow niches, there were the output consoles. The monitors, the biometric control units, and the inevitable tangle of temporary patch-cables, wires, and bypass modules were everywhere. Tranced-out psychonauts in their Spang suits sat at the units with the contact on their foreheads, surrounded by jittering level indicators. 
 
    Each month, it seemed like they were able to reach farther out, many light-years from Tarassis and her lonely journey. Most of these worlds would never be reached by humanity, Turtle suspected. But still, the scientists sent them farther abroad, as if they were looking for something. On a thousand continents on a hundred strange worlds, alien lifeforms found their minds inexplicably inhabited by a second consciousness. 
 
    When he explored, Turtle usually didn’t find the experience exhilarating. Sometimes, nothing detectable happened. Sometimes the aliens he infected thought they were speaking with their gods. Sometimes they went mad. Sometimes they died, and if they died, the psychonaut depended on the United Tarassis coherent resource reassembly modules (CRRMs) to instantaneously get him the fuck out of the dying brain and back into his own empty head.  
 
    If the recovery equipment was faulty, and the psychonaut survived at all, he could expect to survive with a deranged personality—part human, part alien, part paste. 
 
    Until a few weeks ago, Turtle had been a proud psychonaut, but with the news releases pointing out to everyone they were mere tools for the science crew, the work didn’t feel at all heroic. It just seemed dangerous. 
 
    Turtle took his time strolling to the far end, to 906. At 905, getting set up and ready to hook-in was someone Turtle recognized from training. What was the name? Jefferson? Jerrison? 
 
    The man saw him and held out his hand. “Jamison,” he said of himself. “Crewman first class. Yeah, I remember you and your pal Scarn.”  
 
    Turtle shook his hand. 
 
    “When did they start you on the probes?” Crewman Jamison asked. He was a broad-faced person, one of those guys with blond hair and dark eyebrows. “I’m finishing up my fourth month.” He spoke animatedly, flipping the contact unit around his fingers. “I’ve got MH1’s today. Dull, man. How about yourself? Any special interests?” 
 
    His enthusiasm was making Turtle tired. “Nothing much.” 
 
    Jamison pointed into the 906 niche. “Somebody left you a memcube a minute ago. You following somebody else’s work?” 
 
    “The last guy in this rack got flashed,” Turtle said. He sat down and tried to concentrate on what he was supposed to do. He didn’t want to end up getting shot into the core for simple lack of attention. “I’m finishing up what he started.” He began setting up the codes and fail-safes. 
 
    When Turtle and Scarn had graduated from psychonaut training, they had been as excited as Jamison, but even Turtle hadn’t been as squirrelly.  
 
    Now, on the job, squirrelly excitement had no place when living in the minds of aliens and trying to figure out what you were seeing, trying to understand where any significance lay, trying to comprehend the first thing about their alien logic, and trying to determine the nature of alien culture and technology. He had been trying to do all that, but now, according to news reports, it was just a hazardous exercise. 
 
    But if machines could do it all just as well... which he didn’t believe... why were the major discoveries made by humans? 
 
    “...got flashed about a month ago,” Jamison was saying.  
 
    He was still talking. Turtle shook his head to refocus on the present. 
 
    Crewman Jamison leaned back with his butt against Turtle’s console and gestured excitedly. “But it wasn’t that big a deal. He was okay after a few weeks, up walking around, able to feed himself. There’s also been some low talk, too, about Captain Stattor okaying cheap replacement parts, but I don’t believe that. He would be sabotaging a critical exploration project! Accidents are just bound to happen anywhere, you know?” 
 
    Turtle already had the memcube slotted and the contact on his forehead. He activated the playback without answering Jamison. 
 
    The memories of the dead psychonaut began to play in his head. It was more than a vision, he felt as if he were really there. 
 
    After a momentary buzz between the ears, images began to take shape. He was then looking at an alien world through the translated perceptions of a lumbering insect. Indicators said that the animal was land-based and weighed thirty to forty kilograms. 
 
    The perceptions of the insect as recorded by the previous psychonaut showed a half dozen similar six-legged things nearby. They were brownish, covered with short bristles, with an extended abdomen of interlocking segments. 
 
    The rocky ground was patched with dead vegetation and everything looked unfocused through the murky atmosphere. At some distance, another animal, a shaggy crawling thing, squirmed listlessly toward a pile of rocks.  
 
    Without preliminaries, Turtle sensed a tickling at the back of the insect’s head and then the memcube went blank. It was over as quickly as that. 
 
    The insect’s death and the psychonaut’s panic merged. The terminal brain-scramble had been recognized by a recorder and put on a separate track for later analysis. 
 
    Turtle had both heard and seen cases where the psychonaut had entered the mind of an animal that had already been targeted for predation. Or perhaps just the startle response was enough to trigger an attack. In other words, this could have simply been bad luck—not anything that the psychonaut did wrong. Just the food chain in action, one more time. 
 
    Turtle pushed himself back from the console and took slow deep breaths; he needed to focus on this. 
 
    “You going for the real thing now?” Jamison asked. He flipped a mini-controller from his fingers like a coin and caught it.  
 
    From where Turtle sat in his formchair, he could see Jamison’s console. It showed a half-completed Build-A-Body game he had been amusing himself with. Certain features had been exaggerated, but he had so far left it headless. Intruding thoughts told Turtle that it was not a good sign that Jamison had not hidden his fantasy.  
 
    “How dangerous you think it’ll be? Huh?” Jamison wanted to know. “A ten on the scale? A five?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Turtle said as he entered the various access codes and waited for clearance. It also escaped Turtle how, surrounded by 22nd Century technology, the happiest guy he’d seen in a month, grinning right next to him, was a certifiable halfwit. Was this some kind of devolution? 
 
    “Tell me what you’ve heard about defective components,” Turtle said. “You said you’d heard talk.” Turtle continued to enter codes and did his best to pretend everything was just fine.  
 
    “On the guest decks there’s word lately about how our program kills a lot more alien hosts than it used to. They say it’s because we’re using low-grade replacement parts and when we do the insert, it scrambles up their minds. If it scrambles the wrong part, the heart stops, or respiration stops, or blood pressure drops, or—” 
 
    “I get the idea.” 
 
    “Are you mad about something?” Jamison asked. “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    Turtle stopped with his hands over the sliders and finally turned his full attention to Jamison. “I’m not mad at you, it’s just that I’m getting ready to put my life on the line here, you know? 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    It was true that several of Turtle’s hosts had checked out while he was in them, but their deaths hadn’t been so quick that there had been any retrieval difficulties for him. He thought that he had just had a run of bad luck. But maybe not… 
 
    Turtle polished the platinum side of the contact unit on the front of his Spang suit and pressed it firmly to his forehead.  
 
    Everything was set. 
 
    “When you come back, Mr. Turtle,” Jamison was saying, “I have my own little memcube here.” He pointed to a plastic bag on the floor under his output unit. “It’s a good one. A lot of hot-action special-interest material, if you have any special interests. Very popular on Deck 17. Can’t pass it to you over the UT system, but you can borrow it for a while,” he said confidentially. “It’s in the bag there,” and pointed again. 
 
    “See you later, Crewman.” 
 
    Turtle focused on what he was going to do. First, he cleared his mind and urged himself to be observant, the crucial obligation of any psychonaut. 
 
    A quick once-over on the settings... and he hit SEND. 
 
    There was a momentary buzz in the middle of his head, and, like his psychonaut predecessor, he was in the consciousness of one of the large slow-moving insects. He felt the alien resist his presence in a skittery confused way, but before panic seized the insect, Turtle froze its physical body so the fear might not be evident to the other nearby insects. 
 
    He then forced the insect to move its head from one side to the other and to look behind to make sure there would be no repetition of what happened to the other operator. 
 
    His host bug and three more of the same species had been walking toward a green-glazed pond. The thick atmosphere dimmed the outline of the water and gave everything blurred edges. He forced his host to continue down the gradual slope to the water.  
 
    Fifty or sixty meters away, he again spotted one of the shaggy awkward things he’d seen on the recording. It crawled erratically over the weeds and small rubble. 
 
    As he and the other insects neared the slicked water, they drew closer together until, at the edge of the pond, their sides and stick-legs poked into each other. Then, without preliminaries, they seized his host in their serrated pincers, lifted him up over the water’s edge and dropped him in. 
 
    The water was oily and astringent. It slopped over his host’s head and gave everything red-edged sparkles 
 
    He let the terrified insect’s mind have free rein, hoping its instincts would have the best chance to climb out of the muck—but it thrashed chaotically and the mucky bottom closed around it up to its knee-joints. 
 
    Don’t panic, Turtle told himself. Hosts had died on him before and the retrieval units had automatically kicked in, always in plenty of time, always just as they should... and he just wanted to go back to his quarters that afternoon, have dinner with Lonna, argue with Lonna, screw Lonna’s brains out... or, better yet, see Iris one last time.As his host sank deeper, its nerve ganglia began shutting down. 
 
    Above him, through a meter of the thick fluid, he could see the three other insects. 
 
    They impassively watched his host while his struggles brought the stinging viscous liquid between the segments of his thorax and burned like melted lead. 
 
    In full panic, Turtle screamed inside the insect’s mind. The thing reared, made an underwater shriek and sank deeper. The surrounding liquid flowed into his neck joint and everything turned to fire.  
 
    His eyes felt scorched out of his head, his stomach smoldered…his brain ignited. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter NINE 
 
      
 
    “...and then you lifted right up and kind of arched your back,” Crewman Jamison was saying. He scooted his chair closer to Turtle’s bedside. “Then you made this squeaking noise. I don’t know how you did it. That sound wasn’t even remotely human.”  
 
    He pointed at his throat and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “I tried making a noise like that, but I couldn’t do it. Then this white stuff came out of your mouth. I thought I should call the medtechs.” 
 
    Turtle studied Jamison’s face. There was something wrong with this person.  
 
    “No one wants to work at 906 anymore,” Jamison continued, “And d’you know why? Because they fixed it again. I saw the parts they were putting in—real cheap crumbly crap. Now, everybody’s jockeying to get an old output that hasn’t had any repairs done on it recently. UT saves a bundle with cheap spare parts and guys like you and me get dicked for it. Actually, you got dicked for it. I’ve been getting to pick my outputs.” Jamison paused. “You look like shit.” 
 
    Turtle felt like an evolutionary error, and Jamison wasn’t helping. Without moving his head, he counted five tubes coming out of his body. 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    “I’d rather be unconscious,” Turtle wheezed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jamison said, standing up. “Some days, I feel like that. Hey, I just got a glimpse of Ensign Braxton coming this way. And this—” He took a pink memcube off a side table and put it on top of Turtle’s chest. “This came for you a while ago. No name on it. Says it’s entertainment. Well...” He twitched his eyebrows up and down. “See you later. When you’re better, I still have that hot-action cube they like on Deck 17. Whenever you’re interested.” He winked heavily and left. 
 
    Turtle closed his eyes and tried to absorb the lovely silence. 
 
    Ensign Braxton’s flat face suddenly loomed over him. “Tough luck, son. Can you talk?” He grinned and showed his short square teeth. 
 
    The ensign made him ache inside and out. He closed his eyes. 
 
    Braxton turned and bellowed. “Nurse!” 
 
    Turtle opened his eyes when a thin woman in white linen appeared in the doorway. She had a slight symmetrical plumping of the lips, a surgical option popular among those who leaned toward sexuality. Her black hair glistened. 
 
    “Yes?” She smiled a weird fat-lipped smile. At least he knew she wasn’t a synth. They didn’t do cosmetic surgery after they were molded. There was no need. 
 
    “I want this man to be able to talk to me,” Braxton said. 
 
    She kept up that pleasant smile as she stepped to it. The puff of her upper lip revealed the small triangle of her two front teeth. She went to the foot of the bed, selected a line hanging below the bags of fluids, and minutely adjusted the valve. 
 
    Turtle felt something cool moving inside his leg which soon faded away. 
 
    “You feel like talking now?” Ensign Braxton demanded, his face again hovering over Turtle’s. 
 
    Turtle felt wisps of exhilaration coming to the surface followed by a quick wave of omnipotence. His hand reached out, and Braxton mistook the gesture as a desire to shake hands. 
 
    Turtle sucked in a breath through his clamped teeth and squeezed. The ensign’s bones grated together in his palm. 
 
    “God dammit!” Braxton bellowed. “Let go, you bastard!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Turtle said. “It was a muscle contraction. I can talk now.” He felt like getting up and kicking Braxton’s ass, actually. 
 
    At the foot of the bed, the nurse gazed at him, still wearing her weird smile and keeping her fingers on the valve. She made him uneasy. 
 
    “How you feeling, breather?” Braxton asked, rubbing his injured hand. He manufactured a concerned look and waved the nurse out of the room. 
 
    “Glad to be alive, I guess.” 
 
    “Always a plus. Modern drugs are wonderful, aren’t they? Make you feel like living even when you shouldn’t.” 
 
    Turtle was feeling increased hostility toward him. He imagined working on Braxton’s face with both hands—but he controlled the urge. “Why are you here? What do you want?” 
 
    “I just wanted to show you some good will,” Braxton said. “I’m your supervisor, so of course I wanted to come by to see how you were doing.” 
 
    “Who does the maintenance on the outputs?” 
 
    “Why do you want to know that?” Braxton’s innocence and good cheer began to fade. 
 
    “Why not? Is it classified information?” Turtle asked. 
 
    “I’m just curious why you’d want technical information so soon after this near-tragic accident, given your delicate condition.” 
 
    “I’m never delicate,” Turtle said. “Who does the maintenance?” 
 
    Braxton shrugged. “Lt. Gomax. It was his team, I guess.” 
 
    Turtle was going to ask who Gomax was, but something was happening to Braxton. A flatness had come into his expression and his eyes were riveted on the pink memcube Jamison had left on the white sheet on Turtle’s chest. 
 
    With twitchy jerking movements, Braxton took up the cube with all ten of his fingers and turned it over and around as he held it close to his face and examined it. He dropped it back onto the bed and moved with quick short steps to the opposite side of the room. There, he picked up a comb, studied it, broke several teeth out of it, appeared to try to taste them, spat them out, quick-walked to the window and fingered the louvers. He sniffed at them, spun one-eighty, ran his fingers across the surface of the thermoplast wall, then turned again. Now he stood with his face only centimeters from the drip bottles that fed into Turtle’s legs.  
 
    The pseudo-psychosis, Turtle thought. Even Braxton’s getting it. 
 
    He watched the man’s face as his expression changed yet again, as he started to come out of it. The ensign was probably wondering why he had found himself staring into a drip bottle. 
 
    Ensign Braxton stepped back, huffed, and waved an arm for emphasis: “In short,” he said loudly, “you have two days.” 
 
    “Two days for what?” 
 
    “This is no idle threat, Turtle.” 
 
    “I think one of us missed something.” 
 
    Braxton sneered. “Don’t play sick with me. You think I don’t know malingering when I see it? I’m looking at it.” Then, more confidentially, “You’re going to be back at 906 in forty-eight hours to do another scum-run on that place. We know those bugs have something, and we want to know what it is.” He nodded at the drip-bottles and smiled malignantly. “Keep your valves open, son. You want to heal up fast.” 
 
    “Let a machine do it,” Turtle suggested. “Let a machine get flashed.” 
 
    “Captain Stattor thinks you psychonauts can still be heroes. That’s why we’ve gone to the trouble of giving you more control over the probes, which is what you psychos wanted, am I right? We give you more control, and we see to it that the opinion networks get the story. Then everybody’s happy again. Right?” Ensign Braxton leaned over him. “Right? Either you’re at 906 in forty-eight, or you get a grade-ten damage report. Try living with that.” 
 
    A grade-ten would get him confined on some mid-deck hospital for vegetables. By the time he worked through the bureaucracy to convince them he was functional, he could be old. 
 
    Turtle showed his teeth. His eyes were slits. He looked like an animal when he was angry, and the ensign must have sensed that browbeating this one wouldn’t work. In fact, it could be dangerous.  
 
    “Look,” Braxton said paternally, his huge eyebrows high on his forehead, “I’ve heard the rumors about defective parts, and there’s nothing to them. That would be self-destructive, and United Tarassis protects its assets. We’ve been taking a lot of heat since the stories came out about how you guys were for show. Our budget has been shot to hell—but we keep the outputs operating with the best available parts. It’s in our own best interests, right? Or am I right?” He forced a grin and absent-mindedly picked up the memcube from where he had dropped it on the sheet. “Forty-eight hours, son. Get well quick.”  
 
    Turtle tried to sit up, but everything was shot through with pain. Whatever go-juice drug the nurse had given him, it was fading now. 
 
    Braxton put the anonymous memcube back down on the sheet. 
 
    “What’s that?” Turtle demanded, eyeing it. 
 
    “That’s a little incentive,” Braxton told him. “Something to help you understand your place—or lack of it—on the upper decks.” 
 
    Turtle glared at him. He wished he wasn’t messed up—but then, he’d probably kill the guy and get kicked back down to one-fifty-four. 
 
    “Go harass someone else. I’m not going anywhere,” he told the ensign. A wave of vertigo came and went, and for a moment he didn’t know where his hands were. Maybe his motor centers were damaged. What if he couldn’t feed or take care of himself? He let himself slump back on the bed. 
 
    “Turtle, you were a smart guy when you came here. You’re more than the typical meatball thug. You buckled down and did your work, unlike your little rich-bastard classmates. But then you went and grew a bad attitude. You let public opinion get to you. It’s my job to correct that attitude.” 
 
    Turtle had no idea what he was talking about, but he knew he hated the guy.  
 
    Ensign Braxton picked up the pink memcube again and began rolling it from one hand to the other. Finally, he gripped it in his right hand and pointed a finger into Turtle’s face. “So here it is, short and crusty: I want you precisely because you are damaged. If you get a terminal flash, what’s United Tarassis lost? And if you find out what those ants are hiding, I’ll be happy, UT will be happy, and we’ll dial us all back to normal.” 
 
    “I could refuse and file a grievance.” 
 
    “Don’t make me laugh! I just had lunch. Now, be good and do as I say, or I’ll take everything you have that I want and piss on the rest.” He seemed pleased at the prospect. 
 
    “Give me some time to think about it.” 
 
    “You just had it, and I’ll take that as a yes. See you in forty-eight.” 
 
    Braxton turned toward the door. 
 
    “Did you know you zerked out about five minutes ago?” Turtle asked him. “That’s why you ended up looking into my drip-bottles.” 
 
    Braxton turned back toward him, slowly. 
 
    “Bullshit,” he said. But his face looked troubled. 
 
    “No bullshit. You zipped around like a low-grade on amphidrine.” 
 
    Braxton’s face went red with anger. “So that’s your play? You’re going to tell some lieutenant that I’m losing it? Nice try. Actually, a pathetic try. I wasn’t going to show you this… but here you go.”  
 
    He put the memcube into a slot and touched the controls of the playback console. “Enjoy. Have some entertainment. Rest, reflect, and revise. You’ll get one more shot to get the goods on those bugs. Do it right, and I might let you take a couple of days off to go home to that nice apartment of yours. Ciao.” He grinned and waved like an old friend as he left the room. 
 
    Beside his head, Turtle could hear the console click, hum, and begin projecting. At the foot of the bed, in the middle of the air, sheets of light gathered and shaped into Lonna’s face. She smiled sleepily. 
 
    “Hi, baby,” she said, half voice, half breath. 
 
    Turtle was puzzled: Was Lonna doing something that could be construed as “considerate”?  
 
    She seemed to be rocking back and forth and for a moment. Turtle didn’t know if his vertigo had come back or if something had gone glitchy with the memcube. 
 
    She seemed to be on her hands and knees. Her image was close enough that he could see only her face and damp hair.  
 
    “Guess what I’m doing.” Her voice was a low slur and suddenly her head jerked a half-dozen times. Her hair fell around her face. 
 
    “Guess what’s new.” She looked up, grunted and closed her eyes. “Give it a guess.” She made two little grunts with her teeth pressing her lower lip. 
 
    His throat tightened, and he felt his stomach clench. He tried to move his arm to the controls, but his muscles felt like they had sharp-edged grit in them and his whole side raged with pain. 
 
    Lonna smiled and then began hard, fast breathing as the camera began a long slow pull-back. 
 
    Her bare shoulders were sheened with sweat, and under her hanging breasts, there was the top edge of someone else’s body. 
 
    Turtle strained to reach the controls till he saw black curlicues in front of his eyes. 
 
    He let his arm fall back, closed his eyes, and tried not to hear her voice. 
 
    “This is what it looks like, honey, and it doesn’t look like you, does it? Does this make you want me?” 
 
    The call-button... he couldn’t find it. “Nurse!” Turtle yelled, his eyes pressed shut. “Nurse!” 
 
    “What I’d love,” Lonna said, “is to just lie back and take it for hours.” 
 
    The thin nurse in white linen appeared in the doorway. “Yes, Mr. Turtle?” Her inflated-lip smile faded to officious severity when she saw the image of Lonna and her friend at the foot of the bed. 
 
    “This is not healthy,” she said, staring at him. “This is not good for you now.” 
 
    “Please turn it off,” Turtle said, still not looking at the thrashing image. 
 
    “Was the excitement painful?” she asked briskly. Her black hair glistened in the light as she glanced at the image and then glared at him. “Now you see what you get.” 
 
    “Just turn it off.” 
 
    She stood beside his bed with her arms folded. Her lips twitched independently. “Now you see.” 
 
    Lonna was gasping. “I just wanted... to say... hi... honey.” 
 
    Turtle started to say Please again, but the nurse had leaned close to his face and spoke loudly. “Next time you need help, don’t shout.” She reached down and turned off the memcube. “Use this.” She picked up his left wrist, pointed to the call-band around his wrist, and let his arm drop. It hurt. She turned up the corners of her lips. It was a threatening smile. “Are we ready now to recover without excitement?” 
 
    Turtle was going to say he was ready, but she had already turned and was halfway to the door. Her little buttocks bounced officiously as she disappeared into the hallway. She wasn’t a synth, but she was as twitchy as one. 
 
    Psychonaut Turtle—rescued from the garbage dumps, hero to breathers everywhere, someone who used to sign autographs. Now, he was abused by whoever wanted to stop by. Lonna was just a synth, but she was his synth. She had been for months now. 
 
    Turtle felt a deep anger growing in him. That wasn’t good. Scarn would have urged him to lighten up.  
 
    These upper-deck types are different, Scarn would say. They aren’t serious like breathers. They like to play, that’s all… 
 
    But Turtle knew he wasn’t going to lighten up. For what reason? These upper-deck pricks were too snooty, too thrilled to rub a man’s nose in the fact he wasn’t really one of them. 
 
    First Graff, now Braxton. That qualified as a list. 
 
    Turtle knew he was becoming dangerous. He could feel it. He wondered if a rabid dog felt like this just before it went mad. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TEN 
 
      
 
    There was a note taped to his hand when he woke up the next day. 
 
    He had to wait for his eyes to clear. Finally, he could read the note: “Glad you’re not dead. —Scarn.”  
 
    Turtle called him. It was a four-word conversation. 
 
    “Turtle?” Scarn asked. 
 
    “Come get me.” 
 
    Turtle cut the channel after those words. When he moved his legs, the dangling tubes at the foot of his bed looked like flexible question marks. 
 
    Part by part, he moved his body, gently flexed his joints, and wondered, Why me? He knew Scarn’s answer would be Why not?  
 
    He sat up, pulled back the sheet and looked at the valves and connections. It was time to see if he could live on his own juice. 
 
    Ten minutes after Scarn had arrived and helped him into his Spang suit, he was on his feet and acclimating to being vertical. The tight fit of the suit was comforting to his aches. 
 
    In the however-many hours he had been in and out of consciousness, Turtle had considered the elements and purpose of his life. A.) He had come up with some ideas about the bugs, and B.) He had decided that at his first convenience, he would deal Braxton some payback. He would show the ensign how breathers joked around with each other. 
 
    Turtle had spent time imagining how Scarn would handle the situation. Whether starving or bleeding from the ears, Scarn would follow the same cold-blooded procedure: Waste no time, cut through the crap, gut the issue, and haul ass out of town. 
 
    But this had to be done with finesse, because Turtle didn’t want to get sent back to the One-fifties and have to give up his apartment, his cheating synth, and his status as a guest. Eating garbage again would be tough now that he’d gotten used to real food. With his physical equilibrium feeling solid, just before leaving the room, Turtle checked himself over in a mirror. 
 
    “You don’t look good,” Scarn said. 
 
    “I’m good enough.” 
 
    Turtle walked like an old man, holding to Scarn’s shoulder or the corridor rails when no one would notice. The distance to the lifts had never seemed so long.  
 
    Finally, they reached a zero-G zone that took the weight off his bones, and he could take a deep breath. Using a drop-shaft, they moved from the medical deck back upward—outward, to Probe Lab Alpha on the outer rim of Tarassis. 
 
    Despite getting Turtle out of the hospital, Scarn was not brimming with optimism. “You know, you could get killed doing another run at that bug planet. Just like the last guy. It wouldn’t even be for any kind of good reason. You should find an excuse to flake.” 
 
    “I got plans. Besides, I don’t care if I check out early. Non-existence is only scary to a worrier. The dead don’t mind being dead.” 
 
    Scarn eyed him. “That doesn’t sound like you, Turtle. Use caution. Your brain may have been affected. I’d be pissed to lose you because you did something stupid.” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Stupid can be complicated.” 
 
    Turtle made no response. The drop-shaft had brought them to the upper crust of their asteroid home. Scarn looked after him a moment, but then turned and went on his way to his workstation.  
 
    Turtle walked back into the 900’s, trying not to shuffle. He was under the full weight of gravity again. It felt like a curse. 
 
    Most of the output booths Turtle passed were occupied. Down the passageway, in neat rows, psychonauts sat at their stations. They were wired up, experiencing god-knows-what, risking their lives to hunt down anything that could be of use to United Tarassis. 
 
    Turtle sat down at 906. He hadn’t even settled in before Ensign Braxton appeared. Standing near him, the ensign had sweat around the edges of his face. He looked uneasy and nervous. 
 
    Turtle ignored him and began plugging in his Spang suit, setting up and testing the retrieval units. 
 
    “You have something you want to say to me?” Braxton asked. It was a challenge. 
 
    Turtle took his time with the pre-op tests. “Nope,” he finally said. If a calm exterior annoyed Braxton, he wanted to keep doing it. 
 
    “You sure?” Braxton waited for an answer. When there was none, he grunted. “Then get on with it. When you’re done, we’ll check over your run ninety different ways, so don’t try to fake anything.” 
 
    Turtle hadn’t seen Braxton like this before, defensive, tense, and cutting back on his meanness. He kind of liked it. The man was expecting some kind of angry, jealousy-ridden response, and when it hadn’t come, he seemed edgy. 
 
    Was that his game? To get Turtle to punch him, or worse? If that was it, there could only be one reason: He wanted to get Turtle kicked back down to the lower levels.  
 
    “What happened to Jamison?” Turtle asked in a neutral tone. “Why isn’t he hovering around?” 
 
    “Crewman Jamison has advanced. He made petty officer,” Braxton said in a surprisingly civil tone. 
 
    “A promotion? He seemed like a dumbass. He likes to watch slave movies on the equipment.” 
 
    “What do you care?” Braxton demanded, his neutrality evaporating again. “You’re not crew. Get your ass in gear.” 
 
    Turtle eyed him, and he felt the hostility between them rising again. Screwing another man’s synth… that was just a prank to an upper-deck type. But Turtle wasn’t an upper-deck man. He was out of his element and he was not reacting well. 
 
    But then, Braxton was out of his element too. He didn’t know how the mind of a breather like Turtle responded to arrogant insults and cruel jokes. 
 
    “So Jamison has private sex with slave fantasies while on duty, and now he’s a noncom? That’s how you crew people operate? Scarn told me the privileged were different.”  
 
    Turtle finished with the codes and while they waited a few seconds for the ensign’s clearance, Braxton leaned down toward Turtle’s face and gave him a flat smile. 
 
    “Have fun,” he said. “Don’t drown, or let the bugs snip your neck again, or fall into a volcano, either. I’d feel real bad if you did.” 
 
    The output started chattering. Ensign Braxton’s eyebrows lowered till they half-covered his eyes. He turned and stalked away. 
 
    Turtle tried to focus on the mission, to forget about Braxton’s petty games—that was for later. 
 
    He considered the insects he was trying to infiltrate. They didn’t have any aural communication and pheromone levels had stayed constant the previous mission—so, he believed, what remained was that they were extraordinarily sensitive to any abnormal behavior, which is why they detected his presence in the creature so quickly and killed it. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    This time, to work around that issue, he was going to insert himself into one of the hairy crawling things he had seen and manipulate it to explore the area as long as it seemed safe. 
 
    He polished the platinum side of the contact, attached it, and gathered his concentration. The important thing was to be ready to eject himself at the first hint of a threat. 
 
    One more quick test of the retrieval unit... and it worked perfectly. 
 
    He took one last breath and hit SEND.  
 
    Turtle’s mind was projected to another place. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    His head buzzed, and in his brain, his optic receptors formed the image of the alien landscape as seen through the eyes of a crawling thing. 
 
    Again, the dense atmosphere made visibility poor.  
 
    While his host crawled toward a shadow in a jumble of boulders, Turtle noted two things right away. The thing was not stupid, for one, and for two, it showed neither surprise nor concern at his presence. 
 
    Turtle made no effort to control the animal. For the moment, he would settle in and observe. 
 
    His host seemed to be having a lot of trouble moving itself in one direction. Was this host damaged or defective? 
 
    Turtle probed a little deeper, letting his presence push a little here, nudge there, trying to get some minimal response from the animal—but there was none; it apparently knew he was there but was content to ignore him entirely. 
 
    This had never happened before: The thing should show some kind of response. Something was wrong. Even jellyfish responded to a psych probe.  
 
    Turtle pushed deeper. Nothing. Not the slightest variation in affect. Steadily, the animal continued to half-thrash half-crawl toward the darkest shadow in the pile of rocks. 
 
    Turtle felt something anomalous moving into his consciousness, something about to move within his reach. 
 
    “Wish...” the thing said clearly into Turtle’s consciousness. “We wish you hadn’t found us.” 
 
    Turtle felt a surge of something like shock and panic. The emotion should have been enough to cause the automatic retrieval system to kick in—but it didn’t 
 
    There wasn’t supposed to be anything out here with this level of intelligence. It had been drummed into him from the beginning of his training that alien animals were just animals, and Tarassis had never found anything smarter than a terrestrial house cat.  
 
    But this thing was talking to him. It was aware of him and logically, itself. 
 
    Turtle mentally recited the eject code and nothing happened. And again.  
 
    Nothing... 
 
    He gave a savage thanks to Lt. Gomax and his goddamned discounted equipment. 
 
    “Too bad,” the animal thought, with gloom attached to concept. It came up to the darkness in the rocks, moved into it, and continued its awkward progression along a down-slanting tunnel. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the thing thought to him. 
 
    Underground, with no exit strategy, Turtle had no choice but to ride along with the animal and be alert to its blurred perceptions. It awkwardly stumbled into the walls as it seemed to be hurrying, but Turtle couldn’t tell—the thing was concealing every thought and emotion from him, and now that he did a psychic survey, he saw it was confining him to a very small portion of its consciousness. 
 
    Once more, the thing staggered and rolled on the floor of the corridor, but this time, it didn’t get up. It began to pluck at its skin, at its underside.  
 
    All at once, through the thing’s eyes, he saw what was happening. The animal was awkwardly unfastening and slipping out of its hair suit. It was, from what Turtle could see through the owner’s eyes, a weasel-like creature, something between mammal and reptile, forty to fifty kilos—and with considerable intelligence evident in its movements. 
 
    Once free of its disguise, the weasel stood on four legs and shook itself. It stretched several ways and then nimbly scampered down the tunnel. The floor dropped precipitously but, now unencumbered, the alien was sure-footed and could easily see in near darkness. As it hurried further, the tunnel turned only slightly several times.  
 
    At a dark metallic door, the thing chittered. Alien speech? Turtle assumed it was. 
 
    The door opened, and inside was a long, brightly lit corridor stretching into the distance. Many cross-corridors were in sight down its length. 
 
    Turtle recognized machines uncannily similar to the psych outputs back at the probe lab, where, at this moment, he knew his physical body sat entranced and twitching inside his Spang suit. 
 
    This alien’s machines, however, apparently did not need any organic life form hooked up to them. 
 
    Turtle’s alien host stood erect and began strolling down one hallway and into another, meeting others of its kind along the way. They greeted each other with chirps and nose-touches. Sometimes the exchange was extended and involved a complex range of staccato whistling, clicks, and breathy snorts. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here,” Turtle wondered, attempting to project the words into his host’s mind, “if you didn’t want us to know about this?” 
 
    “We knew we would be discovered sooner or later. We hoped the insects above, with their dull, primitive minds, would discourage you.” 
 
    “Are you using these probe units to gather technology as well… from us?” 
 
    The alien didn’t respond. From Turtle’s perspective, its mind seemed remarkably quiet.  
 
    After strolling on two legs among the outputs for several minutes, the weasel stopped in front of one of the probe units. 
 
    “Here,” it said. “Notice.” 
 
    It placed its naked muzzle into a V-shaped indentation. With its paw-hands it touched several sensor pads and adjusted the sliders. 
 
    “Notice,” it repeated.  
 
    Turtle had no choice. He wasn’t in control of his alien host, he was its prisoner. 
 
    A humming cloud entered the alien’s mind in a microsecond. Turtle then saw what no human had ever seen: He saw the looping lines of force reach out from these caves, out far from the parent star, past other galactic stars and clusters until they converged on an infinitesimal speck.  
 
    The point of view then zoomed in on the tiny object. It grew until the dog-bone shape of the asteroid was unmistakable. There, scudding along in the endless dark, was Tarassis. 
 
    The zooming continued. Soon, he could see the probe lab which protruded in an artificial blister on the asteroid, the home of its thousands of lives. And there inside the ship, through the cryoplast corridors, the weasel’s lines converged toward a man sitting at one of the outputs. 
 
    The man was psychonaut Turtle. The loop was completed, and Turtle’s consciousness fell into a circling void that encompassed only empty space. 
 
    In these faint lines of force, he saw the sparse pastel streaks of his and the alien’s few memories and how tenuous they were. He saw, in short, how little there was of either of them. He saw how little there was of anything. Space was beyond incomprehensible, like any ocean might be to the brain of a brine shrimp. 
 
    The alien removed its muzzle from the machine and the loop was broken. 
 
    Still, Turtle’s emergency retrieval unit hadn’t responded. He was surprised that he was still having coherent thoughts and hadn’t been double-zerked or terminally flashed. 
 
    “See?” the alien was telling him. “We see great pretense of power by those who fear non-existence. Your species wants more power always, such as you. You are here searching for new technology, new power. Greed in life makes humans dangerous.” 
 
    Turtle tried to put two thoughts together, but his mind was stunned by what he was witnessing. No human, to his knowledge, had ever held a conversation with an intelligent alien before. 
 
    “We use our probe units,” the alien told him. “We must migrate, and for this we use humans aboard your ship.” 
 
    Turtle couldn’t disagree about humans being greedy—but the aliens were migrating by using the humans on Tarassis? Was this the cause of the occasional madness he’d witnessed among others, the pseudo-psychosis? 
 
    These weasel aliens were, in effect, doing to humans what United Tarassis was doing to them. Secretly probing and investigating. Spying on us through our own eyes. 
 
    Turtle couldn’t guess what he should ask, but the first question came out on its own: “What do you mean, you ‘must’ migrate?” 
 
    “Evil has spread in our direction. Our god tells us that we are to enter humans and our colony must move. Humans will have bicameral consciousness until otherwise.” 
 
    “Uh…” Turtle thought. “By evil spreading… are you talking about human colony ships? Are we the evil you speak of?” 
 
    There was a long pause. Then, at last, a simple reply came back to him. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Memories of Turtle’s trashlife swept over him, of the cruelty and death dealt out by the orders of someone’s idea of what the Singularity wanted, how he and Scarn thought they had escaped that—but here it was again... right here on Tarassis. 
 
    “You’re invading our minds? You can’t do that to us.” 
 
    “Of course we can, we already have. And it’s best for you. You’re nasty things, always using force. Any given colony of humans will eventually succeed in self-destruction, but we will revise you as long as we need you. Then you can eliminate yourselves if you wish.” 
 
    “You’re going to live in humans… as parasites?” Turtle asked. 
 
    “In this you have experience. What are you when you inhabit another creature?” 
 
    “That’s only temporary.” 
 
    “If my colony doesn’t move, we will be eliminated by waves of humans coming from Earth. Understand? We have no choice. Our god tells us this.” 
 
    Through the alien’s eyes, Turtle had been watching the probe booths and the walls around them, but now something hummed in his head.  
 
    He could no longer hear the alien’s thoughts. The air became silvered, fragmented, and effervescent. 
 
    Ensign Braxton’s face solidified before him. He was holding the platinum-faced contact in one of his short-fingered hands. Lonna stood behind Braxton, staring past his shoulder at Turtle. She rested her hand on Braxton’s upper arm and then whispered in his ear. 
 
    Braxton was suddenly energized. “You don’t have to pretend with me, Turtle. I know you watched the memcube of us. I know you did that and so what?” His head jutted forward. “That wasn’t a rhetorical a question, Turt: ‘So what?’” 
 
    At first, Turtle thought the words he was listening to had been disarranged by his confusion, but when he got enough of his wits together, he realized Braxton thought he was saying something meaningful. 
 
    Lonna pulled back Braxton’s collar and put her lips on his neck. Watching her, Turtle was angry, but not as angry as he had been. After all, Lonna had been a serious pain in the ass to him lately. She was programmed to find men, seduce men, and to fawn over them. Maybe Braxton was doing him more of a favor than he knew by taking her off his hands.  
 
    But sending Turtle out to get flashed, using Lonna to torment him—in short, pissing all over Turtle’s back and calling it rain—that was going a bit too far. In Turtle’s mind, it was just a matter of timing.  
 
    “I guess she’s your plastic lover now,” Turtle said. “Don’t forget to plug her in at night.”  
 
    Still sitting at his console, he began disconnecting his Spang suit. He would be calm, until he wasn’t. “Braxton, the emergency retrieval unit on this thing is dead again, and I recorded a new species.” 
 
    Turtle got to his feet and was unhappy to discover his legs were still rubbery.  
 
    Braxton ignored the read-outs as Turtle punched a few buttons to run the diagnostics. “I brought you back,” Braxton said, “because you were hiding down there to get out of any real work. You were squatting in a hole somewhere, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Look,” Turtle said, “if you want Lonna so much, go for it. You don’t have to get me flashed to do it.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Braxton demanded. 
 
    “I’m suggesting that you tampered with my kit. I was trying to get out. The automatic fail-safes all failed, and the ejection system didn’t work, either.” 
 
    Braxton stiffened. “So that’s how you’re going to do it, huh? With false claims? That’s how you’ll get your breather’s revenge? I expected it would be more physical.” 
 
    Turtle snorted. “You messed with my equipment. Why not admit it?” 
 
    “I’ll do no such thing,” Braxton said venomously. “All your readouts said you were having a good time so hook-up again and do your job.” He shoved the platinum contact into Turtle’s face as though he might hit him with it. “Get this on and get back down there with those bugs. Tonight, I want to watch a replay of your visit. With wine and candlelight.”  
 
    From behind Braxton, Lonna flicked his earlobe with her tongue. 
 
    Braxton jerked his head up and stared into the ceiling lights. Then he crouched, looked very puzzled and sniffed the air. With tiny shuffling steps, he hurried up the corridor, stopped, did a one-eighty, and made quick little scooting steps till he got back to them. 
 
    “We’ve both got it pretty bad,” Lonna said wistfully as she watched Braxton’s face for his eventual return to consciousness. “That’s his third time today,” she said idly. “But the intervals seem shorter.” 
 
    “What do you know about this?” 
 
    Lonna looked at him with some amusement. “We synths are all connected to the Singularity, you know. Don’t you think it wants to understand who these new players are aboard Tarassis?” 
 
    Turtle thought that over while Braxton came back to his senses. The ensign stood up from his crouch, wavered, focused, and then turned on Turtle. 
 
    “Got that?” he demanded. “You understand what I’m telling you?” 
 
    Lonna patted his back. 
 
    “Maybe you could go over it again,” Turtle said. “I got distracted by some zerked idiot who wandered through here sniffing the corridor walls.” 
 
    Lonna looked momentarily offended. She gave Turtle a don’t-be-naughty shake of her head, but he no longer cared what she thought about anything. 
 
    Braxton showed Turtle his tight fist. “I have you, Turtle. I have your nuts, and I have Lonna. I’m going to give you one scum run after another till you flash terminal. If you refuse an assignment, I’ll give you a grade ten damage report with an addendum recommending obedience training.” He smirked. “Welcome to the ass-end of United Tarassis, son.” 
 
    Back in their below-decks days, Scarn had once pointed out to Turtle that if a person threatens to kill you, you should never wait to see if he is serious. So, if he had Scarn’s ice cubes rattling in his veins, what would he do? 
 
    Scarn would carefully and methodically put his hands on the console and stand up, which Turtle did. Then, as Scarn would do, Turtle moved the formchair aside, and as accurately as he could, he kicked Braxton in the groin. The man’s feet almost came off the ground.  
 
    It was a deep and satisfying experience.  
 
    Braxton lost his air, bugged his eyes, and dropped to his knees. 
 
    “You hurt him! Stop!” Lonna fluttered her hands. 
 
    Turtle took Braxton by the shoulders and lifted and dropped him into his formchair. It activated and snuggled around him. 
 
    Lonna kept flapping her hands and looked both dismayed and confused. “You’re cruel...! You...!” 
 
    From Braxton’s sweaty hand, Turtle took the contact and pressed it onto Braxton’s forehead. The IC3 program was already set up, and if he didn’t have his Spang suit on… Well, sometimes that’s how it was done if a person wanted just a taste of the experience. It probably wouldn’t kill him. 
 
    Turtle hit SEND and watched Braxton’s face go slack. In a few moments, he would be finding himself walking on six legs. Other nearby insects would observe the irregularity of the one possessed, they would grab him by the neck, and they would throw him in the oily lake.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Turtle wondered how long Braxton could keep his brains in one place. Without a Spang suit to feed him the full shot, at worst, he would be only moderately deranged when he returned. They usually recovered. 
 
    Lonna was making breathy squeaks. “You hurt him. You kicked him!” 
 
    She reached for Turtle, but he swept her hands aside.  
 
    “Don’t,” he said. “This isn’t a good time to expand your programming.” 
 
    She stopped and looked unsure of what to do next. She hesitated, and then turned to stare at Braxton who still sat slack-faced and mute. 
 
    “What’s happening to him?” she demanded. “Can I take that off of him?” 
 
    “It’ll make him crazy if you pull it off midway,” Turtle said. He thought she might believe that for another minute or two. 
 
    Turtle went to the adjacent unit, 905, and told it to reset his previous program from 906. While the machine worked, Turtle kept an eye on Lonna for whatever she did next. Synths weren’t very smart, and that made her less predictable. 
 
    Something moved in Turtle’s peripheral vision—was that Petty Officer Jamison? Yes. He was coming up the corridor in spacer’s blues. He had new stripes on his sleeves, and he seemed proud of that. He was all pleasantry and big smiles. 
 
    “Brought your charming spouse in to take a look at the business?” he asked when he reached them.  
 
    “We broke up,” Turtle said.  
 
    “Oh really?” Jamison rocked on his feet with his hands behind his back and his dark eyebrows danced up and down as he spoke. “What’s with Ensign Braxton?” 
 
    “He’s taking a first-hand look at my assignment. He’s the expert, and we amateurs have been having trouble with this mission.” 
 
    Braxton drooled a little, and one of his hands quivered. 
 
    “Why is he doing it without a Spang suit?” 
 
    “He was in a hurry.” 
 
    “He’s lying,” Lonna complained. 
 
    “He wasn’t in a hurry?” Jamison asked, puzzled. He turned to Turtle and spoke in a lowered voice. “Your spouse is very attractive.” 
 
    “Former spouse,” Turtle said. “But you’re right, and ever since she got into bondage play, she’s really blossomed.” 
 
    “No! Is this true?” He turned to Lonna. “Is this true, if I may be so bold?” 
 
    Lonna looked as if her artificial brain was resetting itself. Without her current fixation, Braxton, in the picture, she didn’t seem to know how to behave. 
 
    Lonna’s mouth opened, but she didn’t seem to be able to say anything. 
 
    Jamison started to put his hand on the outer curve of her shoulder. “Former spouse?” he said to Turtle.  
 
    Turtle nodded. “She’s all yours. Or somebody’s.” 
 
    When he rested his hand on the exposed skin of her shoulder, her programming kicked in, and she didn’t brush him off.  
 
    Synths were almost always approachable, but it was still considered rude to mess with anyone’s spouse. Nonetheless, it happened. 
 
    “I have a class three condo,” Jamison said near her ear. “You might like to come look it over sometime. It’s not a suite, but it’s not a bunk and a hot plate, either.” 
 
    Lonna took a moment to look into Jamison’s eyes with interest. “Really…?” she breathed. 
 
    P. O. Jamison let his eyebrows dance again and teased her with a silent grin. 
 
    “Are you serious?” she said. She smiled and pushed her breasts into his arm.  
 
    Jamison leaned even closer to her, lowered his voice, and began to explain his social advantages. After all, aboard Tarassis, the crew faction ruled these days. “Jamison,” Turtle said, “we’re working here.” 
 
    “Oh, well, pardon me. I’ll come back by later and...” (He winked at Lonna.) “... check on things.” 
 
    Turtle turned away and dropped into the formchair of unit 905. 
 
    The moment after he pressed the contact to his forehead, reality shimmered, and once again he resided inside the alien’s consciousness and looked through its eyes at the underground probe works. 
 
    Turtle sensed surprise. Before the alien could restrict his actions, he spoke up. “I have a question: Moving your ‘people’ into ours—does anyone aboard Tarassis know you’re doing this?” 
 
    “It was arranged with some. We told them of the worlds we’ve explored, and they allow us to house our minds in your bodies.” 
 
    “Your invasion has been a disaster,” Turtle told the alien. He recalled images of Braxton and others that he’d seen possessed. “Whatever you’re doing, it’s not working for us. It’s making our people non-human and non-functional. Sooner or later, lethal accidents are going to happen. I assume you will lose any of your ‘people’ residing in a human who gets killed.” 
 
    The alien concealed its emotions from Turtle, which told him that it was experiencing a strong reaction. 
 
    “After you implant yourself inside one of us permanently,” Turtle wanted to know, “what happens to the body you lived in on your current world?” 
 
    “It is left behind. It dies. There is no retreat for us once we make the journey.” 
 
    “So you have some way of projecting a self-sustaining consciousness—even if the original body dies? 
 
    “Yes.” The answer carried an overtone of superiority. “Your devices cannot do that.” 
 
    “Does United Tarassis know you can do this?” 
 
    “They may speculate. They have not asked this question.” 
 
    The alien seemed honest and forthcoming. Maybe it couldn’t help that. Maybe now that Turtle was more aware, any secrets were harder to keep. 
 
    Personality storage—virtually eternal life—an incredible advancement. But one moment’s consideration and it was obvious: Any use United Tarassis made of it was bound to be brutal and oligarchic.  
 
    Reading his dread, the alien spoke up. “You should work for us. We explore to understand and we do not punish those who help us, unlike your human masters.” 
 
    “I’m not going to work for you. Or anybody else.” It was what Scarn would have said. 
 
    The alien relaxed his hold on Turtle’s limited access and let him see the memories of some of the worlds the alien had seen: Other beings of incredible variety that lived in planetary oceans or in vast underground warrens or who soared over forests on wings of transparent tissue. But as beautiful and exotic as they were, their intelligences were even stranger, strange even to incomprehensibility. 
 
    “We went everywhere, we were everything…” the alien whispered in his head. 
 
    Turtle could feel the exhilaration in the memories of those who had explored for the joy of it, and he felt sadness at their leaving it to spend their conscious lives inside the minds of grasping humans.  
 
    Existence faded. He was back aboard Tarassis. The air around Turtle seemed to bubble and shimmer. 
 
    Lonna stood in front of him holding the contact she’d peeled off Turtle’s forehead. With no one else around to talk to, she’d taken action. 
 
    “I don’t care if taking this off makes you crazy,” she shrilled. “You’ve done a bad thing.” She waved her hands toward the ensign. “Look at my poor Braxton. Can you stop that thing on him?” 
 
    It took five seconds for Turtle’s mind to come back into focus. He went from the unexpected beauty of evolution’s inventions to Braxton slumped in unit 906’s formchair as though his bones had melted.  
 
    Lonna started dabbing ineffectually at the froth coming from his lips. There seemed to be an endless supply of the stuff. The tissue she was using was a wet lump in her hand. 
 
    Once again, Turtle’s life had surprised him. 
 
    Then he saw Petty Officer Jamison coming back this way. Turtle knew he wouldn’t miss Braxton’s state, which wasn’t good. He’d call the medics. Then an investigation would begin. 
 
    Turtle stepped in front of him, blocking his path.  
 
    “What is it, Turtle?” Jamison demanded. He was already getting a big head due to his promotion. He was standing tall in his spacer’s blues and looked very authoritative.  
 
    Turtle saw something small and angular—a memcube—in Jamison’s pocket. He leaned a little closer to Jamison and said in a lower voice. “Is that memcube loaded with anything interesting?” 
 
    Jamison hesitated. “It’s different… but the material’s similar.” 
 
    “Ah,” Turtle said, interested. “You know, you might want to take a look at this.” He offered him a forehead contact. 
 
    “Aliens?” he whispered. “There’s nothing sexy that aliens do.” 
 
    “No, no,” Turtle said. He looked around as though to check if anyone was listening. Lonna was still soothing the mindless Ensign Braxton and wiping his mouth. 
 
    “Somebody on Level 37 got this from Palmyra House,” Turtle said. “It’s going around.”  
 
    He offered Jamison the contact again. 
 
    Jamison was interested. Palmyra House was an operation managed by a wealthy group of guests. 
 
    “It’s quality product,” Turtle said quietly. “They added a T-track for the tactile experience.” 
 
    “Yeah…?” Jamison asked. 
 
    “Have just a taste,” Turtle suggested.  
 
    “Well...” Jamison dropped his voice. “Palmyra House?” 
 
    Turtle turned the 905 formchair for him to sit more easily. Jamison slid into it and already the contact was on his forehead.  
 
    “Just a minute’s worth,” he said. 
 
    Turtle put in the code for a replay of the run where he got flashed. Since Jamison wasn’t wearing a Spang suit, the event would provide a lifetime memory but probably not be damaging to a person with his combination of ignorance and ego. 
 
    “The way it starts out,” Turtle said, “you wouldn’t expect how it goes, so give it a minute.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jamison was doing tight nods. “Okay. Let’s go. Just a minute or two.” 
 
    Turtle hit the go button, gave it five seconds and then he removed the slave-fun memcube from Jamison’s pocket.  
 
    Around the corner, Lonna still dabbed at Braxton. He was improving. He would gasp, shiver, and then groan and flutter his eyelids—all the normal recovery signs. 
 
    “Here,” Turtle said, holding up the memcube. “Jamison forgot. It’s therapy. He meant to get it started.” Turtle dropped it into the slot, pressed the contact back on Braxton, and gave a command: “Play.” 
 
    Lonna still held one of Braxton’s hands, and she looked anxious. She was still imprinted on him. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “He’ll probably keep twitching and moaning for a while, but give it ten or fifteen minutes, he’ll be good as new.” 
 
    Lonna nodded. 
 
    Turtle left them all and headed for the slip-space lift. He needed a solid jolt of reality to start getting his life back in order. What he needed to do first was speak to Scarn before any of the shit he’d launched today hit the fan over somebody important. 
 
    Minutes later, when Scarn opened his door for him, Turtle saw he had been studying something on his handpad and making notes. Scarn lived in a high-standard stateroom. It had twenty-square-meters of space, two chairs, a sofa-sleeper, a toilet and personal food dispenser. He had no frills.  
 
    “Scarn, two things you were right about: My marriage was a terrible mistake… I guess it was just a rebound after Iris, who I still can’t get out of my head.” 
 
    “What’s the other thing?” Scarn asked. 
 
    “Uh… I think we have to get out of this place.”  
 
    “Back to the lower decks? You have reasons for bugging out?” 
 
    “I do. While Braxton was trying to get me flashed, I met this rat-weasel thing, and they’re doing to us what we’re doing to them, except they’re not harvesting technology—they’re migrating, and they’re using us as their carriers.” 
 
    “It might be an improvement.” 
 
    “Scarn....” Turtle lowered his voice to near inaudibility. “Here’s the worst part. UT was in on the deal. They okayed the transfer.” 
 
    That got Scarn’s full attention.  
 
    “And worse than that...” Turtle lowered his voice more. “...after they transfer their consciousness into one of us, their original body dies. Get that, Scarn: They gave up their bodies. No going home. These aliens have everything invested in this.” 
 
    “So we get implanted and that’s it, they stay?” 
 
    “There was an implication that it could be temporary, but only if we could develop their kind of probe unit. But get the implication of that: If the alien consciousness and its memories are going to be transferred out later, might it not kill the host—kill us, that is—just as they told me it would kill their original bodies? Scarn, think of it: What if UT gets this tech? What kind of nightmare would they dream up?” 
 
    Scarn blinked. “Like what?” 
 
    “What if that captain of ours wants to start over again as a handsome young man? Why couldn’t he transfer himself into some useful body for fun, or for keeps?” 
 
    Scarn processed that for two seconds. “Holy shit… They’d steal the body of any healthy breather they could find. Like mine. Or yours.” 
 
    “Right,” Turtle said. “‘UT reincarnation services’. I can see their slogan: Why grow old? Give a young, wasted life your vast experience!” 
 
    “They could ask any price… the guests would give up everything. This is troubling information.” Scarn gave him a long odd look. “Turtle. There’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    Scarn’s eyes moved around his quarters, looking everyplace but at Turtle, who was now becoming concerned. Hesitation was not usual for Scarn. 
 
    “What? Spit it.” 
 
    “There’s a woman....” 
 
    “Crap no, Scarn. Not today.” 
 
    “I’m human. I’m male. It happened. You’re still after Iris, and you’ve had a snyth girl for months.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Turtle admitted. Living below-decks had built up weaknesses in both of them. They had never had good food or interesting women in their lives, and on the upper levels those two things were considered normal parts of anyone’s life.. “But Scarn, look at her.” He pointed at Lonna. “Look at him. And I just got out of the hospital—all because of women, Scarn. They give people obsessions. You’ll do stupid things.” 
 
    Scarn said nothing. Nor did he look at Turtle. 
 
    “How about,” Turtle said, “we both take libido neutralizers? I can live with the side-effects if you can.” 
 
    After a silence, Scarn said two words: “Neva Savvan.” 
 
    Turtle gaped. “No... Scarn, you can’t....” 
 
    The name was well known. It was common gossip that navigator Neva Savvan was the first mate—in more ways than one. It was common knowledge that she was sleeping with Captain Errit Stattor.  
 
    Scarn felt self-doubt. In all of his dreams, this was the woman he chose? The captain’s mistress? 
 
    Turtle suspected that even flirting with her could result in stunning revenge. Scarn could barely have chosen worse. 
 
    “Scarn, if you get shot into the core for this, I can’t promise I’ll go with you.” 
 
    He nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    “I think we need to go to a dark place and have a drink.” 
 
    Scarn didn’t say anything, but they headed for the door in agreement. This was more like Scarn—actions without discussion. 
 
    Without talking, they walked down to the lifts and stepped inside, heading upward in zero-g. 
 
    “I don’t like being an animal with barely controllable drives,” Scarn finally said. “Makes me feel defective.” 
 
    “You sound like my echo.” 
 
    Below his feet, Turtle looked down. Many decks below at the far end, past thick shielding, burned the nuclear core. That was where refuse was thrown for additional power. 
 
    “Scarn, use caution. I’d be pissed to lose you because you did something stupid.” 
 
    Scarn lifted an eyebrow and might have nodded. “I think I’ve heard that before.” 
 
    “Look, here’s the truth. Being in lust is to wander a wasteland devoid of rationality. My own experiences, Scarn, remember it. Your prefrontal lobe could be a crappy replacement from Lt. Gomax. You should check the label.” 
 
    Scarn was frowning as though he might be considering the issue. “There’s an all-station party coming up.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Iris will be there, too. You can see her.” 
 
    “Scarn—” Turtle just looked at him. Then he sighed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter FOURTEEN 
 
    
Obese and sweating, Captain Errit Stattor strolled smiling through his outer office, reviewing those who served him. 
 
    The archaic incandescent lighting made his two dozen aides look jaundiced, hollow-eyed, and slack. Captain Stattor loathed wearing his constant smile, but it frightened and confused those around him. 
 
    When he had first entered those immense and weirdly anachronistic stained-glass doors, all voices ceased and all movement stopped. In a single motion, everyone stood, and then everyone bowed. 
 
    Captain Stattor appreciated this. He hadn’t requested it, but it smoothed the ripples of the morning’s indigestion. 
 
    “An honor, an honor,” he mumbled. “Please sit. Please.” 
 
    But they remained standing, deeply bowed at the waist. 
 
    Stattor lifted one of his short arms and waved it over them. “Your devotion impresses me, but, please. Be at ease, my people.” 
 
    Still, none moved. 
 
    Today, as he feigned reviewing them, he wore his full smile with the fat of his cheeks pushed up in tight lumps under his eyes. He had more reason to appear happy than they could know, so whether they sat or stood or died on the spot, he wouldn’t give one gaseous emission from his rumbling guts. 
 
    Without sound, his aides remained beside their desks, bowed and dead-faced, waiting for him to complete his morning slow-walk among them. 
 
    This wonderful morning, at 11:00 AM, Usko Imani was to be brought into his presence. She was the last woman to voluntarily make love to him, and as of today, this very day, he had not seen her for exactly twenty years. It was a special occasion. 
 
    Seeing and speaking to her was an anniversary gift to himself of the highest order. A second gift would be finally tying up one of the few remaining loose ends of his life. 
 
    As Stattor passed through them, sweat began to trickle out of his scalp. Here in the nerve center of his domain, the domain of United Tarassis, he could order any of a hundred actions on any of two hundred decks. Even the below-deck breathers, who believed they had relative freedom from his whims, were sadly mistaken.  
 
    Today, he felt not only a peculiar sense of serenity beyond that which he normally experienced, but he also felt one of those increasingly frequent twinges of immortality. Yes, something grandly mysterious was waiting to happen to him. It could be today, it could be tomorrow or next year... but no, he sensed it wasn’t that far away. It was close and it would happen soon.  
 
    The coming transformational event would be strange and wonderful, and the entire realm of humanity aboard his vessel would know of it. He was Errit Stattor, captain of Tarassis and absolute director of United Tarassis. His life was smoothly grand. 
 
    Without him, the masses knew they would be lost and that even more of them would devolve into sniveling breathers. The captain had been assured of this by his underlings. 
 
    Now he had almost reached his inner office. His feet and ankles began to radiate pain, but he ignored this as he turned and spoke to them. “Please, treat me as you would anyone else.”  
 
    He’d always enjoyed that joke. 
 
    No one moved; even breathing could not be heard. 
 
    His feet hurt. He’d asked for full gravity to be switched on inside the chambers, but he hadn’t quite realized what that would feel like. He wondered if he should have the technical people shot, even though they’d only been obeying orders. After all, they should have known better. 
 
    The crystalline doors of his private office sensed his presence, opened, and he passed grandly through, leaving a lingering odor in his wake. 
 
    Alone, he folded forward and clasped his distended guts in his arms. His intestines felt like he had swallowed hot gravel. Waves of pain flowed up from his ankles and pooled in his thighs as great reservoirs of agony.  
 
    Many years ago in his youth, years before he met Usko Imani, the police had chain-whipped him. That had hurt less. 
 
    After so many organ replacements, so much reconstruction, and with fifteen or twenty biomechs floating under his tides of fat, he still could neither walk far nor sleep well nor think as sharply as he once could. But he had little need for any of those things. In these latter years, his grip on Tarassis had tightened. He had power greater than any captain before him. The entire ship operated very well with only his slightest input.  
 
    Any crisis seemed like child’s play to him now. A threat here, an assassination there, and the waters always smoothed. 
 
    Still in his entry area, the captain forced himself to stand erect. The sight of his office usually soothed him. The entry carpet on which he stood, for example, was the skin of some alien beast that had been textured by the week-long chewing of primitive synth laborers. From this piece of carpet, stunned visitors would gape at his vast office, which was inside a transparent blister on Tarassis. 
 
    To approach Captain Stattor’s gleaming desk, one had to step onto the thermoplast floor where, underfoot, one seemed to stand in the outer void. Beyond that thin layer of lead-impregnated compressed glass, stars and billowing gasses swirled in their frozen glory. The trail of stars and the galactic core had long been called the Milky Way by Earthers. 
 
    The impressive chamber had a practical purpose. When one came to arrange business with the captain, to ask his aid or intercession, one felt without footing, suspended in space. Behind Captain Stattor at his desk, through the transparency, the frozen hub of the galaxy hovered around him like an aura. In those moments, when officials came to plead, he most felt like the emperor he had become aboard Tarassis. 
 
    But now he hobbled to his specially designed chair, sank into it and felt it adjust to him. The arms moved to caress and comfort him, and the back supports began kneading his flesh to aid his circulation. 
 
    He rummaged through one of his desk drawers, pawing through his pharmaceuticals for something to help with his legs. They had been tingling since he’d awakened. 
 
    Additionally, his right shoulder felt bruised for some reason and his hands had been trembling for several days. Did this signal anything? His grand moment? 
 
    There were so many disorganized medications in the drawer that he gave up and knocked it shut. He leaned back and tried to breathe deeply, tried to objectify the pain—it didn’t work. 
 
    Phlegm rattled in his throat. He coughed, swallowed, and thought of food. It was always easy to think of food. He so loved to eat, to chew and churn his tongue through the stringy meats and syrupy desserts of spiced flavor... the sensation could be nearly orgasmic. 
 
    He had eaten with Usko Imani many times, long ago, in better days. Her lovely hands and delicate fingers had one time wrapped like the vines of flowers around his tender parts. 
 
    A twinge shot through his guts. 
 
    He thought of food again. Aside from his psychonauts finding some usable alien technology, he loved nothing more than sweet creams slicking the insides of his cheeks or the oily spiciness of rare meat burning across his tongue. In the privacy of his opulent residence, he would sometimes hold in one fatted hand a cluster of exotic fruit, crush it, and lick the juices from his skin. He adored these moments. 
 
    His stomach rumbled and burned. 
 
    He wondered what Usko Imani’s health was like. How long ago had he imprisoned her? Seventeen... eighteen years? She’d been at the White Flowers labor camp for a long time. Probably seventeen years.  
 
    The average life span at that place was six years, but Usko Imani—she had proven her toughness once again. 
 
    Something tickled in his throat. As he coughed it up and re-swallowed it, needles of pain arced from his chest out through his arms. 
 
    From his cluttered desk drawer he picked up the handiest vial of tablets. They were familiar-looking; he dry-swallowed two.  
 
    Deep breath. Focus. 
 
    He reached, without looking, toward the antique intercom to press the call button. He wanted to call First Officer Chisolm, his chief aid to ask if Usko had arrived—but his hand missed the box completely. It fell through empty air. 
 
    The intercom had been moved? 
 
    Yes, it had.  
 
    Chisolm had rearranged its position on his desk without asking permission, and now the captain had to turn, stretch, and endure the pain of reaching farther. 
 
    Stattor remembered mentioning two days prior that it sometimes hurt his arm to reach across the desk. So Chisolm had taken it upon himself to move it to the corner of the desk nearest Stattor’s right hand where it was closer—but the angle was all wrong.  
 
    And he hadn’t sought approval for the change.  
 
    Worse, Stattor noticed, in its current position, it also blocked his view through the curved thermoplast of the Orion Nebula, which he’d renamed the Stattor Nebula. That was his personal monument, visible even from old Earth. When he turned his chair toward it, he now could only see its upper right wisp. 
 
    What had that idiot Chisolm been thinking? 
 
    Stattor fumbled his numb fingers over the row of buttons and hit CALL.  
 
    “Come.” 
 
    A disguised door in the front of his office irised open, and his chief of staff entered. He was a small, thin man and his pale flat eyes were expressionless blanks. His uniform was crisp, but his cap never seemed to rest on the exact center of his head. Despite looking like anyone’s kindly uncle, First Officer Chisolm would silently arrange anything the captain requested. He would do so without question, without comment—no matter how much cruelty or viciousness were required.  
 
    As usual, a bright layer of perspiration ran across Chisolm’s forehead. 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” he said quietly. 
 
    “The intercom,” Stattor said, raising his eyebrows and putting an apologetic smile on his face. “I reached for it, and... I found it had been moved.” 
 
    Chisolm audibly swallowed twice. “If it caused you any inconvenience, Captain, it was my ignorance, and I beg your forgiveness. I thought it might be more—” 
 
    “Is Usko Imani available?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Chisolm’s flat eyes glittered with fear, but at this shift in the conversation, a ray of hope entered his face.  
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    “She arrived two hours ago. She’s being cleaned up.” 
 
    The captain smiled pleasantly at Chisolm. “Bring me the dispersal list. I want to get that out of the way before I see her.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain.” Chisolm nodded with his words and quickly departed. The disguised door closed behind him. 
 
    Again, Stattor gazed at the repositioned intercom. It completely ruined his view of his nebula. This troubled him because this could be an intentional slight, disguised as a “favor”—one of the most insidious kinds of disobedience. 
 
    There were few pleasures left in his life, and the precise view from his desk was one of them. Chisolm should have asked. 
 
    He leaned back in his formchair and it adjusted to accommodate him. Lately he had felt more comfortable alone, nothing like the Errit Stattor of the old days.  
 
    In his thoughts he saw Usko Imani, as she’d been when he’d last seen her. That had been several years before he’d ordered her arrested and later imprisoned at White Flowers, which was a radiation-soaked mining camp on the rim of Tarassis. The namesake whitish crystalline growths weren’t flowers, of course. They were the mineral deposits of radioactives.  
 
    At White Flowers, lowlifes and criminal humans worked side by side, raking obscure ores out of shallow tunnels. Usko had been attractive once, so perhaps she’d been put into sexual services. That would help answer questions as to her longevity. 
 
    And now, today, Stattor would have the chat with Usko he’d planned for two decades—with some modifications. 
 
    Ghostly silent, Chisolm returned and moved across the carpeted entry area onto the transparent floor. He laid the paper list precisely in front of Stattor. The captain had once hinted that paper made of real cellulose coordinated with the décor more appropriately than hovering tri-vid images; thus he got specially manufactured paper. 
 
    “Captain,” Chisolm said, his words barely audible above the sound of his breathing, “if I have displeased—” 
 
    At the slightest motion of Stattor’s hand, Chisolm retreated and disappeared from the office, silent as air. 
 
    Distracting idiot.  
 
    Stattor re-imagined Usko Imani’s face as he’d once looked down into it, the single time they’d made love. 
 
    He remembered those minutes more clearly than he remembered the day he made himself the leader of United Tarassis. He remembered her hands and her lips. He remembered the way she laughed and the way, that one time, her hands had touched him. 
 
    He fingered the paper list, letting his thoughts drift to the early years when she and Stattor and a handful of others had struggled to crush the rebellious guests, breathers and crew who dared oppose them. The seizure of power… it was a glorious time. 
 
    She’d been unswerving in her loyalty and as idealistic as she was beautiful. In the end, after the degenerate peace council had granted their petition, the ruling core of United Tarassis had moved to secure total power. They’d taken what was useful from every deck and sold off the rest. Soon, with most of the colony’s wealth, United Tarassis simply bought the government, turning the colonist councilmen into powerless figureheads. 
 
    The captain remembered the day of the council’s final decision in their favor, but only because he and Usko had later celebrated alone. Without expecting it or knowing what it would lead to, they’d made love for the first and only time. 
 
    He had been different then—thin, of course, and aggressively healthy. The future of Tarassis was still wide open, and in the unknown he foresaw the richness of possibility. 
 
    Stattor’s eyes stopped on the intercom. He wondered what else Chisolm might have been doing lately without his permission. What else might he be “moving around”? 
 
    The captain gazed at the paper list lying in front of him... the dispersal list... the names of those who no longer functioned effectively in the framework of a fully unified colony.  
 
    Coming from every deck and station in life, these were the names of the unreliable. Those who were potentially dangerous. Once he had signed off on the list, they’d be systemically apprehended and shot into the core of the great ship’s fusion reactor.  
 
    Here, aboard Tarassis, nothing was wasted. Their component molecules would separate and give up their energies to provide heat and comfort. Despite their disruptive intentions, they’d enable the ship’s probing of distant worlds to go on uninterrupted. 
 
    He scanned the names. It was his prerogative to put a check mark beside the name of any person he decided to exempt from execution. He routinely dismissed the sentences of a few nobodies, mechanics usually, to give the impression of mercy. 
 
    Halfway down the first column... Commander Dallen’s name stood out to him. He was a mining and materials strategist, the spouse of Neva Savvan. 
 
    Stattor paused. 
 
    Dallen’s name had been put on preemptively, in case the commander had exhibited irritation with Stattor’s occasional use of his spouse—but Dallen had apparently accepted the situation, a wise and loyal decision. 
 
    Stattor exempted him with a check mark. For now. 
 
    Second column... Arios Blodian... He was on the list? Still alive after all these years? Stattor had lost track… 
 
    Of course he remembered him from more than twenty years ago. Back then, Stattor, Blodian, Usko, and a dozen other core members had worked for the same goals, for the unification and advancement of the crew. But then.... 
 
    Stattor vaguely remembered ordering Blodian to be confined for some reason or other—but the recollection was hazy. And now Blodian’s residence counselor was asking for his dispersal. 
 
    He turned his chair to face the galaxy-smeared void. The old days always seemed warm and fragrant in memory, and for a few moments now, his chest loosened as he thought of them. He breathed easier. 
 
    Arios Blodian had been one of the inner members until.... The reason was gone from his memory, but he did recall one evening in particular, sitting with Arios beside a recycling pool. It was closest thing Tarassis had to a lake. The dark water rippled with fish, and the wastewater was choked with algae.  
 
    The sky-panels overhead had operated perfectly in those days. The growing purple light to one’s left paling to a creamy yellow on the right. They’d been discussing the construction of external probe-labs like the one in which Stattor now sat and meditated on Blodian’s fate. 
 
    Usko had been there at the time, and he remembered her breaking the stillness—she had come up from the edge of the pond, laughing and carrying a thick bouquet of colorful weeds. 
 
    How strange that he should remember such details, from so long ago and so far away, from such an ancient evening. 
 
    Stattor took up a pencil and started to place a check mark next to Blodian’s name. For old times’ sake, if nothing else. For the memory of sitting beside that brackish water. Besides, how many years could Blodian have left? He would be slow and gnarled by age. He couldn’t still have the fire he’d had in the old days. Back then, the man took on the most dangerous of schemes. He’d force them to succeed through courage alone. 
 
    The intercom chirped. 
 
    Without looking, Stattor reached for it—but his hand dropped through the air again, touching nothing.  
 
    He cursed and glared at the machine. Chisolm had irritated him twice now, in a single day. 
 
    Stattor reached to the correct spot and hit TALK.  
 
    “What is it, First Officer?” he snapped. 
 
    Chisolm’s voice was very small. “Usko Imani has arrived, Captain.” 
 
    Stattor inhaled deeply. His guts rumbled. His stomach seemed home to barb-finned eels. He caught his breath as shooting pains went from his back into his neck and arms. 
 
    What would she think of him? Would she recoil at his obesity? Would she see through to his discomfort? Would she be gray and withered and unrecognizable? 
 
    Stattor tried to calm himself by turning and gazing at the churning hub of the galaxy which lay frozen before him. It took decades for the perspective to noticeably change even at the great velocity they were flying through space. Traveling between stars was like crossing a dark ocean which was forever shrouded in darkness. Each planet was smaller than an island in comparison, tiny, fragile motes of matter in an unimaginably vast expanse of cold void. 
 
    As he hesitated, he felt some grand thing coming near. He’d had this feeling before, several times just today.  
 
    His heart fluttered. He could almost touch the strange presence now, it was so close— 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Stattor turned slowly to face the hidden door. Usko Imani would appear there. He positioned his feet beneath his weight, braced his hands on his desk, and stood. Instantly, his knees protested, but he ignored that. 
 
    Before he spoke to the intercom, he thought of her lips and her hands, of how she had once looked at him and how she’d once touched him. 
 
    “Send her in,” he said at last. 
 
    In the final seconds before the door opened, he was already feeling oppressed by the heaviness of his body, by the rolls of fat pressing up against his throat, and the growing weight of his head on his neck. A dozen pains sparkled upward from his ankles. 
 
    The door irised open. 
 
    Usko Imani had once been a square-shouldered athletically built woman with straight black hair—a woman whose footing had been as solid as her belief in Stattor and the unification of the colony under United Tarassis. As long as he’d known her, he’d never suspected that she’d experienced a single doubt about what she was doing or her purpose in the world. 
 
    When it came to her belief in unifying Tarassis, she’d never hesitated, whatever the cost. 
 
    But she hesitated today. 
 
    In the doorway, she stood stooped and gray-skinned. She was deeply lined, and what was left of her hair was a thin shag of frizz across parts of her scalp. She still wore her black prison clothes, though they appeared to have been just washed and pressed. They clung to her body and revealed her bony joints. 
 
    The person who stood on the carpeted area, staring at the transparent floor before her, resembled Usko Imani only in the most ghostly way.  
 
    “Please,” Stattor said. He gestured toward one of the chairs arrayed before his desk.  
 
    By design, these chairs were perched on glass above the countless stars. The effect was disconcerting even to those who’d sat there numerous times. 
 
    She looked around. She stared for a moment at the glowing galactic hub behind Stattor.  
 
    Then, as if remembering where she was and what she’d been commanded to do, she tentatively moved into the room . She placed her feet on the transparent floor as though she might fall through. She stopped part way across.  
 
    “I haven’t seen the stars in years,” she said. Her voice was low and gravelly.  
 
    A moment later she moved herself forward again. She sat down slowly, staring at the stars glowing under her feet.  
 
    She looked up and allowed her gaze to meet his. 
 
    Stattor smiled. “It’s been a long time, Usko. Do you know how many years it’s been since we’ve seen each other?” 
 
    “In my work,” she said, “I lose track of time.” The right corner of her mouth did not move when she spoke. She folded her knobby hands in her lap. 
 
    “A very long time.” Stattor lowered his mass into his chair. The pain in his ankles was replaced by a compression ache in his spine. “A long time…” he repeated as he exhaled. “Nearly twenty years, I believe.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” Then, after a hesitation, she spoke again. “I never expected to see you again.” 
 
    “Life is mysterious. Grand and mysterious, and I’ve been feeling the need to tie up the loose ends of my life.” He paused and nodded at the stars around him. “Up here, apart from the crowded decks of Tarassis, it’s easy to forget one’s past—but today I’m remembering it. Do you remember Arios Blodian? I was also thinking of him today.” 
 
    Her old face showed some surprise. “Arios? Of course I remember him. Is he still alive?” 
 
    “I was thinking of the time the three of us were at the recycling pond. It was evening. You were laughing and coming up from the shore carrying colorful weeds. I have a very clear memory of that.” 
 
    Her face was blank. “I don’t remember it.” 
 
    Stattor shifted in his chair. His stomach burned on one side and his hands were beginning to ache.... He released his grip on the edge of his desk. 
 
    “You must wonder,” he said, forcing his voice to be even, “why I sent you to prison. You hadn’t done anything disloyal.” 
 
    She nodded a little. “I wondered,” she said slowly, the one side of her mouth unmoving, “but I always understood.” 
 
    “You understood?” It was rare that Stattor was surprised. “How could you understand your punishment when you were innocent?” 
 
    “There are times when things have to be done that seem unfair—maybe they are unfair. But the individual must be willing to sacrifice for the benefit of others.” 
 
    “You aren’t bitter? You never cursed me for your years in the tunnels?” 
 
    She glanced down at her hands and moved in her chair with a tired nervousness. “It’s because of you that our colony has survived so long. You led us in the continued search for a home. If my imprisonment helped the colony—and it must have or you wouldn’t have put me there—then I have lived my life just as I have always desired to live it.” 
 
    With one fatted finger, Stattor wiped the sweat from a fold of skin on his neck. “Your devotion is impressive. Tell me what life is like in the mines.” 
 
    “In camp, we got news every week,” she said. She seemed to brighten. “So I know what you’ve accomplished through the years.” 
 
    “Tell me what you do at White Flowers.” 
 
    “We mine, of course, but recently the weaker inmates have been deemed useless for that work. I now make soles for shoes. Since we got better heaters installed six months ago, a good worker can cut two hundred ninety soles a day. Camp White Flowers is a cold place. Before we got the heaters...” She held out her left hand for him to see the missing fingertips, lost to frostbite. 
 
    “Having heat made a great difference. We also make clothes for the prisoners working in the cobalt mines—shirts or pants or whatever they need.” She refolded her hands and paused. “I have good friends there.” 
 
    “Friends?” 
 
    “Yes. We looked forward to getting out of the tunnels when new materials shipments come in.” She perked up a little. “One of the labs gave us some birds we keep near the drill-holes.” She shook her head as though chastising herself. “They’re insects really, but they’re so big we think of them as birds. We even name them. Some seem to have personalities. It gives us something to talk about.” 
 
    Usko looked haggard, weakened, and damaged, but she did not look unhappy. “I know that in ways of which I am ignorant, my imprisonment served the higher destiny of the colony. So what more could I want?” 
 
    “You suffered,” Stattor said. 
 
    “Everyone suffers.” 
 
    He was beginning to remember why he’d put her away. “Everyone? Usko, I won’t live long enough to name the wonders I’ve seized or the pleasures I’ve fed on.” He spread his short arms toward the stars around him. “If I ask for anything, it’s mine. If I wanted an animal slaughtered and fed to me by a fat-breasted whore, it would be done. Is that suffering?” 
 
    “Only you know the answer to that. But you have guided us. Look where Tarassis is now.” Her voice became more assured. “Without you, we might have landed on that horror of a planet. We’d might have all died in a meteor shower, or succumbed to a tidal wave.” 
 
    Yes, Stattor could remember his reasoning now. Her personal clarity and righteousness had been inspiring during their struggle, but later, she had just become annoying.  
 
    Stattor leaned forward. The desk creaked. He smiled. “Usko, as of today, you’re being given an unconditional pardon. You’re free. I’ve set up a physical rehabilitation program for you. When you’ve recovered, you’ll be given living quarters on the deck of your choice. You’ll have transportation privileges for wherever you want to go, and an open credit allotment. For life.” 
 
    She stared at him in silence. Her lips moved against each other. 
 
    “How much did they pay you at White Flowers?” 
 
    She swallowed heavily, her chin dipping as she did so. “They put two hundred a year into an account for us. For our work.” 
 
    “How much have you earned so far?” 
 
    Usko shook her head helplessly. “I don’t know. I can’t do numbers in my head anymore. I gave most of it to other inmates.” 
 
    “You may not know,” Stattor said, “that there’s a severance tax of ten credits per month of sentence for prisoners who are released. It’s to pay for the food they eat.” He smiled. “They never have enough to leave—and so the sentence is always extended. That was my idea.” 
 
    “If it hadn’t been necessary for our cause,” she murmured, “you wouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    Stattor shook his head. This indeed was the Usko Imani of his memories. In the old days, when he himself had had doubts, he needed only to speak to her. Her vision was intensely single-minded, sincere, tenacious, and above all idealistic. She eventually became intolerable. 
 
    “Would you like a drink?” Stattor asked suddenly. “I recall that you liked something called a ‘gin fizz.’” 
 
    “It’s been so long... I haven’t had a drink—” 
 
     Stattor pressed the call button on the intercom and spoke to First Officer Chisolm. “Bring our guest a ‘gin fizz.’ It’s an alcoholic drink.” He turned back to her. “Perhaps you’ll still have a taste for it. Now you can have them every day if you want.” Stattor leaned far back in his chair. “No one was ever more dedicated to the cause of unification than you. I envied you for that. I remember a councilman named Kudensa? A skinny, reactionary low-grade? Do you remember him?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “You volunteered to bed him to get information, although we all knew he had brutal tastes.”  
 
    “I don’t remember him.” 
 
    “It took you six weeks to recover.” 
 
    She looked blank. Then she nodded. “Did I get the information?” 
 
    “Of course.” He saw her face relax a little. “Councilman Kudensa passed on many years ago. He was stabbed to death in his bed. Stabbed in the crotch, as it turned out, many many times.” 
 
    Chisolm entered with his tray. His cap seemed to have shifted slightly to the back, exposing a bit more of his sweating forehead. From the tray he took first a napkin and then the sparkling drink and arranged them on the wide chair arm, beside her right hand. 
 
    Without a sound, he left Stattor’s office. 
 
    “It was the height of loyalty to sacrifice yourself to Kudensa.” 
 
    “I can’t remember it. He couldn’t have hurt me badly. The good of the colony was more important. That’s why I served as crew.” 
 
    “You’re the only person who could say that and I would believe you. That’s why I put you in prison.” 
 
    Usko had the drink in her gnarled hand and held it halfway to her lips. “What?” 
 
    “Your idealism. It was getting in the way.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Do you remember the Setback? When our entire secret council was arrested and shot?” 
 
    Her face became more grim. “I do. At White Flowers, we have half a day off work every year to remember and study those we lost. And to tell the story of Kenda Dean, the informer.” 
 
    Stattor enjoyed this and didn’t mind showing it. “You knew Kenda well, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did, unfortunately. I never suspected he could do that to us—or that dissidents had been paying him the whole time. I accept it now, but I never understood it. It taught me that the ones we think we know best we often know least.” 
 
    “You learned nothing. Your loyalty made you blind.” 
 
    She blinked at him, and he continued, leaning forward until his guts hurt with the effort. “Kenda did nothing, Usko. The informer sits right here. I was the informer.” 
 
    She lifted her drink and sipped it. Half of her lips almost smiled when she spoke. “Why are you saying things like this?” 
 
    He remembered how she laughed when she came up from the lakeside with the bouquet of weeds. He remembered kissing her lips, and he remembered that they’d awakened in each other’s arms the next day. 
 
    She took another sip. “You couldn’t have done that to us.” 
 
    “Usko, if you don’t tell me that you believe me, tonight you’ll be back cutting out shoe soles with your breather co-workers, and you’ll do it till you die.” He paused. “Do you know where your ‘leather’ comes from?” 
 
    “Animals.” 
 
    “As in ‘lower animals’?” He chuckled. “Usko, if you think your captain is incapable of betrayal and cruelty, my honesty would require that I tell you where your shoe leather comes from, what it is that you handle and cut for the hours of your days.” 
 
    “Whatever you do, you do it for the advancement and security of the colony.” 
 
    “Whatever I do, I do it because I don’t like competition. I had your friends shot because they were in my way.” 
 
    She sat up straighter and was firm: “You can’t make me believe that. We sacrificed for other people, not for ourselves. I know that you believed that.” 
 
    “You never knew me at all.” He leaned back and laced his fingers over the rolls of his stomach. “You’re over-burdened with misinformation, Usko. Let’s clarify. Here are your choices and their results: You can believe that I informed on our friends, causing them to be shot in the backs of their little short-sighted heads—and then when you leave here, you’ll have a warm bed and everything you want paid for. Or you can believe that this is some kind of test, that Captain Stattor is purposely deceiving you—and that, Usko Imani, is treason. For that crime you will spend the rest of your life decomposing at White Flowers, cutting shoe soles out of... ‘leather.’” 
 
    The woman’s age, her fear, and her dread pushed her deeper into her chair. She lowered her head and Stattor gazed at the frizzy hair that grew in irregular patches. She was ugly. He no longer cared what she chose. 
 
    “Well?” he said. 
 
    When she looked up, above a mouth that was twisted by paralysis, her eyes sparkled as though they were filled with chips of silver. 
 
    “You brought me here to offer me the choice between comfort and disgrace or a slow death after a life wasted on lies? Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I’m an insecure man, and I sleep better when I know that others around me operate from self-interest. That I understand. Your idealism is a disease, and you’re a carrier. Once you accept my generous offer, you’ll be as corrupt as the rest of us.” He gave her a moment. “There’s no reason for you to go back to prison simply because the ideal you sacrificed your life for was an illusion. Don’t be a fool to the finish.” 
 
    “You’re taking the one thing—” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” Stattor smiled harder. “May I assume I’ve taken it?” He paused. “Speak, Usko Imani.”  
 
    It was an order, and she was crew. She nodded. The gesture wasn’t much more than a quiver. 
 
    “Yes?” Stattor demanded. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered.  
 
    “When we were young, we used to think human nature was mysterious. We were just inexperienced.” 
 
    He pressed the call button again. Chisolm entered immediately, his cap now centered as it should be. 
 
    “Get her out of here. See that she has transportation to her rehab clinic. Her welfare is of special importance, et cetera.” 
 
    “I understand, Captain,” Chisolm murmured. 
 
    “That’s gratifying.” To Usko Imani he said, “We mustn’t let our lives be spoiled by regrets. “If you miss White Flowers, just say the word and Chisolm will put you back in chains and have you home again by bedtime.” 
 
    Usko Imani said nothing. 
 
    “Out of my sight.” Stattor flipped his hand at them both. 
 
    As Chisolm accompanied her through the door, she looked back at him once. It was just a glimpse, and Stattor was reminded of the other reason he had sent her to prison. 
 
    So many years ago, when they had awakened in each other’s arms.... She’d been beautiful, sleeping there beside him. Her smooth translucent eyelids rounded over her quiet eyes... and then she’d awakened and looked at him with an expression he hadn’t expected. 
 
    There, wrapped in the sheets, with the morning sun streaming across the room, she had looked at him with the same expression he had just seen as she left him: a kind of horrified surprise, a shock of understanding. She’d hurried away to dress herself. Not long after, because of her revolted glance, he began giving information to the police, and his rivals had begun to vanish. 
 
    Stattor remembered that the crucial moment had been on a Sunday morning. There had been a bowl of oranges centered on the table, radiant with simulated skylight, as his world had turned to shit. 
 
    But today, that loose end had been tied up. 
 
    He swept his hand across the lower part of his stomach. At the moment, neither his arms nor his legs nor his stomach pained him—the result of a good meeting. 
 
    He turned in his chair and gazed out of the transparent bubble at the churning hub of the galaxy and the filaments of darkness inside the light. One day, his remains would be spread among these stars. 
 
    The intercom chirped. “Captain,” Chisolm’s voice said gently, “there’s still the matter of the dispersal list?” 
 
    Stattor grunted and spun his chair to face his desk. 
 
    The paper list lay there, face up, awaiting his final decision on exempting any of the condemned. He thought of Arios, waiting in some detention cell, old, ruined, half-dead. He thought of the three of them, there beside the dark lake, so long ago. 
 
    Laughing, Usko had brought a bouquet of colored weeds up from the shoreline, and she had given them to Arios... not to him, but to Arios. 
 
    His eyes stopped on the intercom.  
 
    Stattor again reflected that First Officer Chisolm had overstepped his limits. He could barely see the blossom of his nebula behind the intercom. Its beauty had made him happier, calmer, allowing him to overlook his bodily pains, and he found Chisolm’s change angering.  
 
    If he could just come in and move things around on his desk, what else could he do? That flat-eyed Chisolm… he was an emotionless reptile, he never revealed his feelings about anything, so how could he be trusted? He was a sweating unknown with a forever-slipping cap. 
 
    Exempting no one else from execution, Stattor took the pencil into his cluster of fat fingers. He pulled the list nearer and added Chisolm’s name at the bottom.  
 
    He had never liked him. Or Arios Blodian. 
 
    Always, always, people stood in his way. They distracted him with pettiness from the grand and mysterious thing that was about to happen to him.  
 
    Finished with the day’s work, his self-satisfaction and his medications made his life serene, for the moment. He leaned back and again turned to face the absorbing blackness beyond the galaxy. He was content to know that soon, so very soon, his flesh would become myth. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Scarn made the most of his early arrival at the party. Captain Stattor hadn’t yet arrived, which let him act with a free hand.  
 
    Once the captain had arrived, the event would turn into a formalized suck-up ritual. Along with all the other crew and guest psychonauts, Scarn would be required to shake his repellant hand. 
 
    In the meantime, he watched as Neva Savvan moved from guest to guest looking as enchanting as ever. Dressed in electric blue spider-mesh, she never went near Commander Dallen, her spouse. The poor cuckold was back-slapping and laughing with a group of bridge officers.  
 
    Scarn was intrigued by the sweeping arcs of Neva’s movements. He observed closely as she stopped in the middle of the crowded room, touched her cheek with her fingers and looked directly at him. She gave him a short, frank stare, which he returned despite knowing better. 
 
    Like the times he and Turtle had been out there on the edge, he knew he was in a place where his life could crash in an instant—but he couldn’t help himself. Maybe that was why men like him always ended up cast below-decks, or shot into the core. 
 
    The next time Neva glanced his way, Scarn’s thinking turned into jittery sharp-edged lust. They had met previously, here and there. They’d exchanged a few words in public, always being sure to appear polite and remote in front of others.  
 
    But on one occasion, a few weeks ago they’d been alone in a crowd, behind a ceremonial facade of synthetic flowers. The display had been erected to celebrate one of her husband’s insignificant successes.  
 
    Captain Stattor had emerged that day, wheeled out of his baroque cavern to give everyone his blessing—but Scarn and this woman had been concealed in front of them all. Face to face, they looked at each other without words. All at once, they were at each other, mouth to mouth.  
 
    She’d pulled her face away just far enough to say the last thing she had said to him: “Now, I’m going to save your life.” 
 
    She’d pulled away, turned, and walked off. 
 
    When he had seen her a minute later, she was a different person. She stood in front of the ceremonial facade next to Captain Stattor, beaming with pride at the accomplishments of Commander Dallen, her twitchy dark-bearded husband. Her false display looked so real anyone would have been taken in.  
 
    In his chest, Scarn felt an ache he’d never felt before, and part of him was repelled by his obsession, his weakness for this woman. Neva Savvan was beyond his social range. She was crew, a navigator who helped create algorithms that would determine where and when Tarassis might land. More critically, she was one important man’s spouse and the captain’s mistress. Eyeing her with lust was like drinking poison. 
 
    To make matters worse, Commander Dallen himself stood drinking and laughing with friends. He wasn’t ten meters distant. Scarn could only wonder why he didn’t notice his wife’s frequent glances and appraisals of another man.  
 
    But he was too busy lavishing attention on his clique. Maybe that’s why Neva had wandered. He had seen it happen before. Scarn had met a few of her kind wandering the under-decks, and given the weakness of males, trouble usually followed. 
 
    Across the room, Commander Dallen chatted and gestured proudly in his dress blues. Silver and gold loops adorned the uniform’s cuffs. He was a tall, black-haired, black-bearded man with round eyes and a weak chin. Two weeks earlier, he’d enjoyed putting Scarn on two weeks’ enforced unpaid leave—although Scarn had deserved it. He had reduced two probe units to crackling messes of insulation and smoking plastic. He told the inspectors that he considered their defective performance a hazard to others. 
 
    But now, oblivious to almost everything else, Scarn and the woman stared at each other, nearly complete strangers, poised like animals tensed to spring. 
 
    Peripherally, Scarn saw Dallen turn his bearded face in his direction. Scarn forced the spell to break and turned away, toward the bar. If he were smart, he’d ask the barman to put a double shot of libido-suppressant into his next drink—but he didn’t feel smart tonight. 
 
    Looking back at her, Neva stood tall in the middle of the chattering crowd. Besides the inexplicable magnetism he felt for her, her shape in her form-fitting clothes broke his concentration, Her dark hair flared around her head like a burst of black surf against a stand of rocks, and her wide, pale eyes, a color seen at twilight, stared straight into his. Then she turned away and began to mill and mix. 
 
    With a fresh drink, Scarn leaned against the bar and watched her. Every half minute, she looked back. He stepped away from the bar, and moved toward her with no idea of what he was doing. 
 
    The room began to fall silent, but neither of them noticed. Several glasses made final clinks and everyone but them turned to face the door: the captain of Tarassis had arrived.  
 
    The applause began and only then did Scarn refocus his attention. After a long hesitation, he turned to face their most honored guest. 
 
    The captain’s contractual terms with the psychonauts made them his personal possessions—but for Scarn that wasn’t the worst part of the deal. Through his psychonauts, Stattor had located and mapped hundreds of planets with easily accessible mineral deposits, technological innovations, and multitudes of lower animals that could be used as sources of meat and labor. He planned to sell this information at some future time, and he’d ordered that none of it be relayed to Earth. Not yet. Their discoveries would eventually be known, but only when they were an established colony that could exploit the rights. 
 
    Scarn put his glass on the bar. The synth barman whisked it away.  
 
    Reflected in the mirror behind the rows of ornate bottles, Scarn watched as fawning obsequiousness filled the room like a gas. His own face, looking back at him, seemed to take on a hollow look, his eyes becoming flat and expressionless. Soon, it would be his turn to kiss up to Stattor. 
 
    Scarn watched the captain humbly dip his fat head in acknowledgment of his supernatural intelligence, talent, etc. Applause rang out now and then. 
 
    The fat man feigned embarrassment. He flapped his arms at the guests to silence their clapping. Behind him, his security contingent gestured for the applause to continue. 
 
    Scarn found the captain revolting in a dozen ways. Not the least of which was due to thinking of Neva’s attentions wasted on this disgusting man. He immediately had dark thoughts, primitive thoughts that belonged below-decks. He shook his head and refocused on the moment. 
 
    “One more,” he said to the barman. 
 
    “You sure?” the synth asked, measuring Scarn’s metabolics with false eyes. 
 
    “One more.”  
 
    As well as being alcoholic, the drinks were laced with narco stimulants. Right now, Scarn didn’t care if he began to hallucinate. 
 
    While the drink was being prepared, an ugly thought intruded: What personally revolted Scarn most was not the way the captain used up psychonauts till they were ghosts of their former selves. No, they were paid a lot and would usually recover, given time. Nor was he revolted by the number of psychonauts that came back to find large parts of their minds filled with alien memories. Most of them quietly retired and enjoyed spending their days sitting under sunlamps.  
 
    What was most personally revolting was that a month ago he, Scarn, had been over there, across the room, just like the others. He’d shaken that same clammy tight-skinned hand. Its tiny fingernails, sunk deep into his fatted fingers, had been carefully polished. Scarn had hung onto that piece of soft meat, and he’d grinned till his face ached. That memory disgusted him beyond words. 
 
    He became aware that someone from behind was nudging his arm. He spun. Neva? 
 
    No. It was Turtle. 
 
    “So, she’s the one?” Turtle asked. He nodded across the room. 
 
    Neva stood amidst the fawning swarm but separate from them. She gazed off to the side at nothing while everyone else crowded closer to Captain Stattor. 
 
    “I wouldn’t die for her,” Turtle said, “but I’d be willing to suffer a little for an hour of her time.” He paused. “No, that’d be too much like my experience with Lonna. Why should liking someone make you suffer at all? But Scarn, if her appearance reflects her personality, I admit, I understand your problem.” 
 
    Scarn’s wasn’t listening. His eyes never left the woman. 
 
    “Have you seen Iris yet?” Turtle asked.  
 
    Scarn finally glanced at him. He shook his head. “Not yet, but you know she’ll be here. I bet she comes in late when everyone’s already drunk.” 
 
    Scarn turned back to stare at Neva again. 
 
    “Remember why you’re here, Scarn,” Turtle admonished him. “Focus on the essentials.” 
 
    “Like you’ve been doing?” Scarn asked, suddenly angry. “Tell me, how is the lovely Lonna?” 
 
    “Gone. She and Braxton… you know.” 
 
    “But Braxton’s gone now, too. Right? How convenient. Sounds completely legit.” 
 
    Turtle eyed him. “You heard about the… accident? Already?” 
 
    “There’s going to be an inquiry. Stop worrying about me and worry about your own ass. How do you plan to explain away two drooling officers? The machines log everything—they’ll know you were there.” 
 
    “That’s partly why I’m here,” Turtle said. “I need your help.” 
 
    Scarn flicked his eyes to Turtle, then back to Neva again; he didn’t want to look away.  
 
    Turtle flexed his double-muscled arms. He didn’t seem nervous, not exactly. But he was in a dangerous mood.  
 
    Scarn sighed. “If you have a plan, let’s do it now. While the others are all here, kissing ass.” 
 
    Turtle met his eyes with surprise. “Really? Right now?”  
 
    After a second, Scarn nodded.  
 
    “How are we going to do it?” In an instant, they were the lower level team they had been before. Scarn had always been the brains and Turtle had provided the muscle. It worked out well enough. 
 
    “Come on. We’ll go out the back. Meet you at the slip-space lifts.” 
 
    The next time Neva turned her pretty head to look for Scarn at the bar, she frowned. He was gone. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Scarn and Turtle didn’t go for any weapons. They didn’t need any.  
 
    What they did gather were their masks. Silver masks, which Scarn had set aside for a special day like this one.  
 
    He wasn’t an idiot. He’d known from the start they weren’t going to fit in above-decks. Put any uniform on Turtle and call him crew—or any leisure suit on Scarn and call him a guest—it didn’t matter. They didn’t belong here. They had spent too much time surviving in the lower levels for these people to be comfortable around them. 
 
    That said, neither of them wanted to go back to eating garbage, or taking a one-way trip into the core.  
 
    So, they took their masks to the slip-space lift and crossed a dozen decks in a dozen seconds. They ended up on the medical deck, and they had their masks on by then. 
 
    To disguise their uniforms, they wore coveralls. Simple spacer emergency gear. In case of decompression, such suits were all over Tarassis. They usually sat in lockers, gathering dust and dead spiders for decades.  
 
    Walking boldly up to the entrance portal, Scarn led the way. He looked like a tall, rangy freak in a mask. Behind him was a more broad-chested freak, also wearing a mask. 
 
    “Can I help you gentlemen?” asked the receptionist.  
 
    He was a synth. His sort were often naïve, but this one seemed downright stupid. Scarn assumed it was due to his politeness programming. Odd-looking humans were probably the norm on the medical deck, and maybe this hunk of plastic had been taught not to make them feel bad about their appearance. 
 
    “We’re from the Singularity,” Turtle said. 
 
    The synth cocked its head. “The Singularity…? No one by that name is—” 
 
    “We’re here to see Ensign Braxton,” Scarn interrupted. 
 
    “And Petty Officer Jamison,” Turtle added. 
 
    Scarn glanced back at him. Turtle was supposed to keep quiet and let Scarn do the talking, but he’d never been an expert at following instructions. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” the synth said, “but that’s impossible right now. Visiting hours are over until morning. When the skylights gleam with good cheer again—” 
 
    No doubt, the synth would have told them all about birds singing and fresh coffee in the cooking bot, but he never got the chance. Turtle smashed his face in with a hammer-blow of startling power. 
 
    Synths were kind of… gooey inside. They weren’t exactly meat, but they weren’t really plastic, either. Parts of them were grown in tanks. Parts of them were electronic.  
 
    But all of them were pretty soft. They didn’t take a beating like a man, they sort of squished when you hit them. 
 
    This one had a ruined face. The jaw didn’t operate. The voice was a gurgle. After the head snapped back up into position, they could see one working eye rolling around, dribbling and lidless. 
 
    A hand went to touch the reactive screen on the desk. Turtled smashed that too, like he was smashing a bug. The hand flattened like putty, and the screen under it cracked. Glass splinters went everywhere. 
 
    “Finish it,” Scarn said. 
 
    Turtle stepped around the desk to where the synth was trying awkwardly to stand up. Was it attempting to flee? To call for help some other way? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Turtle grabbed the head, twisting it away from the body. Then he reached inside the goopy neck and ripped out the central battery. Wires dangled, and the synth lost power. It sagged and slid bonelessly onto the floor.  
 
    “There have to be cameras,” Turtle said.  
 
    “Always. We’ve got to work fast. Lead the way.” 
 
    Turtle knew the medical deck pretty well. At least, he knew where they kept jacked-up psychonauts who’d taken a bad journey into an alien mind. He walked to the ward where he’d stayed so recently and flung open the door. 
 
    There, they met up with someone Turtle recognized. It was the thin nurse with the inflated lips. She’d been rough on Turtle, but she’d cared for him. Turtle hesitated. 
 
    “Cultists?” the nurse asked, stunned. She took a step back. “How did you get up here? You don’t belong—” 
 
    Scarn didn’t let her keep walking away. He rammed the metal door into her skull once, sharply. It wasn’t a killing blow. 
 
    She fell to the floor, and Turtle glared at him. “Did you have to do that?” 
 
    “One second more, and she’d have recognized you.” 
 
    Turtle didn’t argue, but he fussed over her.  
 
    Scarn stepped over the two of them in disgust. It was just like Turtle to have a fit of deadly rage one moment then get emotional the next. 
 
    Ensign Braxton was flat on his back in bed. Scarn pulled his pillow out from under his head and placed it over his face. 
 
    He expected no more than a few twitches, as Braxton was almost flat-lined according to the beeping medical equipment in the room—but he was in for a surprise. 
 
    Twin claws—no, they were hands curled up like claws—launched themselves up at his face. 
 
    Braxton wasn’t screaming. He wasn’t making any noise at all, really, but he was fighting like an animal. Fortunately, Scarn had long arms, He kept his face and his mask out of reach. The claws went for his arms, and they dug in.  
 
    Such strength! How could a comatose pyschonaut gather that kind of physical power? Braxton wasn’t a large man.  
 
    The pillow slipped, revealing insane, inhuman eyes. Scarn knew in an instant what the story was. He wasn’t fighting Ensign Braxton. He was fighting something else, something that had come from another place. 
 
    Scarn lost his grip on the heaving, bucking, claw-handed maniac. He was shoved back, staggering.  
 
    Braxton was on his feet. His hands were still curled, and his spine was hunched. The eyes never blinked, and there wasn’t any humanity in them. 
 
    “He’s a zerk,” Scarn said. “Help me out.” 
 
    Turtle reached for the madman. His thick fingers sought the throat. Those claw-hands slashed and dug at both of their arms. It took two men, one of them stronger than most, to subdue the creature Braxton had become. 
 
    At last, the thing they were strangling stopped jerking and relaxed. 
 
    Breathing hard, Turtle and Scarn looked at each other.  
 
    “Is he really dead?” Turtle asked. 
 
    “No, he’s just resting. Get his feet.” 
 
    They carried the body out of the room and to the chute that was downstairs in the morgue. Two more synths were there. Luckily, there were no humans around. No guest or crew wanted to work the morgue at night.  
 
    Braxton’s body went down the chute. Eventually, he’d feed the core and share his dismantled molecules with everyone aboard Tarassis. 
 
    Petty Officer Jamison’s room was up next. Turtle threw a big arm in front of Scarn, stopping him. 
 
    “He’s not a bad guy,” he said, looking at the comatose man on his bed.  
 
    “He’ll get us sent back down—or worse.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Turtle said, studying the charts. “Look at this.” 
 
    Scarn examined a tablet. When he read the words, his lips moved. 
 
    “He’s toast,” Scarn said. “Brain functions are limited… what did you do to him?” 
 
    Turtle shook his head. “I just loaded him up with a porno. No protection. He loved it.” 
 
    Scarn snorted. “At least he went out happily.” 
 
    Turtle frowned. “Maybe it was one of those things… those things I met up with.” 
 
    “Your aliens? The ones that are prowling around in our minds and controlling us?”  
 
    “Yeah. That’s what Braxton was. Didn’t you see it in his eyes?” 
 
    Scarn smirked at him. No one had believed Turtle’s stories. They were just too wild. “I didn’t see an alien. I saw a zerk. A guy who was having a psychotic episode.” 
 
    Turtle shook his head, losing interest in the argument. He dropped the chart on the vegetative Jamison. He shook his head again. “It couldn’t have been the porno… so much strange shit is going on around here.” 
 
    “Yeah, and we’re doing most of it. Let’s get out while we can.” 
 
    They took the time to rip out all the camera leads and recording chips they could find in the reception area. Those went into the core after Braxton. 
 
    “You go back to the party first,” Scarn told Turtle. “It will look less suspicious if we don’t show up together.” 
 
    Turtle entered the slip-space lift and vanished. Scarn didn’t follow him right away and worried while he waited—wondering if they’d disabled all the recording devices. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    When Scarn got back to the party, he tried to steady his breathing. He’d been gone for over an hour, but when he checked the time, he was surprised it had only been twenty-eight minutes. 
 
    Turtle was soon at the bar. He’d ordered himself a drink. Scarn joined him. 
 
    “Is anyone else acting weird?” Scarn asked him. 
 
    “Just us. If we got drunk and vomited, no one would remember we were missing after that.” 
 
    “There must be an easier way,” Scarn said, but they both began to put away narco drinks like they were serious about it. 
 
    Turtle downed his third and waited for his lungs to clear of the fumes. “I’ve been hearing rumors,” he said when he could talk, “that maybe a third of the levels have one or more quarantined sections—what they label as construction areas or hazardous clean-up zones. You don’t think this party was planned as a distraction, do you?” 
 
    “If it was, it’s working.” 
 
    The bartender spoke up. He was one of those irritating synths with a sunny, humorous personality. “Happy talk is the best talk!” 
 
    Scarn turned to stare into the synth and the guy soon had business elsewhere. 
 
    “You done your handshake with the captain yet?” Turtle asked. 
 
    “Not yet. I’m waiting for these drugs to desensitize my gag reflex.” Scarn was staring at Neva Savvan again. 
 
    “Scarn, I have a big favor to ask, and I know you won’t want to do it, but it’s important.” 
 
    “Another fucking favor?” Scarn said this in a hiss. “You’re straining the friendship, Turtle.”  
 
    “Listen, when you meet the captain for a handshake—” 
 
    Scarn looked at him. “You want me to talk to him about something? Why can’t you do it?” 
 
    “Because you’re the smart one. Everyone knows it.” 
 
    Scarn shook his head. 
 
    Turtle stepped closer and spoke urgently. “The aliens are picking us off, Scarn. We know it because we’ve seen it up close. Braxton was one of them, no matter what you think. They’re doing to us what we’re doing to them with the same messed-up result. You’ve heard the rumors about off-limits areas on Tarassis...” 
 
    One corner of Scarn’s mouth squinched up, and his eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Scarn, come on,” Turtle pressed him. He gripped Scarn’s arm and squeezed. It was painful, but Scarn showed no reaction. “Just two sentences, Scarn. Tell him we know it isn’t some strange radiation or stress. We know aliens are infiltrating Tarassis and he can do something about it. We both know that the person in charge usually doesn’t know the ugliest details.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the tyrant master of our miserable little world. Don’t make me think you’re impaired. He knows what’s up on his ship.” 
 
    “Just tell him. If he already knows, fine. All those so-called construction zones are quarantined areas—we’re losing people. If he already knows about it, all you did was waste your breath. Just blurt it out, give him the information—it should only take three or four seconds.” 
 
    Scarn thought about it. “Sure,” he said at last. “Why not? What could go wrong with trying to do the right thing?” 
 
    Scarn stared into the near edge of the happy partiers where Neva Savvan now gazed back at Scarn. She gave him a half-smile. Perhaps she was glad he’d showed up. 
 
    “You two have a lot of god damned nerve,” Turtle said. “And I thought I was crazy. She is beautiful though.” Turtle took another look at Scarn.  
 
    “He’s had four of those,” the barman said from behind them. “Four komodos.” 
 
    “Focus, Scarn. You’re drifting. She’s a guest originally, you know. From one of the richest suites.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that,” he said after a moment. “Her parents must have freaked when she went crew.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t make any difference to you, does it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Turtle leaned closer to Scarn. “You know what I find psychopathic here? She’s your direct supervisor’s spouse and the mistress of the captain, but she’s making eyes at you. Even worse, you’re thinking about how to do something about it. Two seconds of sanity, Scarn—that’s all it would take for you to see it. ” 
 
    Scarn pushed himself away from the bar. “I’ll go speak to Stattor,” he said. 
 
    “Tell him we’re being invaded. Do it before you puke.” 
 
    Scarn’s mind was floating, just a little. He drifted into the party-goers, and they closed around him like a school of minnows in an algae tank.  
 
    Everyone’s face was slightly distorted, rodent-looking. It had to be an effect from the komodos.  
 
    When Neva saw him leave the bar, she moved to intersect his path in the anonymous middle of the crowd.  
 
    Amid all the others, his gaze fixed on her strangely blue eyes. She was finally close, within easy reach. The tips of her hidden breasts touched his chest. She was as tall as he was and, inches away, her eyes looked into his. 
 
    “I don’t understand this,” she whispered. “I hardly know who you are.” 
 
    Neva put her fingers at her neckline and pulled the spider-mesh down an inch to show him the implant he knew would be there. 
 
    “I’m a guest. From the highest house. I shouldn’t be reacting to a breather.” 
 
    The implant allowed her kind to regulate her rationality, anything from ice queen to raver. Lots of rich guest girls had them. They liked to be in control when they went out of control. 
 
    In the crowd, no one could see below waist-level. Scarn’s hand moved forward to take hers.  
 
    “Why do you touch me?” she asked. Her words sounded more like an audible thought than a question. Her fingers pressed into his palm. “Why do you stare at me?” Her dark hair wavered around her face. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    Scarn saw a trace of fear in her eyes. He felt lost in his own desire and wasn’t able to imagine how they might look to others.  
 
    Around them, party-goers began clapping. Over Neva’s shoulder he saw the grinning, sweating Stattor. The man had paused for applause and was now looking their way.  
 
    Perhaps Stattor had said something interesting to the upper-deckers about a new mineral discovery in the mines, or a planet that might support human life. Scarn knew he should clap, and he almost remembered the mission Turtle had sent him on—but he didn’t care right now.  
 
    Only the woman inches in front of him was entirely real to him now. She was real down to the desire he smelled in her blood. It was so strong he could sense it in the nervous energy that radiated from her hand into his. 
 
    Her lips barely moved when she spoke. “Take me away. I want us to be alone.” 
 
    Scarn’s eyes scanned the room—he was in the middle of a crowd. Could he actually hope to sneak out, let alone with this exceptional woman? 
 
    The answer was immediate and obvious—it was impossible.  
 
    It was one thing for a pair of cleaned-up breathers to come and go. They weren’t important. They were barely tolerated.  
 
    But there were people watching Neva. Any high-level guest had a security detail that would note her every move. Dallen, her husband, had only to look in their direction. Stattor as well was probably monitoring his mistress’ location.  
 
    Scarn’s rational mind, despite four powerful drinks, told him that seeing her alone was impossible. 
 
    But he kept looking around, searching for a way, any way, they could get away with it. 
 
    A commotion broke out near the front entrance. A tall man was having a seizure. He hunched his shoulders high behind his neck and held his arms and hands in front of him like a scurrying rodent. 
 
    Several women shrieked and ran to the far corners with their men following close behind. 
 
    The stricken guest took a dozen tight, creepy steps one way and then spun around. He quick-stepped back the way he’d come.  
 
    Fearing a likelihood of contagion, people flowed along the walls like a fluid, staying as far away from him as they could get. 
 
    It was just a stress reaction... no, it was a viral infection... no, it was a pseudo-psychosis...  
 
    Or maybe Turtle was right.  
 
    Scarn had discounted the rumors he’d heard. People claimed that in random sectors at first two or three people would zerk out. Then small groups would go mad, and then, the story always finished, so many people had been affected that Security came and sealed off the entire area and called it a construction zone. The rumor had seemed too extreme to be credible. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    A security team advanced through the room of partiers. They were the captain’s men, and at the moment they were all out of smiles.  
 
    They subdued the tall man savagely. He fell to the floor and was stormed with booted feet, slamming into his back and midsection until he went limp. 
 
    Scarn had never let go of Neva’s hand. He hadn’t even considered doing so. He took the opportunity of the confusion and focus on the madman to move his body closer to hers and then against her as he stared into her eyes.  
 
    He wanted to remember the curve of her cheek and the dark chaos of her hair. He wanted to brand her image onto his memory. He didn’t care who saw his lips touching hers.... 
 
    Turtle bumped into them, whispering so loudly into Scarn’s ear that his breath was like a blast of steam. “Are you crazy? Captain’s coming!” 
 
    Turtle jammed his thick body between Neva and Scarn. 
 
    Scarn felt a burst of outrage that anyone would interrupt them, but after five seconds, he had raked together enough discretion to look around and appear interested in the madman again, who was being dragged toward the lifts by his backward bent arms. They looked dislocated. 
 
    Neva had faded away. She’d vanished into the crowd the moment their hands and lips had parted.  
 
    Captain Stattor approached in his motorized throne. At his side was the black-haired, bearded Commander Dallen who waved his willowy hands, while he stooped and his receding chin busily chattered in the captain’s ear.  
 
    The fat man’s sweating face showed humble happiness, the only emotion he ever displayed in public. Mushroom farming production up five percent? Intense humble happiness. If someone told him that Level 12 had blown out with massive casualties, he would invent soft-brained homilies about honor and patriotism to go with his standard humbly happy expression.  
 
    “We will celebrate their honor. Our thoughts and prayers will be with them,” or, with abrupt simplicity, “We’ll look into it.” That was the easiest lie of all. 
 
    As Stattor and Dallen headed directly toward him, Dallen continued to ferociously explain something to Stattor. Perhaps he was detailing Scarn’s previous destruction of UT equipment, or one of them had spotted him pawing Neva. It was hard to say which crime he was about to be accused of. 
 
    “...control,” Commander Dallen was saying to the Captain. “...it’s the essence of human destiny. We—” Dallen looked up and took half a dozen seconds to register that the someone in front of them was the person he had put on two weeks’ forced leave. 
 
    “Good evening,” Scarn said, and he introduced himself to Stattor by name. He reached forward and did the obligatory touching of his flesh. Close up, he noted that the captain’s face showed traces of great discomfort. 
 
    “Ah, Mr. Scarn,” Captain Stattor said. His voice was reedy, constricted-sounding, as though the fat in his neck pressed heavily on his larynx. “You showed so much promise. But I hear that you’ve damaged some of our finest equipment.” The eyes in his sweat-beaded face squinted even more. “You mustn’t do that.” 
 
    Commander Dallen leaned forward. “You could lose more than your temper, Scarn. Control. That’s what sets us aside from trashlife. You saw that fool of a guest tonight. He lacked control. When we direct ourselves, we direct our destiny.” 
 
    Puerile statements of the obvious annoyed Scarn, but he forced a smile. “You should write that down. But we psychonauts could direct our destinies better if UT didn’t use third rate replacement parts. Those machines I disabled could have killed the next psychonaut that used them. Turtle and three psychonauts in my section got flashed because their repaired—repeat: repaired— retrieval systems were defective. Counting the one I was using, that makes five units that I know about. Somehow, I lived.” 
 
    “That must’ve been an accident,” Dallen said smoothly. 
 
    “Who makes these parts?” Scarn asked Stattor, overstepping all kinds of boundaries. “Slaves on their lunch breaks?” 
 
    The fat man’s wonderfully humble expression was starting to look more like grimacing endurance, but his shoulders jiggled in private mirth. 
 
    Commander Dallen radiated slick disgust. “Don’t forget your manners and talk yourself into an unpleasantness,” he said. “You’re acting disturbed, Scarn. Perhaps an examination is in order.” 
 
    “I am disturbed, as we all will be when we start finding defective replacement parts in the life-support system.” That fourth Komodo had given Scarn a suicidal impulse to say what was on his mind. 
 
    “We wouldn’t allow that to happen,” Stattor was saying in his constricted wheeze. “No, no, no. Heavens, Mr. Scarn. You don’t seem to be enjoying the celebration! You have such... serious concerns.” 
 
    “It’s one of my many afflictions,” Scarn said, trying to check his impulses. “Every time defective equipment tries to kill me, or I get caught up in the middle of a parasitic invasion, I have trouble dancing the night away. I get nervous about it. It’s a personal short-coming.” 
 
    “Invasion?” Stattor asked, turning to Dallen. “By parasites? Who’s being invaded?” 
 
    “Those sealed-off sectors throughout Tarassis,” Scarn answered. “You know, sir, the places allegedly undergoing repair or renovation. I have it on good authority that those are quarantined areas, filled with damaged crew. Isn’t that right? As captain, you should know. Is anyone else alarmed by this? Or was it all explained away in a memo I didn’t get? That poor fellow your security detail just stomped and dragged away—he’s not headed for the infirmary. He’s going straight to quarantine.” 
 
    “Quarantined sectors?” Captain Stattor demanded. He still looked baffled and amused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, my good man.” 
 
    Right then, Scarn saw how easily the man could lie. Of course he knew about it. It was his ship. How could he not know? 
 
    And Commander Dallen? He looked blankly at Stattor and shrugged to indicate his lack of knowledge. He lied almost as well as his captain. 
 
    “A parasitic invasion?” Dallen asked dismissively. “You’re drinking komodos tonight, aren’t you?” With his fingers, he made a bursting gesture at his forehead, to indicate what he thought of Scarn’s accusations. 
 
    “Komodos?” Stattor wheezed. “Is that a good drink?” 
 
    “Mildly hallucinatory,” Dallen explained. “It also increases paranoia and decreases inhibitions. They’re often abused by insecure people who feel they’ve lost control of their lives.” 
 
    Against inexhaustible ignorance, there was no defense. Scarn was just another cranky psychonaut projecting the enemies inside his head onto the world. 
 
    “Now, Scarn,” Dallen said, sternly. “I’ll give you thirty seconds to tell us what you know about this alleged ‘parasitic invasion,’ as opposed to what came to you as revelation.” 
 
    Stattor seemed interested, in a joyful yet humble manner. 
 
    “You saw the man over by the door,” Scarn said. “Who hasn’t seen that kind of thing? They’re doing to us what we’re doing to them, and Turtle can pinpoint the source of the invasion.” 
 
    “Invasion?” Stattor said through his fat-rolled lips. He waved his little arms. “Does he mean the pseudo-psychosis?” 
 
    “I believe so, Captain. It’s the stress of the work—the very nature of the work. Sometimes, for reasons unknown, their minds come back a bit confused. It’s usually temporary.” 
 
    As Dallen spoke, Scarn noticed for the first time that the man had no eyelashes. That, when added to his receding chin, made his head look snake-like. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Stattor said, “regardless of the nobility of the cause, a few good people are lost.” His chest rumbled, and he cleared his throat, never breaking his humble grin. “But this colony is all family, Mr. Scarn. Remember that. All one big family.” 
 
    “Some families eat their young,” Scarn said and was amazed at the pointlessness of his risk. The captain, however, seemed to think it amusing. When he chuckled, different parts of his body shook at different frequencies. 
 
    Scarn looked at him. Captain Stattor’s clothes seemed to become transparent, and Scarn saw him as he would see him naked. It was more of a larval look than that of a human. He saw Stattor with nubs for arms, a tiny head and even tinier eyes. 
 
    “Scarn,” Dallen was saying briskly, “how many of those have you had? What’re you seeing? Strange animals? What do I look like?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t let you babysit anything you could eat.” 
 
    Stattor sputtered and laughed out loud. Sweat was now rolling off his chins and soaking into his shirt. “Let me try one of those komodos! A double!” He moved himself toward the bar on his broad humming chair. 
 
    Dallen clasped his hands behind his back and smiled pleasantly. “I know Stattor pretty well,” he told Scarn, “and now he knows you. To your misfortune, I imagine. Enjoy your evening.” 
 
    Dallen walked off, following after the Captain. 
 
    Scarn stood there, slowly enveloped by the milling crowd. He wondered if he should be horrified at what he’d said.  
 
    He’d blurted out a dozen doom-laden sentences in front of his boss and his captain. His heart pounded everywhere in his body. When Stattor awakened in the morning, he would certainly remember the comment about families eating their young. Scarn’s name would go on some list along with other auxiliary fuels to be fed into the core—if he wasn’t already there for wrecking UT equipment. 
 
    It was just like when he’d destroyed the probe units. Just like when he laid eyes on Neva Savvan. His rational mind had emptied, and he’d been victimized by his own chemistry.  
 
    Some part of him wondered if Dallen had it right about control. Control was the thing that separated guests and crew from breathers. At times, he and Turtle seemed to have very little of it 
 
    He wondered then if maybe he himself was dealing with some kind of possession... maybe some kind of lightweight version of it? 
 
    What he needed most at the moment was to get out of the press of bodies. He wanted to hear some silence, to get a deep breath, to reorient. 
 
    Passing the elevators, he reached an outer chamber near the hull. It was softly lit, carpeted and, because of Stattor’s presence, there was not a speck of dust anywhere.  
 
    As he made his way to the nearest observation lounge, he passed only two other couples, but they were too involved with each other to notice him.  
 
    Lounges were situated on the outer edges of Tarassis, and as he approached, he could feel the artificial gravity subtly shift under his feet.  
 
    In the lounge itself, through the transparent bubble overhead, he could see the rocky, sensor-covered surface of the great ship as it curved gently away. Beyond that very near horizon, the frozen turbulence of the galactic core was spread against blackness. A million suns as sharp as pin points surrounded the ship.  
 
    Somewhere out there spun a planet full of aliens who apparently knew of the adventurous humans aboard Tarassis. They were gradually coming aboard, driving the humans mad, but no one in charge seemed to be willing to take the matter seriously. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY 
 
      
 
    For several long moments, Scarn thought he was alone—but there was one other person in the lounge, seated in darkness against the far wall. Scarn went to the farthest-away formchair and dropped into it. 
 
    As it massaged and comforted him, he stared into the stars and re-imagined his infinite insignificance. Reduced, he would be two cups of dust, and a million years after his death, these millions of stars would look almost the same. Other species would look at the galaxy, as he was looking now, and feel the same insignificance anew. 
 
    And if those alien species were anything like Scarn, this wouldn’t make them cringe or recoil into hopelessness. Scarn’s guts firmed up and his attitude reformed itself: There were only two cups of dust at stake. So, stomp the accelerator. Get wherever faster. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    He had closed his eyes for a moment, but from the voice he knew who he would see when he opened them. 
 
    Neva Savvan’s hair flared around her face, and even in the dimness, he could see her eyes, the color of frozen atmospheres.  
 
    Scarn stood up and faced her, closely. “I said some things to Stattor that your husband thinks I’ll probably have to answer for. I needed to get away before I did myself any more damage.” 
 
    “My husband says a lot of things he doesn’t mean. He also says a lot of things that don’t mean anything.” 
 
    Scarn’s fingers touched her hand. At the contact, he felt something shift inside his head. It was as though some kind of field swept through and seized him. 
 
    “I heard there was trouble at medical,” she said softly. “Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    Scarn’s state of mind shifted again. Could she be spying on him? He didn’t know much about her, after all.  
 
    He moved to pull his hand away, but Neva held on. He let her, and their hands stayed clasped. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m not security. I’m not even crew, not really.” 
 
    “But you work on the bridge.” 
 
    “I do, but I don’t love it—and I don’t love him.” 
 
    Scarn wasn’t sure which “him” she was talking about. Her husband, the delightful Commander Dallen, or the piggish captain himself. He supposed it didn’t matter. It was difficult to imagine any woman loving either of them. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “Let’s talk about something else.” 
 
    With the Milky Way as a background, her eyes stared into him, past surfaces, through him to the part that wanted her as much as she wanted him. His arms wrapped her against him. Her muscles, bones and skin moved under his hands. She played through his nerves, making him want to feed on her, to possess her, even if he lost himself. 
 
    Neva pulled her mouth away from his. “I don’t understand,” she said. “I never feel like this.” 
 
    Then she kissed him again, and his hands moved to her hips. He held her against him. He had the same thoughts himself, but nothing cautioned him to resist his impulses, to slow down or to think twice... he wanted this woman, he desired her, he wanted to inhale her smell, be enclosed in her skin and live in her eyes. 
 
    “Commander Dallen is looking for Ms. Savvan,” said a deep voice from the lounge doorway, “if she’s here…” 
 
    Scarn felt her shudder, neither of them spoke. 
 
    After a few moments of lingering, the person in the doorway cleared his throat and left. 
 
    “I know that guard,” Neva said. “He’ll be discreet.”  
 
    Scarn wasn’t so sure, but he forced a smile. “I want to see you again,” he said. “Anywhere, any time.” 
 
    “I can’t—” She started to pull away, but stopped. “No, I can. Deck thirty-nine, violet sector, in the bar. Eight tomorrow evening.” She looked deliberately into his eyes but was starting to move away. “I can’t understand any of this.” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    The door irised open for her, and she hurried away. When the door closed, Scarn stood alone in the middle of the lounge. He put his hands flat on the middle of his chest. In the fabric of his clothes he felt the lingering warmth from the heat of her body. 
 
    Half an hour later, when he stepped into his quarters, his bot spoke up. “One call, 11:25 PM.” 
 
    Scarn rubbed his face as he walked over to the food dispenser. He punched in the code for a mild relaxant and watched the cloudy liquid jet into a small glass. His face ached, and he felt burned out. 
 
    The evening had been a bad dream with an erotic ending—an ending which itself promised even greater catastrophe in the future. When he’d gotten up that morning, his burden had been the public humiliation of a trashlife winner getting two weeks’ enforced leave for vandalism—but now that was a joke.  
 
    He’d spoken truth to power, fondled a woman who wasn’t his, and embarrassed powerful men in public. At this point, he figured he had about as much future as a lab rat. 
 
    He dropped into his formchair. He let it cuddle and massage him and took a moment to enjoy the minty relaxant as it slid down his throat.  
 
    “Return call,” he told the bot when he was ready. 
 
    Colors and shapes sputtered through the spectrum and then swirled into a live image of Turtle, seated in his own quarters. He leaned forward. “Scarn, you’re back earlier than I thought. How’d it go? You talk to Stattor?” 
 
    “Yeah, I talked to him.” He rubbed his face again. “I told him the replacement parts we were getting were no good. He said we were all one family, and they would never use third-rate parts on us. Never. How dare me?” 
 
    “And? The other business?” 
 
    “I also told him there was evidence for an alien invasion, the seizures.” 
 
    “And? C’mon, Scarn. What’d he say?” 
 
    “He wanted to know what I was drinking. He and Dallen claimed to know nothing about any of it.” 
 
    “Those people are just skin-bags. I guess you did your best.” 
 
    “Maybe not… I don’t know. When Stattor said we were family, I said some families ate their young.” 
 
    Turtle winced. 
 
    “By tomorrow,” Scarn admitted, “I’ll probably be electricity. What about Iris? Did she show up? Did you dance the night away?” 
 
    “No,” Turtle said. “I never saw her. I asked a few people, but they looked at me like I was embarrassing them.” 
 
    “You probably were. Above-decks, you and I are as welcome as two farts in an elevator.” 
 
    “I just hope that when I get possessed I have a welder in my hands. Scarn, I did some checking with other people and I did the math. Like you do sometimes. At the current rate of seizures and disappearances, the last normal human being should find himself surrounded by a few hundred creeping freaks in about three weeks.” 
 
    “Disappearances? I’ve heard about transfers—” 
 
    “I have a friend who pilfers data for pocket money. All those psychonauts, and the first-line technicians you hear about who get transferred, you remember them?” 
 
    “Sure. But who cares about missing breathers?” 
 
    “Right, no one pays much attention. Well, when this guy I talked to checked the transfer manifests, guess what? They weren’t there. They’re either quarantined somewhere on the ship, or they’re providing heat, light and comfort for the rest of us.” 
 
    Scarn had laced his fingers into a tight knot in his lap. “UT is disposing of its defective software? Turtle, this invasion thing, how sure are you about it? Ninety percent? Ninety-nine?” 
 
    “I was there, on the planet the aliens want to evacuate. Their operators are probably as skilled as ours, but I told the one I was with that on our end it wasn’t going well. I told it that they were screwing up the alignment and our people were going mad.” 
 
    “And the response was?” 
 
    “He shut down. Kind of a ‘No comment.’” 
 
    “What would happen,” Scarn asked, “if they got it right? Would we be able to look at a human being and tell if there’s a parasite in there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know if anyone knows.” 
 
    Scarn thought about Braxton. And the tall guy freaking out at the party. Even Lonna had been acting strangely. Could a psychonaut, alien or not, inhabit a synth? He figured it was possible. They were powered by batteries instead of digestive chemistry, but their tank-grown brains were organic. 
 
    “So…” he said, feeling himself starting to believe “we have aliens trying to crawl into our heads, and when it goes bad, Stattor makes us disappear into a quarantined area.” 
 
    “There must be crews doing the dirty work and the captain has to know about it.” 
 
    “One easy solution,” Scarn said, “would be to change the course of Tarassis.” 
 
    “Why would that do anything?” 
 
    “We’re moving at very high speeds. All these planets we probe—they’re crawling around their stars in predictable locations. Tarassis is predictable too, as long as we keep flying in a straight line. But if we changed course, I’ll bet they can’t find us.” 
 
    Turtle shrugged his big shoulders. “I guess we could talk to Commander Dallen. I know this course is locked in, and United Tarassis would lose time to their next presumed planetfall, but they can always shift the course back in line later.” 
 
    “Dallen would never listen to me. He wants to see me in the core.” 
 
    “Then get his wife, Neva, to talk to him. You could do that. She’s a navigator anyway. She could plot the course change.” 
 
    Scarn shifted in his formchair. Somehow, it wasn’t as comfortable as it had been a moment before. “I don’t want to use her like that. It would be—” 
 
    “Screw nobility, Scarn. Our position isn’t good.” Turtle looked grim. “When this thing hits—whatever the aliens have planned—it will hit her, too.” 
 
    Scarn closed his eyes. “Right. All right. I’ll talk to her.” 
 
    “Good. You look like shit. Get some rest.” Turtle’s image faded from the air. 
 
    Scarn stretched out, held it a moment, and then relaxed. The formchair followed his motions and selectively massaged the best places in his back and neck. 
 
    Once he settled his thoughts, Neva’s blue-violet eyes swelled out of his memory. The vision wrapped him in the comfort of unconsciousness. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The lounge in the violet sector of deck thirty-nine was a replica of an old Earth bar, with its name, Molokai, spelled in faux driftwood over the wide doorway. 
 
    Inside, fish nets and imitation starfish hung from the ceiling. Murals on the walls showed the empty beaches of Waikiki, back in the oldest of days, with the ocean and sky separated by a thin white line of distant surf. In the enclosed booths, darkness hovered near the single wax candles on each of the tables. 
 
    Scarn thought he would sit at the bar till his eyes adjusted, but a hand extended from one of the booths and touched his arm as he walked past. 
 
    A man’s voice spoke. “Sit here.”  
 
    When Scarn looked, it took a second for the connection to be made: It was Commander Dallen looking up from the booth.  
 
    “Sit,” Dallen repeated. “I’m sure you’re surprised.” 
 
    Scarn turned away and began to walk out. 
 
    Dallen called after him. “Neva won’t be coming. You really need to talk to me if you want to keep breathing—breather.” 
 
    Scarn froze. After a moment’s indecision, he did a U-turn and slid into the booth opposite Dallen.  
 
    In ten seconds time he’d gone from high anticipation to dread. It was the repeated story of his life.  
 
    The bartender slid two tall pale green drinks in front of them. “Compliments of the house,” he said and left. 
 
    Scarn’s opening play was to stare. He offered Dallen nothing. 
 
    “Depending on how this conversation goes,” Commander Dallen said, “I’m either sending you into the core, or back below-decks. Are you listening now?” 
 
    “Talk.” 
 
    “Better. All right, let’s review the situation. You’re here to seduce my wife. Understandable, but unacceptable. More importantly, you and your ape-friend murdered Ensign Braxton down in medical.” 
 
    Scarn gave him no hint of expression. You had to know how to stonewall in order to keep breathing below-decks. 
 
    Reviewing his cards, he decided to bluff. 
 
    “Braxton?” he asked. “He’s not dead. He’s just been flashed. He’ll get over it. Lots of people get flashed. It happened to Turtle.” 
 
    Dallen lifted a hand and shook his head smugly. “Let’s not talk bullshit. I know what you two did to him.” 
 
    Scarn didn’t believe him. He figured that Dallen suspected the truth, but if this man really had evidence, he’d have already arrested Scarn and Turtle. They’d both be feeding the core. No, he was fishing.  
 
    Two could do that. 
 
    Scarn put on a look of concern. “Are you saying something else happened to Braxton?” 
 
    “As if you don’t know, yes. He’s dead. He’s been shot into the core, by the evidence we managed to pick up.” 
 
    Scarn leaned back as if shocked. “So some official did it, right? I don’t have access to the core.” 
 
    Commander Dallen frowned. Was that self-doubt? His smugness was definitely cracking. 
 
    “You’re not getting it,” Dallen said. “Someone killed him somehow, then fired him down a chute in the morgue into the core.” 
 
    “What an awful mistake…” Scarn said. “I mean, if he wasn’t dead, just zerked…” Scarn was studying the table, shaking his head and looking troubled.  
 
    “All right then, where did you go for an hour in the middle of the party?” 
 
    Scarn shifted his shoulders. He tried to look guilty. “Well… you said earlier I had other things on my mind. It was those strong drinks. You can’t get narco below-decks, you know.” 
 
    Commander Dallen was frowning at him now. He wasn’t sure. Scarn wanted him right there, full of self-doubt. 
 
    “You’re saying you were trying to meet with my wife?” 
 
    Scarn shrugged and studied his hands, which fidgeted with one another. “I thought she might follow me. She didn’t.” 
 
    Commander Dallen sighed and sat back in his seat. It creaked under his weight. “You win the jackpot: A trip back below-decks,” he said. “Pack your bags, trashlife.” 
 
    Scarn’s eyes came up again. There was a new look in them. A predatory one. “I get it,” he said. “Braxton needed to go, and you needed a scapegoat. Did you actually think you could use me for that?” 
 
    It was Dallen’s turn to look surprised. “What?” 
 
    “You heard me.” Scarn took a moment to sip his drink and let Dallen simmer. “Braxton told me all about your wife and the captain. About how it ate at you. About how crazy you were for revenge.” 
 
    Alarm entered Dallen’s face. “That’s bullshit! You’re going down a dangerous path.” 
 
    Scarn threw his hands wide. “Honesty is the best policy, sir,” he said. “I think you should come clean with the captain. He’ll understand. It’s only natural that a man—” 
 
    “Shut up!” Dallen was on his feet. “You shut your mouth, or—” 
 
    “Or you’ll put me down a chute? Just as you’ve been threatening since you got here? Just as you did to Braxton?” 
 
    Dallen froze. He looked around slowly. A few other eyes were on him. Maybe they’d heard something. 
 
    “The captain will hear of this, Commander Dallen,” Scarn said loudly. 
 
    Dallen slid back into the booth.  
 
    “You shut the fuck up,” he said, breathing hard. “That’s an order.” 
 
    They stared at one another for perhaps ten seconds. At last, Dallen nodded.  
 
    “All right. All right. I want to apologize for implying any kind of threat tonight, or last night. It was rude and unprofessional.” 
 
    Scarn listened. He nodded. 
 
    Dallen cleared his throat. “Well, since we have established that you’ve tried to seduce my wife, I’m putting you on enforced leave. I know how much better you would feel if you could get back at me by screwing my spouse. The way to a man’s heart is through his woman’s belly, mm?” He smiled.  
 
    Scarn felt a bit sick to see that smile. These upper-deck types traded women around to one-up each other. At least a below-deck man knew enough to treat a woman like a partner—if he really cared about her. 
 
    “So I’ll tell you what,” Dallen continued, “I’m giving you permission. I don’t really care. Our marriage is an arrangement of convenience. We haven’t had sex for the last year. Whatever you can get her to do, feel free—because I don’t care. As long as you don’t spread any lies to the captain, I’ll do nothing.” 
 
    “Sounds very fair,” Scarn admitted. 
 
    “All right then. You know anything else that I should know?” 
 
    “I believe this alien invasion is real. Turtle had contact with—” 
 
    “Absurd. We’re having a rash of zerks, sure. We did arrange for some cheap equipment from Lt. Gomax. That much is true, I admit. It was a mistake.” 
 
    “The kind of mistake that gets a man converted into electrons?”  
 
    Dallen pursed his lips. “Your insolence doesn’t affect me, Mr. Scarn. I am the master of my emotions, not a slave to my hormones, as you’ve witnessed. You’re operating on emotion, on revenge, although you could never admit it, even to yourself.” 
 
    “I’m operating on emotion, yes—but on frustration, not on revenge, Dallen. Look—” Scarn tried to mask his anger for a moment, because his rational mind knew there was something more important. “Look, just take an objective moment: I’ve heard that a third of the decks have quarantined areas on them. You must know something about that. Is there a precedent for this? Doesn’t this tell you that something is seriously wrong on Tarassis?” 
 
    “Still having your Komodo hallucinations? I know of no quarantined areas. Sections are always being closed off for maintenance or repurposing—is that part of your conspiracy? I’m uninterested, and I’m done here. Regarding Neva, do with her as you will.” He started to leave. 
 
    “I’m not talking about Neva,” Scarn said. “This pseudo-psychosis thing is a lie, just like the viral or the stress explanations were. Why are you and Stattor acting like there’s nothing unusual going on? This place is coming apart.” 
 
    Dallen opened his hands, palms up. “To show you I have no hostile feelings, I’ll tell you this: She likes variety. She was raised in a suite, you know. She’s not just your typical guest-class. If she’s not looking at you like you’re a bug, she’ll wring you out like a rag.” 
 
    Scarn was beginning to be amazed by the man.  
 
    “Dallen, try to listen to me. Don’t interpret, don’t look for a message behind the message. Listen: There’s an invasion happening, and we’re on the verge of being overwhelmed by alien parasites. These zerked out people are getting some kind of personality mismatch. A quick solution to stop the possessions would be to change the ship’s course. You know it’s—” 
 
    “She likes to have the lights off. She likes the surprise of not knowing what’s next.” 
 
    Scarn felt like the top of his head was going to blow off. He had to leave, to get away from this idiot before he did something else stupid. 
 
    He slid out of the booth, and Dallen did the same. They stood face-to-face, close enough that Dallen’s breath washed over Scarn’s face when he spoke. 
 
    “Pay attention to her neck.” He reached over. “Touch her right about—” 
 
    “Don’t touch,” Scarn said. 
 
    “—here,” Dallen said and pinched up of fold of Scarn’s neck. 
 
    Scarn slammed a fist into Dallen’s gut. The commander folded forward automatically. 
 
    Dallen’s sharp “Uhk—!” was cut off when his face hit the top of Scarn’s knee. His nose made a wet snap. His knees buckled, and he collapsed on top of himself. 
 
    “I saw the whole thing,” a man’s voice said. “If he gives you any trouble…” 
 
    Scarn looked around and saw his audience, four or five people at a table, staring his way. 
 
    “You warned him,” a man said. “He got handsy.” 
 
    “He asked for it,” said another. “You can’t pull that shit with a below-deck man. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    Several other people nodded and agreed. He realized they must have recognized him from the reality show he’d starred in. They were crew, and this was a crew bar, but they weren’t officers. They were rougher types that ran the equipment in the guts of Tarassis. The kind of machinery that kept the ship functioning. Realists, in other words. 
 
    Scarn said thanks and got out. His clothes were damp inside, and he was feeling vomity. Part of him had wanted to stomp Dallen to death—but he kept that thought at bay. In the moment, he’d had to restrain himself... with difficulty.  
 
    Knowing how close he’d come to killing someone again troubled him. He was a below-decks man, sure. But he wasn’t an animal. 
 
    Scarn wondered at his own actions lately. He had been acting on sheer emotion, especially with Neva. Was he coming apart? Losing self-control, just like Dallen said he was? 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    On his way back to his quarters, Scarn sorted through the ugly possibilities. Was there something about Neva that was screwing his life sideways and making him unpredictable even to himself? Maybe he was already “successfully” possessed by some alien. Or was this savage behavior just part of the inner human that was released in a man who grew up below-decks? 
 
    Once inside his quarters, he punched in the code for ten milligrams of Aggress-arrest, waited for the last drop to fall from the spigot, and swallowed it in a gulp. 
 
    At that point it registered that his bot’s message tone was subtly alerting him to an incoming call—Neva was trying to reach him. 
 
    “Yes?” he said to the machine. 
 
    Colors flickered in midair, and she appeared. She was speaking to him from a public place. “I’m sorry I missed our meeting. I’m not far from you. I can be at your quarters in five minutes.” 
 
    Regardless of all that had just happened, he only paused for two seconds. “Do that.” 
 
    So much for self-preservation. 
 
    He picked up clutter for a minute and then answered the door.  
 
    As tall as he, her pale eyes fixed on his. “I’m sorry. Just as I was leaving to see you, a call came in wanting me to verify some data I had processed last week. It was a mis-call, something Dallen had arranged, but it took me twenty minutes to figure that out. And by then...” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    His face brushed against her face as he held her, as her arms went around him. He was enveloped by the sound of her skin sliding across the fabric of his clothes, by the smell of her hair, and was now consumed by the hot taste of her mouth behind the softness of her lips. 
 
    Then, “I don’t understand this,” she said through her breath. “I’m not supposed—” 
 
    She pulled back enough to pull her neckline down to show him a perfect pair of breasts. They might have been real, or fake. He didn’t care which it was.  
 
    Beside his bed, in the dimmest light, her eyes glittered as her clothes fell to her feet. Scarn met her skin-to-skin and in those next minutes he was only nerves and muscle and blood, as aware of her as he was of himself. There was nothing to understand—he could only be and feel and erupt. 
 
    She clung to him as though saving her life. 
 
    “What,” he whispered as he breathed through her hair, “have you done to me?”  
 
    “You were free of being a human for a few minutes. I know what that’s like.”  
 
    “Maybe we’re possessed,” he said. “When I see you, a lot of circuits get turned off.” 
 
    From his clothes on the floor, a low tone signaled an incoming call. 
 
    Scarn had no intention of answering it till it did a triple chirp, meaning that the message was urgent, and that he was being paged in public places. 
 
    “You have to take that,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said to her. Then he spoke to the bot. “Block my image. Answer.” 
 
    A blob of light ran through the spectrum and then informed him that it was an official communication. 
 
    An officer’s image coalesced, a lieutenant that Scarn didn’t recognize. His nose was hooked, and his nostrils flared when he talked. 
 
    “Psychonaut Scarn, greetings. I hope I’m not interrupting anything important, but this is news I’m sure you’ll welcome. As of this moment, you’re back on duty—alternate duty. Your assignment: Go to Deck 14 and take the alien corpse that was found there down to Deck 21.” 
 
    “We have an alien aboard?” Scarn asked. “I thought—” 
 
    “That’s what it says on the work order. Maybe ‘alien’ is a code word… Anyway, someone was needed to do the job, and your name came up. You want to get back to work?” 
 
    “Of course, yes.” 
 
    “You’re acting as crew now, Scarn,” We want to limit any potential exposure of our guests to this thing, so we want the body transported outside the ship’s hull. You’ll have a shuttle waiting for you at airlock 14C. Deliver the package to 21, ASAP. Simple as that.”  
 
    “Why not transport it using the lifts?” 
 
    A flat-lipped stare greeted his words. “Why don’t you ask them yourself? Why not write a memo? Why not just refuse the job so we can get rid of your ass?” 
 
    “I’m not refusing, Lieutenant,” Scarn said, knowing they could kick him out for that.  
 
    Maybe this was Dallen’s bullshit plan. Give him revolting duties until he balked, then the system would take care of him itself. Scarn would be buried again, with no trace leading back to one Commander Dallen. 
 
    “Good,” the lieutenant said. “By the way, these orders come directly from the captain’s office.” 
 
    They locked eyes. After a moment, the lieutenant’s tight-lipped smile came back. 
 
    “Excellent. You be sure to have a nice day.” The lieutenant’s image evaporated. 
 
    From his side Neva finally spoke up. “Dallen is tricky. Whatever he tells you, there’s twice as much he’s holding back.” She moved herself against him. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Scarn put one arm around her. “I guess I’m going to transport an alien.” 
 
    He pushed her hair aside and kissed her cheek in front of her ear. Then he breathed in her smell. Once more, a rolling turbulence rose in his brain, an electrical storm that blacked out thought, and they took each other again. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-THREE 
 
    
Scarn hurried down the passage toward airlock 14C. Everyone who glanced at him knew he’d just gotten out of bed. He’d taken an ultra-quick shower but was still sweating and felt like his clothes were askew. 
 
    After he passed through an airlock, one of the technicians came alongside and walked him into the loading zone. He was a petty officer. A short man, probably heavier than crew regulations permitted. One eye was somewhat wider than the other, giving him a congenital leer. 
 
    “Mr. Scarn? You’re late, but this shouldn’t take more than ten minutes,” the tech said pleasantly, “one way or the other.” 
 
    Scarn wanted to ask what the crewman was implying, but he knew he’d only get a smart-assed answer. Instead, he followed him to the shuttle. It was a white angular bulb sitting on six complex legs. The hatch made a wet sucking noise as he opened it for Scarn.  
 
    “You know how to fly this thing in the case of an emergency, right?” the tech asked. 
 
    “They trained me when I was nine.” 
 
    The man smirked. “So I guess you weren’t always a breather, huh? You like the upper decks?” 
 
    “I’m loving it up here,” Scarn said. 
 
    The petty officer laughed smugly. “Anyway, don’t be late the next time. We were about to put out an alert on you. I guess this must be some kind of rush job.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. You don’t have a dead alien onboard Tarassis every day.” 
 
    The tech looked startled. “What? What’s this shit about a dead alien?” 
 
    “I was told that was the job. To transport a dead alien to 21.” 
 
    The man looked horrified. His eyes flicked to the transport. “Was the container sterilized? I loaded that thing myself….” He stared into the shuttle and subtly recoiled. “I hate even the idea of an alien,” he mumbled. “I don’t even like synths that much.” 
 
    “Are we ready?” 
 
    The tech’s training kicked in, and he snapped to. “It’s all set to go to 21. Everything’s automatic. Just hang on for the ride. They’ll unload it when you get there, so you won’t even have to get out. Then the module will bring you back here. Step right in.” 
 
    Scarn climbed in. He looked around—everything looked cleaned up and normal. Maybe it would be a routine assignment. 
 
    The seat snugged against him as the technician closed the hatch. Again, it made a sucking noise as it sealed. The safety bolts snapped out around its edge. 
 
    Scarn scanned the console. All the lights were green. The destination was set: AIRLOCK 21A. Everything looked normal enough, but he stayed alert. It didn’t seem likely that Dallen would be so elaborate as to try to kill him in space. Why not just pay a goon to finish him?  
 
    In the module, there was nothing to do now but sit and wait. He would only be needed if something went wrong that the shuttle itself couldn’t fix. 
 
    It jerked once as the hydraulics pushed it into the decompression area. A large hatch lowered and sealed Scarn and the shuttle off from the control area. Two seconds after it bumped shut, the air evacuated and the exterior hatch slid aside. 
 
    He checked the panel again—all green. Excellent. 
 
    The shuttle was then nudged out and away, free of Tarassis. Mini-jets kicked in and eased it into a slow drift toward Level 21. 
 
    Where, Scarn wondered, did this alien come from? He hadn’t heard of any aliens ever being on Tarassis. Behind him lay the sealed carton—a meter and a half long, about forty five centimeters broad and thirty deep. No labels. 
 
    He punched in the code for Airlock 21A to see what they could tell him.  
 
    There was no answer. 
 
    Someone was supposed to be there, to meet him in a few minutes. He repeated the call—same result. 
 
    He called 21B... Nothing. 21C? Zip.  
 
    It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    To make sure the communication modes were operating as they should, he turned on the shuttle’s bot.  
 
    “One moment... One moment... One moment...” And then, “Diagnostics are temporarily inoperative. Consult the latest Zipser-Gomax diagnostics bulletin for this type of equipment.” 
 
    But all the lights were green... A little chill ran over his skin. 
 
    Was he sealed in a defective shuttle that said everything was just fine?  
 
    In the front view, the thick wings of the solar panels flared from the sides of the ship . His orientation allowed him to see into several of the observation pods on the surface of Tarassis. The lounge areas inside were dark and empty, which meant that they had to be in sealed-off areas.  
 
    He checked the controls again, and he was able to maneuver the shuttle a dozen meters closer, to see what, if anything, was visible in there.  
 
    “Tilt right,” he told the shuttle’s bot, seeking a better view. 
 
    It tilted. 
 
    “Move left.” 
 
    It moved closer to the nearest pod. 
 
    “Hold.” 
 
    It continued to move closer. 
 
    “Hold. Hold! Tilt up! Up!” 
 
    It drifted closer to the rocky hull of the great ship. 
 
    His mouth went dry as ashes. He lunged forward and pressed the emergency ALL STOP.  
 
    Nothing changed. He drifted closer. 
 
    The control screen lit up and became active then, and for a second he hoped he might see the congenital leer of the 14C technician—but he didn’t. 
 
    The shuttle’s voice politely announced: “Docking approach initiated. Secure all loose objects.” The screen read DOCKING APPROACH INITIATED.  
 
    But there was no change in the shuttle’s attitude and Scarn was less than halfway to Level 21. Sweat broke out along his hairline. 
 
    He hit the ALL STOP again and turned on the emergency communications. “Malfunction emergency. This is Shuttle 14C, over Level 18. Docking sequence has initiated. Emer—” 
 
    The screen blinked and read DOCKING COMPLETED.  
 
    “Docking com...” The shuttle’s voice was scratchy. It broke up and then cut off. 
 
    As he feared and knew it would be, the next screen read INITIATING DECOMPRESSION PROCEDURE. 
 
    In less than a minute, after the software thought it had performed all its preliminary functions, the safety bolts on the hatch would retract and the interior air pressure would blow out the hatch, along with Scarn’s eardrums and the capillaries in his eyeballs. He’d heard the ugly rumor that his organs would rupture and his brains would squirt out the holes in his skull but was told that these things occurred only some minutes after one was dead and that it was far from dramatic. 
 
    Scarn lunged from the formchair to the utility locker—there was a pressure suit, but it would take at least two minutes to get into it. Below it was a tool chest, an extinguisher, and a telescoping pry bar. 
 
    He heard a pattern of clicks and snaps inside the hatch that told him he had about thirty seconds left. 
 
    The pry bar— 
 
    He grabbed it and pressed it into the central recessed area of the hatch, wedging the ends against opposing safety bolts—in the hope it would keep those two from fully retracting and still hold the hatch in place. 
 
    His sweaty hands slid along the bar as he extended its length. 
 
    Twenty seconds. 
 
    A servo whined inside the bulkhead as something was repositioned. 
 
    Fifteen seconds. 
 
    The pry bar slipped around, refusing to stay in one place, and it looked as flimsy as a twig next to the square heaviness of the hatch bolts. It was never meant to take any kind of force that pressed from one end to the other.... 
 
    Ten seconds. 
 
    Scarn purposely began hyperventilating—in case the bar failed, he’d have an extra thirty seconds before dying. He thought of Neva, her hair and eyes, the way she looked at him, the way he wanted her, and he braced himself with the bar in both hands. 
 
    He kept breathing deeply as he clenched his eyes, hoping to keep his eyeballs from blowing out of his head and if this didn’t work, he hoped he could manage the pain long enough to, maybe, get to the air suit. He tightened his abdominal muscles and everything below that.  
 
    After the eardrums, the guts would give way next. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    He put everything into holding the bar straight, all his power. 
 
    So many things he wished he’d done...  
 
    Five... four... three... 
 
    It dawned on him faster than words: the shuttle also needed power— 
 
    He dropped the pry bar— 
 
    Two... 
 
    —spun to the console, flipped up the panel, saw a lacework of wire and circuit breakers— 
 
    One... 
 
    Scarn slammed down the red handle labeled MAIN. 
 
    The console winked out, the air circulation hushed, and nothing happened.  
 
    He was alone, in silence and darkness. The only sound was of his blood rushing inside his ears. 
 
    Ten seconds later, he let out his breath. It came out with a choking sound. He breathed, and he stood up straight but his muscles were still jittering from the overload of panic. 
 
    Dallen had sent him out to get killed by a fake docking program—and now his “alien” cargo was also suspect. What actually was in there?  
 
    There were no labels on the visible sides of the carton, but when he turned it over it was a virgin, unopened carton with United Tarassis tags identifying it as general plumbing supplies. When he jostled it, it rattled. 
 
    It was junk. A decoy. Once more, he tried to call for help but his call unit didn’t work and neither did the dead unit on the shuttle. He was on his own, cut off. He strongly suspected there would be no rescue ship coming anytime soon. 
 
    Thinking of all those things he wished he had done, Scarn pulled out the pressure suit and climbed into it. When the helmet sealed, with his gloved hand he pressed the suit-scan stud near the neck. A green light on his face place indicated the suit was functioning properly. Dallen must not have thought he would live this long, or he would have sabotaged the suit too. 
 
    Scarn lifted the cover of the breaker panel and hit RESET. 
 
    The hatch instantly blew open, making a hollow-sounding, hissing whoosh. The escaping air gave him a little shove toward the opening. 
 
    He caught the edge of the hatch and pushed himself out to float over the vast rocky surface of Tarassis. He’d never been outside before, never walked the surface. Despite his stressed state, he was able to appreciate the beauty of it. 
 
    In the starlight, there were no colors other than shades of white and gray. Like inorganic growths, clusters of sensors grew across the ship’s seemingly endless hull of scarred rock. 
 
    He passed over Deck 20 and came upon the lounge windows. Once there, he saw three curious faces turned toward him. They were looking upward through the transparent panels, their eyes and mouths looking like dark rips in wadded fabric. 
 
    With the guiding jets in the suit, he moved closer to the windows. The faces stared back, their expressions slowly changing from curiosity to fear. They turned all at once and ran from the area when he got near them. 
 
    Scarn couldn’t guess how the technicians at Airlock 21A might have been told to receive him—if he ever got there—so he decided to enter Deck 20, since here they had probably not received orders to kill or confine him.  
 
    He drifted past the now-empty lounge toward the decompression hatch, thirty or so meters farther along the rim. 
 
    Once he found it, he pulled open a panel and manually disengaged the lock. Through his hands he felt the clunk of the mechanism when it retracted. He then extended the handles and muscled the hatch aside. 
 
    Once inside with the hatch resealed, he backed up to the suit hanger. He fixed himself into it and waited a minute and a half for the signal light to tell him the air pressure was normalized. He clapped his gloved hands together in front of his face to listen for the sound—a sign that there was air—and heard the muffled slap. 
 
    He hit the OPEN stud by the suit hangers and the hatch opened to the interior of Tarassis. Only then did Scarn unseal his helmet and lift it off. The air was heavy, moist, and it stank of skin and clothes that had been sweat-soaked repeatedly until the air was dense with odor. 
 
    He unfastened the front closures of his suit and stepped out of it, noticing as he did so that he was being watched by someone inside the ship. They crept among the shadows, five or six meters distant. 
 
    The figure stood only half-concealed. It stopped moving as if aware of his scrutiny. 
 
     Scarn looked directly at him—then he startled and stepped backward. It was a man, scrawny, long-limbed, probably in his thirties—but he looked much older. 
 
    “I’m psychonaut Scarn. I—” 
 
    The man lurched backward. “Don’t hurt me!” 
 
    “I was in trouble and had to stop here. Why would I hurt you?” 
 
    The man slumped and cringed behind the crossed arms he held in front of his face. “I don’t mean any harm!” he barked, still backing away. “I didn’t do anything!” 
 
    “I didn’t either,” Scarn said. “My shuttle malfunctioned while I—” 
 
    “Scarn! You’re dead!” the man cried, cowering and protecting himself with his arms. “The voice told us! Scarn is dead!” 
 
    “I don’t feel dead, and you can hear me talking.” 
 
    “They said—but you—” The man staggered sideways and let himself drop into an unpowered formchair. He bowed his face to his knees and made hacking sobs into his hands. In bits and pieces, he spoke again. “I don’t know anything anymore. I can’t understand anything anymore, and I can’t tell what I’ll do next.” His back heaved and shuddered. 
 
    Scarn noticed that the man’s clothes were rotting and spotted with filth; his hands, slick with tears and mucus, were scabbed and damaged, as though he had used them as tools. 
 
    Scarn moved away from him to appear less threatening and leaned back against a console. 
 
    “Who told you I was dead?” Scarn asked. 
 
    The man looked up at him, out of sunken red eyes. “The voice. It said you were possessed while you were in the shuttle and killed yourself. Suicide.” 
 
    “That didn’t happen. The shuttle was rigged to kill me.” 
 
    “The voice said you were a hero of United Tarassis, but that you were dead.” 
 
    “The voice was wrong on all counts.”  
 
    Scarn reflected that Commander Dallen had prepared elaborately for this trick. 
 
    “But you could be dead,” the man said. He crawled out of the formchair and stood up. His mouth tightened into a wrinkled slash. “You probably are dead, and you probably aren’t even here. I’m possessed, you know.”  
 
    He came nearer, gliding toward him like liquid while his hands formed into crusty fists. 
 
    “Look at me,” Scarn said. “Look at what’s in front of your face instead of what’s in your head.” 
 
    “Sometimes I see things that aren’t real, and the only way I can tell if they’re real or not is to tear them apart.” His eyes now had the focused look of a predator. “You’re dead,” he said flatly, starting to move on Scarn. “You’re dead and I’m imagining you.” 
 
    When the man drew back his fist, Scarn gave him the heel of his hand, not too hard, in the middle of his forehead—the man was frail and slow—but Scarn needed to refocus the man’s attention. The poor bastard staggered awkwardly away and fell across one of the consoles. 
 
    Casually, with no hostility, Scarn spoke again. “I’m imagining you, and I’m imagining that you’re feeling better. I’m imagining that you want to talk to me, like you used to talk to people when everyone was well. I’m thinking that you’re feeling a little better now.” 
 
    The man’s eyes rolled around the control room like a drunk’s and back to his own feet on the floor. From his pigeon-toed slack-shouldered slump, he nodded.  
 
    “Sit in the chair,” Scarn said. 
 
    Moving like his bones were softening, the man complied. “I hate my mind,” he mumbled. “I hate everything.” 
 
    The man’s lips, Scarn now noticed, were gray and swollen. 
 
    “When I first looked into this lounge, I saw three people in here. Where are they and any others?” 
 
    “They’re afraid of everything. I’m the sanest one. We’re all possessed... by demons or by aliens. We don’t know.” His eyes became large and round. “If you’re imagining me, imagine me dead, all right? If you’re not dead, could you kill me? Please? The thing in my mind... it makes everything confused. I get scared, and it gets scared.” 
 
    “Why do you think there’s something inside you? It could be your own mind talking to you.” 
 
    The tall man’s face leered up at Scarn. Behind his blotchy yellow teeth, his white tongue flapped inside his mouth. Then he brayed like a tortured animal—it was supposed to be a laugh. 
 
    “I was a psychonaut! I know alien minds.” He gasped and wheezed. His breath stank. “I went out over six hundred times but the last time, when the probe brought me back, something was waiting for me.... I wasn’t ready for it. Fortunately, it wasn’t entirely ready for me. You think I don’t know what an alien mind feels like after six hundred probes?” He grinned an ugly grin. His lips were glistened with thick saliva. “You think I don’t know what’s happening to us?” 
 
    “What’s happening to us?” 
 
    The man began talking rapidly, without intonation, like a machine running too fast. “Things inside us get scrambled. Their language is like barking or screaming...” He seized his head with his hands and squeezed his eyes tight. “I can’t listen, I don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    He panted a moment, released his head, and looked at Scarn.  
 
    “Gone now. You can’t understand anything when that happens. All I get is fear, and how they think we’re stupid, awkward grazers.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “I think they used to eat animals that look like us. But they’re afraid of something besides being trapped in our flesh. I think they found something bad out here with their own probes....” He whispered even more softly. “They might be hiding.”  
 
    He stopped and dropped his eyes to his wrecked hands. When he again turned his face toward Scarn, it was a mask of disgust. “Look at us! Look at us!” he screamed. “We’re dead people! Why doesn’t somebody help us?”  
 
    Good question, Scarn was thinking 
 
    The man sank back into the limp formchair. His mouth drooped open and his eyes closed to slits. He looked dead.  
 
    For Captain Stattor to allow Tarassis personnel to be compromised like this, there had to be a large personal gain in the form of power and/or money. But how could the captain extract either by letting aliens drive the crew mad? 
 
    “Do you know how I can get out of this area?” 
 
    The man inhaled deeply. “The way you came in. Everything else is sealed.” 
 
    Scarn was afraid of that. If the suit had enough air, he supposed he could crawl along the outside edges of the levels till he found a free area. 
 
    “Why leave?” the man asked. “They’ll just bring you back later and throw you in. You’re safer with the lunatics than with the murderers.” He slouched back on the inactive chair. “I hope you’re wrong about this being real,” he rasped, “because if it is, we don’t deserve to survive.” 
 
    “Is there any other way? Any passages with guards I can talk to?” 
 
    For a long half minute, the man stared at Scarn as though he were from some other world. His blank, pale face looked blanker, and then he alerted, stood, and went to a door that led to an inner part of the level. 
 
    “Follow,” he said. 
 
    Scarn followed, not knowing what to expect. 
 
    Just before the man touched the latch, he spoke to Scarn again. “You’ll soon be dead like the rest of us. This is your future. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Scarn stood well behind the man as the door slid back. 
 
    The humid stench rolled over them in a wave, stinking like the feces of a diseased carnivore. The air was dense, wet, and rich with decay and the tang of ozone.  
 
    Scarn stepped in after the man, his curiosity overriding his revulsion. The passage before them was cluttered with papers, crushed mem-crystals, smashed containers of electronic modules, broken dishes... and a dozen meters away, some dark and shapeless thing lay against the smeared wall—perhaps it was a body, perhaps it was covered trash. 
 
    He followed further, keeping a safe distance between himself and the man in case he wanted to test his reality again by attacking Scarn. 
 
    Wherever he was being taken, he saw no one—but several times, quickly glancing back, he saw indistinct shapes disappear behind corners. 
 
    “We’re being followed.” 
 
    The man ignored him and led on. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Scarn finally asked. 
 
    “Ahead.” 
 
    At the midpoint of a cluttered passage, the man swerved toward a door labeled REST AREA and pushed it open. 
 
    It should have been a comfortable lounging area. It had been furnished with fat sofas and chairs, a few racks of entertainment memcubes, a food and drink dispenser, and even a few books lying here and there.  
 
    It should have been a comfortable place, but now it wasn’t. 
 
    “Here we suffer together, but we always die alone.” 
 
    The furniture had been gutted and the stuffing heaped at one end of the room. Across it, eight or nine people lay in random poses. They lay across each other like they’d been thrown there.  
 
    “Psychonauts,” the man said. “Terminally flashed.” 
 
    Scarn looked at them, but he couldn’t tell if they were breathing. Their color wasn’t that of dead people, but.... 
 
    On the pile of bodies, a hand moved. The fingers of the hand opened. 
 
    Scarn followed the arm to the face, a woman’s face. Her nose had been broken and she still had flakes of old blood down her chin. He watched her mouth open, draw her lips back from her teeth, and make biting movements.  
 
    In a rasp, she spoke. “Kill... us.” 
 
    Scarn looked to his guide. “Is she in pain?” 
 
    From somewhere else in the pile, another voice whined, barely audible, “Somazine... today?” 
 
    “What is she talking about?” 
 
    “Every few days, someone throws a handful of Somazine tabs down to us. The stronger ones fight for it. A few people hoard enough for suicide—the lucky ones. Not many. The parasites in us have a stronger will to live than we do. They try to keep us alive.” 
 
    The man turned and led Scarn farther on. They passed through the crossover to the next sector and then along another cluttered passageway. At one point, he staggered over to the handrail and held it as a minor seizure passed over him. 
 
    After a minute, he turned to Scarn. “Those things in us, sometimes they panic. They panic and....” For a moment he seemed about to weep. “They’re as afraid of us as we are of them—and they’ve given up everything to live, insane, inside us.” 
 
    “If I can get out of here, I’m going to see if we can get the ship to change course. Then we can get some help.” 
 
    “They’ll put you in here.” 
 
    The man turned and led Scarn into two facing rows of abandoned probe machines. It was here, at one time, that psychonauts had wired themselves in and shot their consciousnesses to thousands of worlds, looking for technology, minerals, intelligence, work animals, any survey knowledge that could be used or sold later on.  
 
    It was an abomination, the whole thing, and Scarn had been a part of it. 
 
    Here, in some kind of frenzied retaliation, every probe unit had been kicked in, pulled open and gutted, with the smaller parts beaten into rubbish with the heavier ones. 
 
    The tall man pointed to a booth that had most of the wreckage cleared away.  
 
    “Here,” he said. “Before things got too bad, some of the normals in here with us cut a hole through to the next level. You see that tunnel? It goes into a storage area in the normal world.” 
 
    “Then there is a way out—why don’t you leave?” 
 
    “If they found me, they’d throw me into the core. My parasite doesn’t want that.” 
 
    Scarn knelt and pulled aside a bent-edged panel that had been wedged into the opening. “Thank you. What’s your name?” he asked the man. 
 
    The madman’s slack face twitched and his mouth opened spastically, as though he was trying to force a word through his larynx that he was not equipped to speak. He shook his head wildly, like a dog. “I can’t! I can’t!” He began sobbing and gasping and beating his face with both hands. “My voice wants to say... to say...” He held his face. “I don’t know how!” Blood seeped between his fingers. 
 
    Scarn slipped away into the tunnel the poor bastard had shown him. He moved beyond that into an orderly storage unit filled with bed linens and small pillows. The filtered air had no odor, and the neatness of the supplies on the shelves gave him great relief.  
 
    Taking the chance, he stepped out into the open. There, he walked among the busy workers, and everything again appeared utterly normal. Some of them glanced at him, perhaps detecting the trace of a lingering stench, but he moved quickly onward. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Walking through the corridor toward the drop-shaft, Scarn overheard pieces of conversation about someone’s coffee break, another person’s previous dinner, and a woman who whispered to another woman about a man who’d brought her a real flower. “An honest-to-God flower,” she said. 
 
    Everything was so ordinary that Scarn began to wonder about what had just happened to him. It almost seemed like the insane man had been right. That display of horrors he’d seen…. He would be relieved if he thought he’d hallucinated the whole thing.  
 
    In this place of overwhelming ordinariness, how could he have just stepped out of a nightmare of disease and screaming? But when Scarn paused a moment before entering the drop-shaft, he caught the smell of decay and dead air that lingered in his clothes. It had been real enough. 
 
    He was on a guest deck, but he was clearly crew—and he stank. He suffered their irritated glances without meeting them. When he found replacement clothes in a locker on a side corridor, he took them and threw the others into a chute. Then he dared to make a call. 
 
    He blanked his return image and put in Neva’s ID. He didn’t want any visual trace of him showing up on the UT comm monitors, and while speaking he would alter his tone and accenting and hope for the best. 
 
    He waited nearly a minute and almost ended the call—but then a rainbow of color flickered inside the mini-stage, and Neva’s face appeared. 
 
    She was as lovely as ever, but something was wrong. She lay slumped in a formchair with her hair encircling her face. Her eyes were full of worry. 
 
    “Scarn?” she asked without interest. “Why are you calling now?” 
 
    He felt a pang of rejection. How could her feelings for him have evaporated so quickly? 
 
    “I wanted to see you again,” he said. 
 
    Neva said nothing. She made no movement, but her entire attitude changed. She leaned minutely forward and peered closer at the monitor.  
 
    They were both assuming someone was listening.  
 
    “Security just ransacked my quarters, Scarn. The came in, tore everything apart, and took... They took him...” She leaned forward and covered her face with her hands. 
 
    “Dallen was detained? Why did they take him?” 
 
    “They said he’d killed a psychonaut. They announced it publicly.” 
 
    “That isn’t true. It was me he tried to kill, and he obviously failed.” 
 
    “You?” 
 
    Scarn didn’t feel like he needed to answer. 
 
    Somehow, Dallen had immediately caught all the heat. He wondered how the authorities had made the decision to point a finger at a crew Commander instead of a breather, a much more typical scapegoat. Sure, Dallen was less than likeable, but could it be more than that? 
 
    Had someone higher up found out and disapproved of his little shuttle-trick? Or had the captain simply decided it was an excellent opportunity to rid himself of a rival?  
 
    Scarn was mildly conflicted. Jaxon Dallen had tried to kill him, so at least he deserved to be arrested, but Neva was upset about it.  
 
    “It’s probably just a formality,” he said, wanting to comfort her while privately hoping they sent Dallen to the lowest levels. 
 
    Scarn disconnected the call and left the lounge, trying to look casual as he surveyed the adjoining passage and then moved on to drop-shaft where he did his best to face away from the security monitors. If anything was going to come to anything, he needed to be thought dead as long as possible. 
 
    Like a stalked animal, he moved out of the drop-shaft and into the flow of traffic. Minutes later, he stood in front of Neva Savvan’s door, heard it signal his presence... and it opened. She frowned in disbelief as she stepped aside for him to come in. 
 
    He put his arms around her, across her back, as she gripped the folds of his shirt in her two hands. He put his face against her hair and breathed in. It was a smell he could never get enough of. 
 
    “While you were on your way over, the bulletin came out that it was you that got killed when your shuttle malfunctioned,” she told him. “Everyone still thinks you’re dead.” 
 
    “It was close. I didn’t think I’d see you again. The shuttle’s sensors were rigged to believe the ship was docking when it wasn’t. I was supposed to be decompressed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry—he did it, that he tried to kill you. He really seems to hate you.” 
 
    Scarn shrugged. He’d been hated by lots of people below-decks. “I guess it isn’t all that surprising.” 
 
    “He said things when they were taking him.” Her voice was muffled against him and he felt the heat of her breath through his shirt. “They forced their way in here. He tried to bribe the security men. After they hit him a few times, he started saying things about Captain Stattor.” 
 
    Scarn pulled back enough to look into her face but still held her close. Her eyes were wide and frightened. “He said Stattor was dealing directly with the aliens. He was letting our people become possessed.” She shook her head, almost like a tremor. “The captain wouldn’t do that, would he?” 
 
    “Maybe the aliens have made him a good offer.” 
 
    “The security men just laughed at him. Then he said if they told their superiors that they couldn’t find him, he could protect them from being possessed—that he had special contacts with the aliens. They webbed and tranked him while they laughed. Could any of that be true?” 
 
    “It could—I don’t know… When I was in the closed-off areas, I saw what’s happening down there. People are held in quarantined sectors, asylums, death houses for the possessed. Except for throwing Somazine at them, they’ve been abandoned.” 
 
    Neva spoke in a small voice. “They said they were taking him where he would be cared for.” 
 
    “You can hope so. The only thing I know that might save the rest of us is to get the ship off course. But if Stattor is working with the aliens, he’ll never let it happen.”  
 
    He held her against him.  
 
    “There’s something else,” she said and pulled enough away from him that she could take from her pocket a small white tube, no larger than her smallest finger. “This.” She held it between their faces. “When security scanned the apartment, they found it.” 
 
    It wasn’t familiar to Scarn. It was cylindrical, closed at one end, and with a sponge-like tip on the other, which had been closed up with a plastic film. 
 
    “I sealed it after they gave it to me,” she said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “The guard who found it leered at me and said I should try the hump rooms on Deck 32.” 
 
    “He said that?” Scarn asked. 
 
    “He said that. It looked like something that had broken off something else, so I tossed it back in the drawer. However, I was wrong.” 
 
    She stared at her hands that were wrapped in the fabric of his shirt. 
 
    “After they left with Jaxon, I went to lie down and think what to do next. The mesh-dress I wore when we met at the party was hanging near my face.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I smelled a trace of your scent. It was like when I first met you. It was overwhelming. I wanted you so badly, right then, that I didn’t care about anything else. In seconds I’d become obsessed with you... and all I could do was....” 
 
    “Pheromones,” Scarn said. “We’ve been manipulated—but by whom?” 
 
    She nodded. She agreed. “We were totally blindsided. Falling in love overnight like two teens—that’s not like me. I suspect it’s not like you, either.” 
 
    They were still touching. Scarn smiled down at her. “It might be possession, but... at least, it’s a pleasant affliction.” 
 
    She smiled back, but it flickered out. “It wasn’t possession, Scarn. The emitter the security people found… it was designed to make you irresistible to me. If you check your quarters, someplace in your clothes, you’ll find one with a slightly different formula. I put plastic over the emission tip.” 
 
    In Scarn’s head, the pieces arranged into a coherent scheme: 
 
    “Stattor,” he said. 
 
    She nodded. “He’s been using us.” 
 
    “To provoke your husband? To give Stattor an excuse to reassign or remove him from the bureaucracy? Then my murder was arranged to remove me… and give Stattor the excuse to arrest him. I was the expendable bait for Stattor’s trap.” 
 
    Neva held up the cylinder. “Take this away.” She dropped it in his shirt pocket. “We were directed by someone’s chemical manipulation. Without that, we don’t know how we would feel.” She seemed embarrassed. 
 
    He took his arms from around her. Touching her suddenly felt awkward. There was a new distance between them… So fast... Damn it.  
 
    “We could try again, without outside influence?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Definitely. We owe it to ourselves to try it without Stattor’s help.” 
 
    “Does he have any scheduled appearances?” Scarn asked, trying to sound calm. 
 
    “The captain?” She picked up her handpad and checked. “He showed up at another party about an hour ago. You aren’t…?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Deck 27. Lounge in Sector Blue. Why?” 
 
    “Nothing special,” Scarn lied. “I need to deliver a message, that’s all. Before I go, could you make a call for me? I’d like to stay dead a little longer.” 
 
    “Um… okay. Sure.” She frowned up at him, wondering what he had in mind. “What do you need?” 
 
    He gave her the information.  
 
    She said Turtle’s name to her handpad, and after a pause, his shape appeared. He was lying back in a formchair and looked utterly stricken, his reaction, no doubt, to hearing that Scarn had been terminally decompressed. His clothes were cross-wrinkled and his face loose and haggard looking. 
 
    “What?” His voice was blurry. When he saw who it was, he said, “Neva?” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “I find that I’m going to need some spot-welding equipment. Something portable, like a Pulse-Arc 423. Can you pick up something like that?” 
 
    Turtle leaped back into life. He was on his feet and doing deep nodding. 
 
    “It needs to have a beam-focuser,” she added. 
 
    “Beam-focuser,” Turtle repeated, “right.” He knew the equipment and he knew who else knew about it. He was almost laughing when he said, “Yes, god damn, yes, I can pick up one of those in about twenty minutes. Anything else?” 
 
    “The potential operator suffers from occasional lethargy and lapses of focus. As a result he might require—” 
 
    “Say no more.” Turtle was on his feet. “Give me a delivery point.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    As Scarn and Neva took obscure passages to the designated storage module on Deck 28, Scarn felt his quiet rage begin a slow seethe. As the minutes passed, with the single-mindedness of a small-brained reptile, he felt more and more driven by the need to get in Stattor’s face. He’d either make him admit the existence of this alienating, treasonous horror, or let him see his pieces hit the floor before his brain blanked out. 
 
    A shadow with a bulging shape appeared in a quiet passage. Neva halted and stared, but Scarn stepped forward. As the shadow came closer, Turtle’s voice spoke first. “You look surprisingly lifelike.” 
 
    Scarn grinned. “It was touch-and-go there, for a while.” 
 
    “So,” Turtle said, “if I give you this welder, might it result in your looking not so lifelike?” 
 
    “Living on this ship could do that.”  
 
    Neva walked up and quietly stood behind Scarn. She didn’t know Turtle, and she was still fearful after the scene security made when they arrested her husband. 
 
    Scarn told Turtle what he had seen—the madness, the possession. “I just want to get Stattor’s attention. If I kill him, he won’t be able to hear me.” 
 
    Turtle strapped the power pack onto the small of Scarn’s back. The welder itself was a series of amplification units along the line that Turtle now attached to Scarn’s side and then fastened along the length of his arm as far as the bottom of his wrist. The focuser added about six centimeters to its length which Scarn’s sleeve, when pulled down, would conceal. 
 
    To activate it, all he had to do was point it where he wanted and then reach back with his left hand and turn it on. At three meters, it would put 5500° on a spot the size of a fly speck. If one moved the focus, it would slice like a flat blade. 
 
    “They could kill you in an instant,” Neva cautioned him. “You know that. There are probably as many bodyguards as guests. You’re not faster than all of them.” 
 
    “She’s right, Scarn. The odds....” 
 
    “I’m already supposed to be dead. When Stattor’s gone, you need to take people into the quarantined areas to show them what he’s been hiding.” 
 
    Scarn straightened his clothes around the welder to better conceal it. 
 
    “Looks good,” Turtle said, but he wasn’t enthusiastic. “Scarn… maybe we could get people to see what’s in those places without you assassinating anyone.” 
 
    “Time’s run out. There are psychonauts dying in there. They get nothing but some Somazine thrown at them once in a while.” 
 
    “Jeez. If they weren’t crazy to begin with, they will be after a few weeks of that stuff.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Scarn said. 
 
    Turtle understood. “Right.” From one of his pockets he pulled out a yellow amppack with an intravenous attachment. “Seven milliliters of aqueous Synadrine with just a touch of Equinex to keep you in touch with the essentials of objective reality. You sure about this?” 
 
    Neva looked troubled. “I didn’t know anyone could still get that. Isn’t it dangerous? Doesn’t it cause organ damage?” 
 
    “So do bullets,” Scarn told her. “No need to worry, we’re professionals.”  
 
    Turtle pulled up a pant leg, located a vein on the inside of Scarn’s calf. He slapped the spot with his hand to deaden the sting, and then inserted the needle from the amppack through the skin. After exposing its adhesive backing, he pressed against his leg. Seven milliliters. It could be the ride of a lifetime. 
 
    Neva hissed in discomfort. 
 
    “That’ll make his synapses operate a little faster,” Turtle said. “He’ll see implications in events that you or I would overlook. Synadrine is wonderful stuff... it begs on its knees for abuse.” 
 
    “You’re subjecting yourself to another set of chemical drives,” Neva said. “It’ll make you think you can pull this off.” 
 
    “At least it’s my choice this time.” 
 
    “When you’re ready, just give the amppack a slap and the effects will be instantaneous,” Turtle said. “It’ll give you a steady level for about half an hour and run your internal tachometer at about five thousand RPM’s. You’ll think you’re immortal.” 
 
    Scarn slapped it and dropped his pant leg. “Online,” he said. 
 
    “You were supposed to wait,” Turtle said, “till you….” 
 
    Scarn straightened his shirt and flexed himself inside his clothes. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Like your typical psychopathic killer. Maybe you could squint less. That’s better.” 
 
    “Wait,” Neva said. “Think of some other way! Get a dozen people with cameras into a quarantined area, let them see what’s happening and the word will spread.” 
 
    “Too slow. If I get popped, you can try that.” Scarn’s eyes widened and then returned to normal. “Time to go, time to move. He’s still at his party, right? Deck 27. The lounge in the Sector Blue?” 
 
    Neva took his wrist and held it. “I wish you were raised a guest—you could dial down your emotions. It could help you live longer.” 
 
    “Stattor needs to have the point made. But failing that, it’ll be almost as rewarding to see him hitting the floor.” 
 
    “And then they’ll kill you,” she insisted. 
 
    Scarn laughed. The sound was odd. “There are plenty of people who wouldn’t call that a big sacrifice.” 
 
    Her pale eyes seemed to look for something in his face. “I’ll remember you. You’re still being driven by chemistry.” 
 
    “When are we not?” 
 
    Solemnly, she gave him a brief kiss on the lips and stepped back. 
 
    Moving his arms like a magician making a grand gesture, Scarn’s face split open with a strange grin. The drug had him in its grip. “I predict great changes in our future.” 
 
    He left them in the dark passage. He trotted unseen to a drop-shaft. Plunging into it without a moment’s hesitation, he drifted down to Deck 27. 
 
    It was a crew-deck, but he didn’t want to be recognized. He took out the pheromone evaporator and pretended to study it, using it as an excuse to keep his head down while he walked past others. 
 
    He could hear the chatter from the lounge as soon as he stepped into the passage and smelled the spicy reek of appetizers and vaporized alcohol. Closer, couples leaned against the walls, holding multi-colored drinks at chest level and speaking in low tones. 
 
    Scarn had a fleeting memory of himself and Neva, a day ago, being one of those self-involved couples, enslaved by their manipulated biochemistry. 
 
    His focus switched to Stattor. In his motorized throne, the permanently sweaty captain nodded and humbly smiled for his underlings.  
 
    Murdering, lying Stattor—  
 
    At the first twinge of anger, the Synadrine put the equivalent of an icepick through his amygdala. Scarn felt as if his skin were glowing. How could these people not see his aura of energy? 
 
    At the back of his head, his visual cortex over-activated and felt like it crawled with electricity. Now, what he saw his brain analyzed in an instant: Just one glance at a nearby couple gave him quantities of information. The man’s wary glances, his clothing and shoes, the woman’s casual elegance, the way they stood, the way they spoke… It was clear the man was afraid of being recognized, that he had dressed himself to be attractive, and that he hadn’t told this woman that he was attached. 
 
    Every couple he looked at fed him chunks of biographical/psychological data. The effect of the Synadrine was increasing. He had to focus on Stattor or he would be overwhelmed by information. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t in the lounge thirty seconds until two security men hustled a woman out of the place. Her head rolled around on her shoulders. She gurgled and muttered and then shrieked like a tortured animal.  
 
    The two guards looked annoyed. The one on the left was tall and long-limbed. The one on the right was shorter and had the shoulders of a gorilla. 
 
    The taller guard stunned her with a small crackling device in his hand, and she sagged into the arms of the other like a dead person. 
 
    Scarn watched the whole thing without speaking or moving. 
 
    “Pseudo-psychosis?” he asked casually, nodding at the woman they held. 
 
    “Hey, hold it,” the gorilla said. “You’re Scarn, right? I saw a report—you were decompressed today while trying to sabotage the ship.” He let go of the woman and came toward Scarn. “Why aren’t you dead?” 
 
    “The last I heard,” Scarn said calmly, “I was a hero.” 
 
    “That’s not the way I heard it.” 
 
    “What is this shit?” the lanky guard said with curled lips. He lifted his stunning device high. It hummed with energy. 
 
    “You’re under arrest,” the gorilla said, and he reached for Scarn—but Scarn wasn’t there. 
 
    It didn’t require thinking to avoid the slow man’s grasp. Scarn simply did the Synadrine side-step. 
 
    In seconds, the long-armed man had taken one giant step to block Scarn’s exit. The shorter guy sent a piston fist in slow-motion toward Scarn’s face. 
 
    As Scarn sidestepped the gorilla, he shoved his fingers into the man’s eyes—minimal effort, maximal effect. The guard was on his knees in less than a second. Scarn measured the balance and inertia of the long-limbed enemy, who was reaching for him with the stunner. Scarn easily stepped inside those telescoping arms and gave him a forward-plunging knee to the groin.  
 
    The tall man was driven backward, lost his footing, fell and bounced his head twice on the floor before curling up like a bug. 
 
    The fight was over. Scarn breathed deeply but only once. Heart rate: slightly elevated. 
 
    Exhilarated and glowing with barely restrained energy, Scarn spoke to the bystanders around the door and in the passageway. “Excuse me. I’m Scarn. You may have heard that I’m supposed to be dead. Pardon the excitement.” 
 
    People stared and he heard sudden murmuring. 
 
    Scarn pointed to the woman on the floor that the men had dropped. She was coming around and making mewling sounds.  
 
    “Someone should take her to the nearest lounge,” Scarn told them. “Don’t take her to any infirmary or call a doc. And do yourselves a favor—don’t come back to the party.” 
 
    One nervous man handed his drink to the nearest person. “I just was thinking that.” 
 
    One of the other couples passed near—a drunk dragging his drunken girl further away from the guards on the floor.  
 
    “Why can’t I go back in?” she complained over her shoulder. “I want another drink.” 
 
    “Check back in fifteen minutes then,” Scarn told the couple, “but don’t come in if you hear screaming.” 
 
    They gaped at him and the incapacitated guards.  
 
    And now it was time to get on with this show. Someone had probably summoned more security by now. Farther back in the room, away from the immediate action around the doorway, the party was a wave of noise and smells that now broke over him. The room was brilliantly lit, and his first glance easily showed him where Stattor was. 
 
    Fat, carefree and boozing, he hovered at the bar, surrounded as usual by parasitic Section Leaders. They were what passed for council members, leaders of the guest faction. All of them were smiling and bowing, radiating slavish good will. 
 
    Scarn reached to the small of his back and clicked off the safety. 
 
    With his synapses lubed to the edge of burn-out, he identified in an instant the six of Stattor’s security men and women who had been covertly placed in the lounge. They were easy to spot, as each one scanned a different portion of the crowd.  
 
    Clearly, they’d been alerted to his actions at the entry. The agent closest to Scarn, a woman in white with a small spray of flowers in her hair, monitored his end of the bar. She looked up at him in what could only be curious recognition. 
 
    Scarn focused on Stattor’s sweating grinning head, the rigid mask of humble happiness that concealed the mass murderer behind it. 
 
    Scarn felt something mindless and primitive arise out of the center of his brain again, something unflinching and without emotion that did not consider its own death as a factor worth the slightest consideration.  
 
    In seconds, he could burn off the top of Stattor’s head and see his fat-laced brains boiling in the cup of his skull. Three seconds later, at most, Security would slice him and anyone near him in asymmetrical chunks with their sidearms.  
 
    If that kind of death was painful, it would only be briefly so, and Scarn would exit with the knowledge that he had accomplished one last important thing—a lot more than most dying people could claim. 
 
    Count to five, he thought, and change the future. 
 
    The crowd near him roiled for a moment, people brushed against each other, begged pardons, and passed by. Agents were shoving their way in his direction. He’d been spotted. 
 
    Scarn raised his arm, as though pointing out the loathsome brain in Stattor’s head. He reached behind himself and pressed the button that would ignite and fire the welder. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    The sweet-smelling female agent in white stepped near. The flowers in her hair had slid slightly out of place. She stood in front of him.  
 
    “Mr. Scarn,” she said, apparently delighted to meet him. “I’ve heard about you for so long.” She moved very close in front of him. “Sometimes so many people are invited that we just don’t know who we’re going to meet, do we?” She smiled. Her lips parted, showing her thin narrow teeth, perfectly aligned. “You’re being absurd, Mr. Scarn. You’re not killing anyone in here with with your frightening weapons.” 
 
    She held a drink high in front of her breasts, cutely smiled, and momentarily turned away from him as she sipped at it. He saw that on one of her palms she wore a pulse plate. The device could fry any circuits that weren’t hardened—and so his welder had been rendered useless. 
 
    When the agent turned back, she spoke to Scarn directly. “Captain Stattor wants you to bring him a drink. He wants to speak to you personally. Tonight, he’s drinking something called green pearls, with lots of ice.” 
 
    Incapable of feeling deterred, Scarn moved to the bar. His brain scanned his resources. He had the positions of all the security people imprinted, and he was still estimating the unknowns. 
 
    The barman was a synth. He approached, white shirt, black bow-tie, short mustache. “A drink for the captain?” he asked. “I know the order.” He turned away and began preparing the drink. “I heard you were dead, by the way,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    “The report was premature.” 
 
    The barman selected a glass and held it up to the light to inspect it. As he continued to work on the drink, he rotated his neck farther around than any real human could have done. He continued to speak to Scarn while he worked. “With these new dispensers that Gomax got us, sometimes you can’t tell what you’re going to get out of  ̒em.” 
 
    The barman rotated himself back so all of him faced in the same direction. He held the green opalescent drink up to the light between Scarn and himself. He studied it a moment, and put it on the bar between them. 
 
    “So, we have this thing we use to keep the valves clean.” From a narrow ledge along the inside of the bar, the barman held up a twenty centimeter probe: It looked like an ice pick with a powered handgrip. “It’s specially designed to clean Gomax equipment. It uses an ultrasonic airblast for this crap machine. It pumps out two liters of air in a tenth of a second.” The barman did a confirming head-nod and raised his eyebrows. “I heard a gentleman was killed with one of these a few weeks ago. Two liters of air… imagine that. It blew his heart up like a balloon. It popped, and he died.” 
 
    He put the implement on the ledge where Scarn could see and easily reach it. 
 
    “There you go,” he said, nudging the drink toward Scarn with another hand. “Good luck with the captain.” He turned away, letting Scarn make his choices unobserved. 
 
    The unblinking thing in Scarn’s mind still looked through his eyes. It wanted Stattor’s death above all things, above every consequence. 
 
    So alien was this to Scarn’s normal thinking that for a moment, he recoiled from it. What he wanted in normal times was to simply live his life free of Tarassis politics—but if he couldn’t, perhaps others could. Killing Stattor would be refreshing, but what would happen in his absence? 
 
    If he were raised a guest, he could probably dial back the emotion. He could put three thoughts together and see the possibilities instead of get swallowed up in his rage.  
 
    What would an ice-blooded Scarn do? Always take inventory first. Second, run the possibilities. Third— 
 
    It was almost that simple. It only took two seconds of rationality. 
 
    His mad brain had his fingers pulling the pheromone ampule out of his pocket and peeling off the seal, revealing the spongy emission end. 
 
    He smeared it around the inside of the lip of Stattor’s drink half a dozen times and then touched it to the points of ice. The ice and the cooler air in the glass would lower the temperature of the gaseous pheromones, and if not badly disturbed, they would lie in an invisible layer atop the green liquor. 
 
    Scarn stalled as long as he thought he could get away with it, repeatedly wiping the emission tip around the glass and then on his hands, till he saw the woman in white coming his way. He dropped the cylinder back in his pocket, turned, and spoke to her. “I’m ready for the boss.” 
 
    He held the drink so that air turbulence would be minimized as he crossed the room to the waiting fat man. As he approached, a cluster of fawning ensigns all bowed and parted, revealing Stattor in his automated cradle. 
 
    Stattor’s bodyguards remained near and eyed Scarn like he was wounded prey.  
 
    The music dropped in volume. Could Stattor have signaled for quiet? Scarn had missed it, if he had, but it definitely made conversation easier. 
 
    “Mr. Scarn, Mr. Scarn,” Stattor said, reaching for the drink, “I was becoming positively parched, and who should relieve my thirst but an ex-dead man!” The fat captain giggled before putting his lips around the edge of the glass. He drank half of it down, snorting between swallows. “Thank you,” he said. “Mmmm... the unfortunate Commander Dallen tried to decompress you. But don’t worry, he’ll be punished.” The captain smiled at Scarn. “I heard it was a case of jealousy. I’m very curious to hear how you got back into Tarassis proper. You must be very resourceful.” 
 
    “Why did you pick me to be your excuse when you set up Dallen?” 
 
    Stattor shrugged and pivoted his vehicle to face Scarn. “You ran out of luck, I guess.” There didn’t seem to be even the thought of denying it. Through his tiny eyes, he gazed at Scarn over his drink. “I had nothing against you personally, but you ruined some of our finest equipment. You were on enforced leave, and your absence from the workforce hadn’t been a hardship. So, it wasn’t personal, no, no. I don’t let my personal feelings direct what I do. I let my reason do that.” He wheezed a short chuckle. “You know, Commander Dallen was such a chatty man. Chat, chat, chat, entirely too much about the wrong things.” He turned to one of his bodyguards. “He hasn’t been converted to electricity yet, has he? No?” He turned back to Scarn. “I guess we have enough fuel at the moment. What was your first name?” 
 
    “Scarn.” 
 
    “Oh yes, of course…” 
 
    Stattor poured the other half of the drink down his throat and then breathed heavily. 
 
    “I have a suggestion,” Stattor said. Sweat streamed down his face into his already-wet collar. “I’ve been needing someone to help me with... details, with the details of my work. And you....” 
 
    Stattor rolled his chair next to Scarn, swung one of his short arms around, and took Scarn’s wrist, holding it like a vise. A nearby bodyguard’s attention snapped-to. 
 
    “You’re a fit and healthy man.” A chuckle burbled out of him. “You even have the audacity not to die when you’re supposed to—but I can make you safe. You’ll never have to worry about being possessed again.” He pulled Scarn closer and lowered his voice. “There is so much power to be gained—money, prestige. What you make in a year as a psychonaut….” Now he whispered: “...you’ll make that in a day.”  
 
    “You know what’s going on in the closed-off areas, don’t you?” Scarn asked loudly. “I saw those living bodies down there, lying in filth.” 
 
    Stattor pulled Scarn down against him. The fat man felt feverish, even through the layers of his clothes.  
 
    “Leave your pity behind. Be my right hand, Mr. Scarn. I like you. You’re not like these crew and guest fops. You’re an animal. A beast from the depths. I can use a good beast, and I’ll make you so rich you can buy a continent when we land this ship. Consider, Mr. Scarn, what you could give your friends.” 
 
    “You’re letting aliens come aboard Tarassis,” Scarn spoke loudly enough for the closer bystanders to hear. “That’s what the whole zerking phenomenon is all about. People are going mad or dying because of possession by alien minds.” 
 
    Stattor’s grip tightened on his wrist. His humble happy face had started to turn mean and sour. “Mr. Scarn, my life will become myth. Become myth by my side.” Staring down into Stattor’s face, he was so close he could see his open pores. He felt the flat-eyed thing slither up into his consciousness and sweep away all rationality. 
 
    “Stattor,” he whispered only to him, “I hope you die screaming.” 
 
    The fat man shook his head sadly. He turned toward his nearest bodyguard: “Weapon.”  
 
    A zeta shear was slapped into his big hand. 
 
    In a Synadrine rush, like liquid, Scarn put the heel of one hand hard into Stattor’s nose and with the other swept the zeta shear into his own. Then, while still next to Stattor, someone grabbed him from behind, another twisted his arm, but Scarn slipped sideways and fired the zeta at Stattor, missed him, and punctured wall the wall behind him. Air howled out of the fist-sized hole. 
 
    People screamed and ran. Scarn rolled Stattor’s chair up to it and shoved his body against the opening onto the outside void. The shrieking noise stopped. 
 
    Stattor’s eyes widened, his mouth dropped open, and he appeared about to speak, so his bodyguards held their positions. Stattor seemed to struggle a bit, his mouth opening a bit and seeming almost ready to speak. His bodyguards waited. 
 
    “Sir?” asked the woman with white flowers. She walked closer to the captain of Tarassis, a shocked look beginning to appear on her face. 
 
    Scarn noted as they watched their captain, they couldn’t even brutalize him without his orders. He wondered if they were conditioned or possessed to maintain this kind of restraint. 
 
    Looking quizzical, Stattor raised one of his bulbous arms as though he might make a point—but he hesitated. The music had stopped, the crowd was gone, and there was utter silence across the lounge. Two guards dragged Scarn away from the captain, but their attention was on the fat man, as was everyone else’s.  
 
    Was he going to speak? Did he have an order for them? 
 
    Then one side of Stattor’s mouth twisted downward. From it came a long bubbling moan and a dribble of blood that trailed off his chin. Gasps and whispers came from the agents. 
 
    “Captain Stattor—” someone said, but at that moment, the man’s body shuddered, went still, and his head began to droop. 
 
    All at once, Scarn saw that the fat man’s clothes had become loose on his huge body.  
 
    He still looked like he might have something to say. Stuck against the exterior wall on his own two feet, his shoulders bobbled a little. His head rocked side to side till it sank, and he seemed to stare at the floor. 
 
    Everyone watched silently, without moving, as his body jerked in little spasms. He became less obese with each twitchy shudder, and the clothes hung looser on his frame as if his organs and entrails and fat spewed through the hole into space.  
 
    It was impossible, of course. Air pressure in Tarassis was maintained at one atmosphere, fourteen pounds per square inch. That wasn’t enough force to push a man’s guts out. 
 
    Scarn’s mind was still in a hyperactive state. He figured it out first, among the crowd of agents, who were already making their third emergency call for medical help.  
 
    When Scarn had fired the zeta shear it had penetrated one of the many plasma energy transfer tubes that ran through the station. 
 
    That wall… the other side of it was a slip-space lift. Inside the lifts, physics operated differently. It was space shared with matter. A slurry of existence and non-existence that allowed humans and objects to be carried around Tarassis through solid rock. 
 
    Part of Stattor’s body had entered slip-space, and it was being drawn away by that moving slurry. It was siphoning him to some unknown destination—out of control, killing him by removing his flesh in an ugly, unstoppable gush. 
 
    Although his head, arms, and legs seemed unaffected, enough of Stattor’s mass had been sucked out of his torso that his clothes now clumped like wadded drapes on a rack.  
 
    The woman in white stepped nearer and looked into Scarn’s face. She stood between him and the captain’s remains.  
 
    “My name is Emma Venner,” she said, studying him. She didn’t offer her hand but instead aimed a zeta shear at him. “Did I hear one of your fellow enforcers mention something about a White Queen? Is that your codename?” 
 
    Her eyes glittered dangerously. “You shouldn’t overhear such things, Scarn.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “You spoke of the possessions,” she said. “Are you possessed now, Scarn?” 
 
    He thought about it. “I don’t think so. Not by aliens, anyway.” 
 
    She nodded. She turned to her snarling agents, who were all pointing their weapons at Scarn. She made a lowering motion with her hands, and they all reluctantly let their weapons ease down to their sides. 
 
    Scarn realized the woman with the white flowers had been in charge all along.  
 
    Had she directed the bar man to give him a weapon? It was a possibility. A synth didn’t aid in an assassination attempt without being ordered to do so by someone. 
 
    The agent eyed him for a moment, clearly deciding whether he should live or die. Finally, she gently took the zeta shear from Scarn’s hand. He let her, and she gave it to one of the guards. 
 
    “Obviously,” she said, “the captain would have allowed aliens free rein on Tarassis only if he himself were possessed. I suspect he was the one controlled by aliens here—not you.”  
 
    “That’s exactly right,” Scarn said, quickly grasping the situation. 
 
    “We’ll look into this. Perhaps, we owe you our gratitude… but there will be a thorough investigation. Let me assure you, Scarn, the truth will come out.” 
 
    “I’d like to live long enough to see it happen.” 
 
    The guard who’d politely taken the weapon looked at it a moment, and then frowned at his superior. “Uh… What do we do now, ma’am?” 
 
    “We’ll contact the leaders of the guests and the crew,” she said. “There must be a political gathering. A new captain will be chosen—” 
 
    “Hang on,” Scarn said.  
 
    They looked at him warily.  
 
    “Before you put anyone else in charge,” he said, “you have to save Tarassis. We have to change our course.” 
 
    A man, a fourth degree engineer by the colors on his sleeve, stepped out of the crowd. “This ship hasn’t changed course in decades.” 
 
    “I know. But Neva Savvan is a navigator. She understands the situation, and she could help.” 
 
    “It’s not just that,” the engineer said. “The engines… we don’t even know if they’ll fire up.” 
 
    Scarn stared at him. The horror of those words… if Tarassis was ever going to land someplace—anyplace—those engines had to ignite and fly this big ship with precision. The ship would also have to burn an immense amount of energy to slow down—or they’d glide right past it. 
 
    “We have to try,” Scarn told them. “It’s either that, or we’re all going to become vessels for alien minds.” 
 
    He looked at the captain’s corpse, and they looked with him. The husk of the man who’d ruled Tarassis so harshly for twenty years was shrunken and twisted. 
 
    No one’s gaze held an ounce of pity. 
 
    A few key officers among the crew arrived. They had medical people and a plasma conduit patch team with them, but the medics were useless at this point. They shrouded the captain and tried to salvage what they could. There would have to be a state burial, after all. Empty caskets were disillusioning. 
 
    The officers huddled with the agents and Scarn heard them taking seriously the suggestion of steering the ship on a new course. He couldn’t have been the first one to think of it. 
 
    The situation seemed surreal to Scarn. The woman in white pulled him aside for a few whispered words. 
 
    “So many times,” she said, “this has been attempted. The attempts have become frequent recently. Something had to be done, and leadership wasn’t taking any legal... or illegal steps to put him out of our misery.” 
 
    “So… you set me up for this? You didn’t have the balls to move on him, even when you knew you should?” 
 
    “We went as far as to disarm your welder for general safety,” she said.  
 
    “That’s great, but not one of you had the guts to take down an obvious tyrant?”  
 
    Emma Venner cast him a brief glare, then dropped her eyes. “When you live with snakes, you have to act like a snake. Once you’re in the orbit of power... Once you’re trusted and known…the kind of break you have to make for something like this is… extreme. It’s also life-threatening to oneself and to others. Even one’s family.” 
 
    “So you brought in a breather to do the ugly work and take all the chances.” 
 
    Scarn understood what she was saying, but he also saw the agents as spineless and manipulative. Why should any of them take the blame for shooting the captain? All they needed was a hot-head to do the deed and suffer the consequences—and angry people were in plentiful supply lately. 
 
    Right now, in the brief moments immediately following the assassination, Scarn could remember enough history to know that the relief following the death of a tyrant was brief—and, often, worse trials were to follow. 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” he overheard Venner saying. The other guards nodded, even the crewmen officers nodded. 
 
    Everyone felt a sense of urgency. It was time to move quickly, to fix what could be fixed before the next tyrant was chosen. 
 
    Neva arrived after another half-hour. By that time, the wall and plasma feed had been resealed. Neva came in looking scared and approached Scarn. They hugged while the agents looked on, sour or bemused. They all knew she had been wrapped up in this as both mistress and wife—and now she was hugging the assassin. 
 
    The security chief came over to them and gave Neva a quick up-down inspection. “No one is being arrested. We know you’re aware things have been… strange lately. We summoned you because we need a navigator to plot a new course.” 
 
    Neva seemed taken aback. “I haven’t plotted a real course my whole life. At least, none that have been taken.” 
 
    “We understand. No one living has done so. But you have the background, right? The training?” 
 
    Neva nodded, but she was stunned. Navigation wasn’t a realistic career option aboard Tarassis. The ship had only changed course twice, and that had happened long, long ago. 
 
    “I’d estimate we could steer Tarassis onto a different course in about a week. But we can’t even nudge the ship unless we have the decoding routine, which should be in the captain’s office.” 
 
    “That little prick Chisolm would know where it is,” one of the agents suggested. 
 
    Neva huddled with several of the agents and the bridge officers and began planning and exchanging information for the initial procedures. 
 
    With no one holding him or aiming a weapon at him, Scarn decided to leave the scene and take a walk. No one stopped him. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Neva stood across the bed from Scarn and pulled her shirt off over her head. 
 
    “I’ve flushed my system,” Scarn said, “and I’ve been sane for an entire day now—way too long.” He watched the muscles in her arms dance as she unfastened the rest of her clothes. 
 
    “I know how you feel,” she said.  
 
    Scarn stared at her across the white rectangle of the bed and she stared back. Her eyes glittered. 
 
    Like two animals, they went for each other. This time, the pheromones were their own. 
 
    Eventually, Scarn left her to work on her navigational calculations, and the day passed pleasantly. She had to be certain every ounce of thrust was calculated correctly. She even had to take into account the added weight due to bits of accumulated ice they’d picked up on the nose section after passing near a comet years ago. 
 
    Scarn didn’t call her that night, and she noticed it. Finally, during the next afternoon, she called him. 
 
    After a delay, a dwarfish man with the look of a salvaged breather from the lower decks appeared. He was crew, but of the lowest rank.  
 
    “Cleaning service,” he grunted. 
 
    “Mr. Scarn, please?” 
 
    “He’s moved out. He’s not getting his deposit back on this place, either, I can tell you that much…” 
 
    “What? He’s moved?” 
 
    “I guess,” he said. “I’m just the clean-up crew, lady.” 
 
    Neva felt a burning sensation on her cheeks. It was the flush of panic. “I’d really like to find him. Is there anything you can tell me that would help?” 
 
    “Let me be clear: I don’t know, and I couldn’t say if I did. Luck.”  
 
    The channel closed. After taking six rapid breaths, she called Turtle. 
 
    When he answered, his eyes still squinted from sleep.  
 
    “Good morning,” he said. His face was a question.  
 
    “Do you know where Scarn is?” 
 
    “No.” Turtle was now awake. “Why?” 
 
    “Then he’s gone, as in ‘vanished.’ A cleaner told me he moved.” 
 
    “Since yesterday? Bullshit. Meet me on Deck 30, violet sector.” 
 
    What happened next was a shock. Before she could straighten her clothes and get out the door, her husband returned, Commander Jaxon Dallen himself.  
 
    Neva watched him walk in. He didn’t even look at her. Her mouth sagged open. He hadn’t been shot into the core? And he been released from custody?  
 
    Ignoring her entirely, he walked through their quarters while mumbling. “...the possibility of more data on the coding gates....” He went straight to the food dispenser, which had not been working well lately, and squirted a dark tarry coil into a bowl. He leaned low over the counter, hovered over the bowl, and spooned it into his mouth. He began mmming and nodding and mumbling to himself as he swallowed. 
 
    As far as Neva could tell, he was unaware of her presence. That made it easier for her to leave. 
 
    She met Turtle in a far corner of the lounge, away from the loudest people—celebrations had been non-stop since the captain’s evisceration. Nonetheless, the crew was inventing work-arounds to get the ship ready for the prolonged engine thrust they had heard was coming. They hadn’t had to stow equipment and batten things down for decades. 
 
    The crew had been working double shifts. Whenever they got off duty, the spacers bought narco-drinks till they had to be carried back to their quarters from exhaustion.  
 
    Neva told Turtle how she had done the standard search for Scarn, found nothing, and had to assume that he was in one of the quarantined areas again. “Turtle… I need you to find him.” 
 
    They looked at each other for a few moments. 
 
    “I don’t know where to start,” Turtle objected. 
 
    “Yes, you do. You’ve got to search the quarantined decks. I’d do it myself, but they’ve got me plotting a course for the ship.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Turtle said at last. “There are guards at all the sealed entrances, and I don’t know of any we could bribe. They’ll tell you that medical personnel are inside doing their job. They probably even believe it.” 
 
    “Haven’t they at least recorded the names of everyone who’s in there? They must have trackers implanted, right?” 
 
    “As they would say, ‘Our medical personnel are doing their professional best. You can count on it.’ Reminds me of an old Earth saying: ‘We thought it would be better this time, but it was just a newer version of the same old thing.’” 
 
    “Tarassis is still in shock after the captain’s death,” Neva said. “They’re disorganized… maybe you can’t get in there in person, but I’m thinking you could use a probe unit to search for Scarn.” 
 
    Turtle looked at her blankly. 
 
    “Instead of probing a hundred light-years out, could a psychonaut set his range very, very close? Like a hundred meters, maybe less?” 
 
    “That close?” He looked troubled. “It’s dangerous, I’ve been told. If you lock onto yourself and set up a feedback loop, it’s like putting a speaker next to the microphone. Except in this case your conscious mind explodes inside your head.” 
 
    “Then don’t do that. But could you try it? Investigate the decks without actually having to break through quarantine?” 
 
    “Yeah… Probably. But I’ll need assistance from someone, such as yourself, to help get the probe fine-tuned. I don’t want anyone to come along and flash me after they discover I’m on an unauthorized scouting mission.” 
 
    She looked at Turtle for a moment. “If Scarn’s mind is still recognizable, if he’s still alive, we have to find him, Turtle.” 
 
    “Yeah. He would try for me.” 
 
    Neva gazed at him again. “Pardon me,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    She put her arms around Turtle, pressed her cheek against his, and held him to her. Turtle awkwardly patted his big hands on her back. 
 
    Five seconds later, she stepped back from him and said, “When can you start?” 
 
    “Half an hour. I’ll find an unused unit. You go to your quarters, so I can get a position fix. If you feel a tingle between your ears, it’s me.” 
 
    “You would do anything for Scarn,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “He’s all I’ve got.” He gave it a second thought. “But you’re starting to count, too.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Days passed, rumors multiplied, but Scarn had not been found. In order to help Turtle keep his probe unit calibrated on her location, Neva had to spend more hours than she wanted in her quarters. Every hour or two, the probe unit vector would become unstable and Turtle would have to reset it based on her known position. 
 
    In the mornings, her mysteriously surviving husband Commander Dallen would sit across the table from her, and in a low monotone, he would recount the reasons why Tarassis hadn’t yet been moved—ranging from inconsequential to incoherent... The codes couldn’t be found. They were found but were encrypted. They were decrypted but then found not to be the correct codes, etc. There was something wrong with his thinking, and she no longer had much interest in finding out what it was. Perhaps he was possessed. 
 
    As for the search for a new captain of Tarassis, he mumbled fragments of what everyone had heard. That various factions of UT were in disagreement, with the guests wanting more authority and the crew standing firm on tradition. Secret platoons of vigilantes were forming on both sides and some decks were reportedly arming themselves. 
 
    Dallen’s morning monologues, which should have been interesting and informative, invariably devolved into byzantine intricacies and exceptions. Each of his points led to compounded digressions until she found it painful to listen. Eventually, his talks ended in long periods of staring silence. 
 
    Neva knew that the bridge crew was on edge as well. The ruling council of United Tarassis had been unable to select a new captain because the guests and the crew were rekindling their old animosity. Sensing that they needed a fresh unifying hope for the colony, the groups assigned to firing up the old engines and shifting their course had redoubled their efforts. Neva was among these, and she’d completed her efforts at navigational computation. She hoped her calculations would prove correct. 
 
    In the absence of a captain, the Security Chief Emma Venner, working with First Officer Chisolm, had unofficially assumed the role. In the post-Stattor reorganization, many positions had been reassigned.  
 
    Much to her disgust, once Neva had finished her navigational work, she’d been summoned to work several hours a day in the office of Chisolm. He was Stattor’s former right hand, and it was obvious he intended to be his successor. He’d already claimed victimhood and been given a desk in the star-light filled pod Captain Stattor had used for his own.  
 
    Reporting there, Neva found a gigaload of ship-maintenance data to occupy her time, but Chisolm’s frank stares made the work difficult to focus on. 
 
    More days passed and dozens of hours were spent with Chisolm’s data blocks. When she went out in the afternoon or evening, it was usually to meet the exhausted Turtle in one of the lounges. There, they would often see one or more crewmen who would suddenly look up with animal fear in their eyes. That look, that twitchy behavior—they had come to recognize it easily. Something alien was now taking residence in another human mind. 
 
    The only good news was the aliens seemed to be refining their technique. More of the humans could tolerate the invasion. They didn’t like it, clearly. But they didn’t become self-destructive. They might bite their arms, or mumble, but they didn’t murder or mutilate. It was an improvement, but it was no solution. 
 
    Sometimes the possessed managed to accept the situation with a shrug. Their faces might merely go blank, or they would grotesquely curl up their arms and hands in front of their chests and chatter like angry rodents.  
 
    But in the worst cases, they would still panic, shriek, and run wildly. This would continue until bystanders or Security brought them down. 
 
    So far, the worsening conditions aboard Tarassis had only slowed in Stattor’s absence. The snake was without a head now, but it still managed to kill its young. 
 
    After her meetings with Turtle to check on his progress, Neva dreaded going back to her quarters. There, she was forced to exist with what Dallen had become. To do otherwise would gain the further scrutiny of Chief Venner and First Officer Chisolm. She desperately wanted to find Scarn again, but she didn’t want to exiled and end up roaming the quarantined decks to join him. 
 
    And now, in her repugnant spousal arrangement.... 
 
    Once she had liked the smell Dallen’s face left on his pillow, but now it repelled her. Now, when he undressed, she would turn her back, not wanting to see the body in which he lived. And this was the man for whom she had left her people behind. She’d been born a guest, but she’d turned crew and studied astro-navigation in order to become an acceptable mate for a commander. 
 
    Looking back, the choices she had made now seemed absurd to her. To have done such a thing for a man she’d so misread.... Others had warned her of the dangers of choosing a mate from the opposite faction, but she’d been as impetuous in her youth as she now was careful. 
 
    Two weeks to the day after Scarn’s disappearance, Neva silently got out of bed and began to dress. She wore a dark shape over her breast, an heirloom brooch one of her distant grandmothers had brought from Earth. She normally made a point of concealing it with her clothes, as it resembled a spider more than anything else. 
 
    She reminded herself who she was and where she’d come from. She was a guest from a very high deck. She’d been born in a suite, not a bunk or dim-lit cargo hold.  
 
    Where crew tended to panic, guests were supposed to coolly examine a situation. Where crew tended to fall into hopeless, self-destructive love, guests might excuse themselves and move on. Conversely, if she desired, she could free herself. She could decide to turn her whims into throes of ecstasy and feel seizures of passion as crazed as any crew or lowly breather. 
 
    Now, however she felt ashamed. She had betrayed her natural charm and guile, which was part of her heritage. Her gifts as a high-born guest had been frittered away. She’d used these talents to love a man who mumbled in his sleep and ate like a dog.  
 
    Finally dressed, she began to feel the darkness was too close around her. She turned on the lights and let her day begin. 
 
    At 7: 20 AM, mumbling a series of numbers, Dallen passed by her on his way to the food dispenser. When he returned with a bowl of brown sludge and a spoon, he was saying something about, “...coherent reassembly of unitary….” 
 
    She called him very loudly. “Commander?” 
 
    He paused and looked up at her from his bowl and spoon. 
 
    “I have something important to say.” 
 
    His eyebrows folded the skin between them. He seemed to be silently translating her words into his private language. 
 
    “Can you understand me?” 
 
    “The regression isn’t infinite. It’s important that we know that.” 
 
    “Listen to me, this is important: I’ve bypassed the details of our contract renewal clause. Do you understand? I’ve revoked our spousal contract. The amendment has already been filed. Do you hear me, Jaxon?” 
 
    He pointed at her with the gooey spoon and cleared his mouth. “What?” 
 
    “Our living arrangement is annulled. Our spousal contract is void.” 
 
    He seemed confused. “But I wasn’t talking about that.” 
 
    She sighed. She considered giving it another try, but his blankly quizzical look told her it would be an additional waste of her life. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THIRTY 
 
      
 
    Commander Dallen’s hand dropped to his side. The nutrient paste on his spoon slid onto the floor. He lifted the spoon again and pointed it at her. “If you.... If we, um.... You could adjust your mind.” He nodded his head, but his focus was clearly wandering. “You....” 
 
    From outside their door, in the passageway, they heard the sudden shrill yelping of yet someone else who had been zerked. The muffled thumps were the fists and feet striking the floor and walls during the seizure. 
 
    Neither Dallen nor Neva spoke while the noises continued. Security would come by soon and take the person away; they had become very efficient. 
 
    After the final feeble thumps, Dallen spoke again. “Rescuing this ship is of the utmost... but I worry about the photon condenser. The ignition point density....” He began reciting maximum and minimum numbers. 
 
    She peered at him. She spoke to him gently, as though speaking to a pet. “Neither one of us is who we used to be, when we first fell in love.” Those words at least felt honest, whether or not he understood them. She looked on him now as one who needed assistance and monitoring—but it wasn’t going to be from her. 
 
    He stared at the brooch she wore on her chest. “You loved me with that. You need to....” He waggled his head and made gestures with his hand to replace the words he couldn’t think of. 
 
    “Are you saying I should will myself to love you? Have you noticed that you haven’t spoken to me in a week? Have you noticed that you repeat yourself incessantly? Have you noticed that the food you eat has the faint smell of waste? Have you noticed that something is very, very wrong with you?” 
 
    At that moment, he looked more stricken than usual. His head hung forward, cocked a little sideways, and a thin string of drool began its trail off his lower lip. 
 
    “Jaxon?” she asked in concern. 
 
    He blinked rapidly, his mouth and face twitching, and he began making spitting noises. Like paws, his hands drew up and curled under his chin. Abruptly, he moved sideways, knocking his formchair backward. Strangely alert, with his fingers flexing beside his face like mandibles, he eyed her as though she were strange and dangerous. He backed away and scanned the room in twitches. 
 
    “Jaxon!” she said sharply. “Can you understand me?” 
 
    In response, he chittered and slinked backward. Who or whatever looked at her through his eyes was no longer anyone she knew.  
 
    In a sudden seizure, he choked for air, chewed the inside of his mouth, and his arms flailed in every direction. He slung blood and spit over the floor and cabinets and threw himself across the room. 
 
    Neva was ready to grab and hold him till the seizure passed, but the latch on the front door slid quietly open. 
 
    Two security men stepped inside. They’d used their passcode and now stood there, observing the situation. The blue-uniformed security crewmen stepped farther inside their stateroom. 
 
    One of them casually moved Neva aside with a thick arm. Neither of them made any sudden moves or gave harsh commands. 
 
    “Are you safe, ma’am?” The fatter of the two asked. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    The other officer had his trank gun out. He aimed at Dallen and fired. It made the tiniest pop and in five seconds, Dallen slumped heavily into the nearest wall. He slid down it and sat on the floor with his mouth open. 
 
    “And there we go,” the officer said.  
 
    He holstered his weapon. He seemed to be a pleasant enough man. 
 
    “I didn’t call you,” Neva said. 
 
    “But aren’t you lucky we came by?” 
 
    “I didn’t call you. How did you know this was happening?” 
 
    The security man with the gun pointed a finger at Dallen. “Is this gentleman someone dear to you? It looks like he was having a violent seizure reaction and could have hurt himself—or worse—if we hadn’t come by. I’d say he was lucky. I’d say we were all lucky.” 
 
    He turned his back to his partner, who pulled a folded portable gurney out of his backpack. “We’ll get him to an infirmary right away for an evaluation.” 
 
    “How did you know?” Neva repeated. 
 
    “Just a coincidence,” one said. 
 
    “Purely by luck,” said the second. “We were strolling by, and we heard him zerk out. We heard yelling and thumping. This sector is so quiet on better days.” 
 
    “…I was just saying how calm it was in the passages today,” the first man said. 
 
    Neva’s eyes slid from one to the other and back again.  
 
    “There was no yelling,” she said. 
 
    The two men glanced at each other. 
 
    “Well,” one of them said, “we must have heard something, otherwise we wouldn’t have stopped by. Right?” 
 
    Neva let their lies fade into a moment of silence. “He’s going to be red-zoned, isn’t he?” 
 
    “No, no.” They flipped a few latches and popped the gurney into shape. “A lot of things have the same symptoms as this. A few pills, he could be back by this afternoon, good as new.” 
 
    They got him loaded and strapped down and began maneuvering him around the furniture to the front door. 
 
    “Good day. Glad we could be of assistance.” 
 
    They both smiled, nodded, and rolled Dallen away. 
 
    Neva pinged Turtle and waited only minutes before he called back.  
 
    After she reported what had just occurred, Turtle was unhappy. “So what we have is an organized program. But who’s organizing it? I thought the good guys were running things now.” 
 
    “Do you have anything on Scarn yet?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s a slow process.” 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut. “I guess you would have told me.” 
 
    “The process is too slow,” Turtle admitted. “I have to ease into the person’s consciousness without throwing them into a new hysteria, and then look and listen for anything familiar, like any of Scarn’s memories—or if their memories contain any traces of seeing Scarn. Some of them, if they’ve been badly zerked, are very quiet inside so it takes a while. And these god damned probe units.... Anything with Gomax installed for us might as well be a piece of snot with a wire through it.” Turtle’s image looked at her. “You’re showing your brooch.... Does that imply one or two things?” 
 
    “It does. I’m surprised you know that much about us.” 
 
    “And you have to work with Chisolm? He’s not going to get under your skin today, is he?” 
 
    “No.” With the slightest smile she touched the red and black spider below her neck. “Not today, he won’t.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Neva was unhappy to run into Luan in Chisolm’s office. She was a guest descendant, but some would say she’d descended too far in choosing to become an openly sexual person. 
 
    The shape of Luan’s nose had been in style a year ago but was now considered a bit too thin for current tastes. She had large eyes and from various treatments had lost all her body hair below her neckline. Despite her baby-skin, she displayed extravagant eyebrows, eyelashes, and a thick ponytail. A lot of her skin was visible through openings, meshwork, and transparencies in her clothes, including portions of her legs, buttocks, torso and breasts. The skin on all of them was as smooth and blemish-free as the finest quality latex.  
 
    Women routinely admired her clothes, but she thrived on men admiring the entire package. 
 
    “You’re late!” Luan snapped when Neva entered the office. Luan had her little feet propped on a chair and was watching something on her handpad. 
 
    Neva sat at her station and told it to power up. Dozens of subsystems had blown out the day after Stattor had. Like Stattor, they were still dead. The common blame went to the substandard replacement parts, and the resulting work-arounds were intricate, time-consuming, and not completely reliable. 
 
    But whether it was bad equipment or the rumored sabotage, so many systems had gone down during the upheaval that even life-support had been compromised.  
 
    Once her navigational calculations had been finished, Neva’s new assignment was to enter blocks of data, manipulating and filtering them six directions. This would instruct each system or another on Tarassis to continue, modify its function, or shut down. 
 
    Neva checked the to-do screen and found it packed with three or four times the normal load. Once again, Luan had been useless. 
 
    “Haven’t you done anything today?” 
 
    Luan clicked off whatever she was looking at. “I got about ten minutes into it, then Chisolm walks in. ‘I didn’t sleep well last night,’ he says. ‘So?’ I said to him. And he says, ‘The news today is agitating.’ He actually said that: ‘The news today is agitating.’” Luan rolled her large eyes. “Well, we all know what that means. So I told him, ‘I can’t help you. I had a lot of activity last night and I’m resting up from that.’ You know how he humps up his little chicken-bone shoulders and smooths down that hair of his when he gets huffy? He stood there and did that. Hump and smooth.” 
 
    Chisolm’s door silently opened behind Luan. He stepped just inside their work area and listened to her with an expression that grew fouler by the moment. 
 
    “So he goes into all this ‘If you refuse to help me, then you’re refusing to help benefit the ship’s welfare, blah, blah, blah.’ You get the idea.” 
 
    Chisolm walked into the room where Luan could see him. She was not intimidated. She even looked at him as she finished: “I told him ‘Sorr-rry. Shop’s closed.’” With a looping demonstrative sweep, she crossed her legs. 
 
    Luan opened a desk drawer beside her and began fishing around in it for something. “You take care of him,” she mumbled to Neva. “Pretend he’s somebody else. It’s what I do.” 
 
    Chisolm glared angrily to Neva and back to Luan. “I’m acting captain, and I’m going to give you one last chance,” he said to her. “You’re not going to appreciate the consequences of disrespect.” He held his chin up, trying to look taller and more authoritative, but the attempt only made him look stupid.  
 
    “No way, Chisolm. First, you’re not acting captain. Security Chief Venner is. But that’s not the point. It’s not like I’d mind or anything. I like getting attention from a new man on a good day. In fact, there’s a humongous party on Deck 32 where I could make some valuable connections.” 
 
    Chisolm fumed, but he made no more threats.  
 
    “First Officer Chisolm,” Luan said cutely, “the word is you’re going to be out of a job in the near future. Like about the time you can get your hair glued down straight. See it from my point of view: You’re a bad investment of time, energy, and effort.” 
 
    She finally pulled a small purse from the back of the desk drawer and brushed it off with her hand. 
 
    Neva watched Chisolm undergo a visible change of attitude: He craned his neck up as he forced himself to swallow. He twitched his shoulders like he might be trying to relax and then grimaced a smile toward Luan. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “could you do one small thing before you go? Just enter this one last data block, and we’ll call it quits. It will be...” He looked up and blinked ferociously before lowering his head and continuing. “It will be a token action.... A token affirmation of my authority in this office.”  
 
    He forced a smile that only looked weird. “It will allow me to give you a positive referral.” 
 
    “Just one data block?” Luan asked. 
 
    He was holding out a memcube. “It’s the only one on here. Just enter it.” 
 
    Luan’s large eyes flicked up and to the right. A modified eye-roll. “One entry? Whatever.” She took it out of his hand, looked at it a moment and inserted it into her console. On her unit, she entered the required access codes. She defined the memcube’s attributes, ran through a dozen other preliminaries, monitored the input, and ran the filters. Then she did a recheck and hit FINISHED.  
 
    “Satisfied?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” The weird twist of his lips began to look more like a smile. 
 
    Luan picked up her little purse again. “Hair’s crooked,” she said and walked toward the airlock. 
 
    She got halfway to the door. There, she slowed and stopped.... 
 
    Neva saw Luan’s mouth drop open like her jaw had broken free. Her tongue flicked between her perfect teeth and she seemed to be nodding yes, yes, yes, but the nods became violent and convulsive. She staggered between the desks, making high-pitched squeaks till she fell over a formchair and thrashed on the floor. She arched her back and grimaced so fiercely that it seemed her skin might split across her face. 
 
    After a minute, the shudders became more liquid. The involuntary movements became smaller until they ceased. She breathed with her mouth open, with her eyes showing only white. She seemed unconscious. 
 
    “You see?” Chisolm said with a hint of pride. “There we are. I even feel somewhat relieved.” 
 
    Neva checked on Luan. She was alive, but she wasn’t in good shape. She called the medical deck, and they said they’d send someone up to help but they sounded so bored that she wasn’t sure. 
 
    While she waited, Neva replayed what had just happened. Luan had just run one of the standard block routines—the same thing Luan had done earlier... but Chisolm had clearly caused this accident. 
 
    “You gave yourself away, didn’t you?” 
 
    His grin began to fade. 
 
    “These codes we enter don’t have anything to do with maintaining the ship’s systems. What we’ve been doing is related to the madness that’s spreading all over Tarassis.” 
 
    “You are so unbelievably wrong. The complexity of the situation—” 
 
    “Your motivation is either money or power. Stattor’s dead, but his right hand continues to operate in the chaos. Why hasn’t someone killed you by now?” She moved sideways and closer. 
 
    Chisolm waved his hands no-no-no. “My work is the work of saving lives. In saving lives, there are sometimes choices that have to be made—” 
 
    He stopped when he saw the brooch on her breast, which he had never noticed before. 
 
    “That—when did you start wearing that?” 
 
    She reached up and touched it. This time, the brooch glowed into life, activating with a reddish gleam. “It’s from Earth, from the old days. An ancient weapon that was forbidden on the homeworld.” 
 
    “You mean to assassinate me?” 
 
    “Humans are assassinated. Insects such as yourself are stepped on. I feel no sympathy for you, First Officer Chisolm. You’ve assumed the captain’s place, despite being far from the appropriate rank. Worse you’re causing more suffering.” 
 
    “Look,” he said briskly, trying to bolster his image, “your tender-heartedness could risk the entire—” 
 
    “Chisolm, those people you’ve sent to the quarantine zones… they beg to die every day.” 
 
    “’It’s temporary, believe me, and no one’s dead. No one’s being killed.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know a thing about any of it, would you? And lying is always easier than finding out.” 
 
    He backed away from her. “How dare you accuse a crew officer of lying.” 
 
    She moved on him till he cornered himself. In her eyes he was an insignificant substance that caused an unnecessary hazard. It may have showed. 
 
    “Wait! Wait!” Chisolm waved his hands in front of his face. “The aliens say their world is being pre-empted. They say their god is making them move on. We don’t know what they mean by that, but we’re helping them. They have their own probe units, so they gave us the coordinates to a list of possible home worlds for us. In return, we’ve let them come here.” 
 
    “So you let them invade our psychonauts with their alien minds? Do you think these aliens expected to lie abandoned in rotting heaps? They don’t know what they’re getting into when they come here, do they?” 
 
    Chisolm recoiled as she shifted position again, putting herself between him and the airlock that led back down into Tarassis. 
 
    “There was an agreement,” he admitted. “But no… they don’t exactly know.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that Tarassis officers betrayed our own workers and the aliens alike?” She thought about that for two seconds. “Tell me more, Chisolm. Spell out exactly what the aliens don’t know. ” 
 
    He took a micro-glance at the door and started to break for it. He shoved her back and rushed for the exit. She let him take his first step, and then she burned him in the back. 
 
    Chisolm’s suit slashed open as if cut by a hot knife. A wisp of steam rolled up from the wound. The beam of intense heat had sliced into him, cauterizing flesh and melting his uniform right into the meat over his right kidney and scapula.  
 
    Shocked by the pain, he pitched forward into the corner and grabbed at his back and wailed. He was exposed, and winced away as she approached. Her fingers pinched the sides of her brooch. The jewel in the center glittered. 
 
    “Next time,” she told him, “I’ll take your eyes.” She positioned herself in front of the door again. 
 
    “Don’t! Don’t put your hands on me!”  
 
    “Tell me what I want to know.” 
 
    “We put in cross-talk. When they send their personality scans, we intercept and purposely mismatch the alien and human scans so there’ll be transpsychic cross-talk. We did it because we didn’t know what we’d get by combining a human and an alien consciousness together. It could have been—” 
 
    “Smarter than you? More honest than you? Something that kept its word? Something with a shred of decency? I can see how UT would be threatened to the core.” 
 
    He was talking fast now. “But, look: Every day we’re here, they relay to us new information on new resources that we ourselves can use or we can sell to others. Our sacrifices are for the benefit of all of us.” 
 
    “Your lies are ancient. You let UT workers die for UT profit. Your existence is a hazard to others.”  
 
    Chisolm looked at her, read her growing anger, and said, “Don’t...” He swallowed. 
 
    Neva gazed at him. If left alone, he would do more damage. She could imprison him, but that would be problematic and time-consuming. She could severely injure him; determining the effective level of severity would also be difficult. Or she could kill him outright; that would resolve all parts of the issue. 
 
    In his corner, Chisolm had no place to recoil, but he seemed to draw further from her. Fear changed his face. 
 
    She turned to the unit on Luan’s desk. She located infirmary storage, found Chisolm’s personal data block—his basic memories, a file kept in the infirmaries in case of head injuries—and pulled it up. 
 
    Peripherally she saw Chisolm’s eyes darting from one exit to her to the other. 
 
    “Please,” she said, “run for it. I could blind you and cut off your legs without a second thought.” 
 
    She scrambled his data block to deep red incoherence. Then finished with the settings, she went over, pulled him to his feet, and shoved him toward Luan’s chair.  
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    He was confused and cowering, but he sat. 
 
    In one motion, she put the contact against his forehead with one hand and hit SEND with the other. 
 
    “Enjoy yourself, you vicious shit.” 
 
    He clawed at the contact, but it was too late. She waited till she saw his eyes dilate and he began hyperventilating.  
 
    Good enough. When she left him, two trails of blood had begun dribbling out of his nose and his breath smelled like something had burned inside his lungs. If he lived somehow, she hoped he would remember her with every breath he took. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Once out of the office, she realized how unclean she had felt in his presence. He’d probably brought her to work there for the same reason he’d brought Luan: to hit on her.  
 
    Neva wanted to bathe. But, knowing what she knew now— 
 
    She pinged Turtle. He was probably still scanning for Scarn, and she hated to interrupt—but this was big. 
 
    He got back to her by the time she had stepped into the slip-space lift to Deck 1, the bridge. There, crewmen would be working every minute to get Tarassis ready to move. 
 
    “I may have found Scarn,” Turtle said, first thing. “The god damned unit kept freezing up, but I have a location. Ninety percent sure it was him. Hey….” He paused and looked at her through her handpad. “You look crazy. And this says you’re on Deck 8 and on your way to the bridge. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I learned something from Chisolm: United Tarassis had a deal with the aliens. They’ve been given free rein to reside in our people in return for lists of planets with living creatures we can exploit. But UT misled the aliens and mis-matched the personality scans when they came in. Captain Stattor’ just wanted more data to sell to whoever would buy. He gave us all this madness and death.” 
 
    Neva watched Turtle’s face as he put it together. 
 
    “That’s why they’ve used up so many psychonauts. That’s why the officers never seemed to care, why they covered it up.” 
 
    “Right.” Neva gave him the next-to-last piece: “We need to contact these aliens, Turtle, and see if we can get our people back to normal.” 
 
    “What if they demand we house them in our heads? They’re fleeing Earth’s expansion.” 
 
    “That’s right,” she said, “but I’m assuming that if a personality can be inserted, it can be taken out at some later time.” 
 
    “It can, but it’s complicated.” 
 
    “We don’t have much else. If we can’t get them to cooperate with us, they could just leave our possessed people as they are, helpless and dying—with their own species helpless and dying with them.” 
 
    Turtle looked at her for long seconds. Then he got the last piece all by himself. “Uh… this means we can’t move the ship yet. We can’t change course. We can’t evade them. Not yet.” 
 
    “Not yet,” she said. “Which is why I’m on my way to the bridge.” 
 
    “Got it. How are you going to get them to listen to you?” 
 
    “They have to, or we’ll never get thousands of our people back again.” 
 
    “They’ll be looking for First Officer Chisolm for their orders, not you. He’s technically next in the command chain, even if he operated as the captain’s personal assistant.” 
 
     “I’ll make sense,” she insisted, “and they’re rational—for the most part. For right now, they just need to listen.” 
 
     Turtle did not look like he was convinced. “I once heard an old guest say the word ‘human’ is synonymous with ‘regret.’ Watch your back.” 
 
    Neva shrugged. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “I’m going to check this location I got on Scarn,” Turtle said. “But if I’ve found him, what’ll I do? He could be raving.” 
 
    “At least you’ve dealt with these aliens before. United Tarassis sure as hell isn’t going to tell you anything you need to know.” 
 
    “Just once in a while, I wish I knew what I was doing.” 
 
    “Same here,” she said. 
 
    When Neva stepped out of the lift onto Deck 1, she could hear the rattle of a dozen chattering voices.  
 
    Following the noise led her to one of the control centers. Clusters of men and women, all wearing uniforms, paged through screens of code. They spoke to others elsewhere on the ship for guidance, calling questions or clarifications back and forth to each other. 
 
    She was a navigator, not a coder, so she hadn’t been invited to this party. It was one thing to calculate thrust and duration, it was quite another to devise a script to operate a bank of ancient engines. They were so old and past their expected lifespan they were brittle and metallurgically unsound.  
 
    A thousand scenarios had to be pre-engineered. What if number seven went out while six tried to compensate? Would that stress blow out the next in the line, then the next? When should they shut down? How great a risk should they take? 
 
    The questions and planning were infinite. No one could ever be one hundred percent certain they weren’t all destined to die the moment Tarassis lit up in space again, spewing exhaust and radiation behind her. Neva stood back and observed what they did and looked for who was in charge. The place seethed with movement and excitement. Quick shouts signaled one person or another’s need for information or assistance.  
 
    Three officers moved from one group to another, apparently providing some unity in the chaotic-looking process. One of them was a security chief.  
 
    Neva recognized her. She was Emma Venner, the woman in white who’d been in charge of Captain Stattor’s security detail the night he died. Her eyes swept the bridge, and she spotted Neva.  
 
    Venner’s eyes narrowed. She finished answering a question, and then came directly over to Neva.  
 
    Neva read the security chief as being tired and in a bad state of mind. Her mouth was tightly turned down, her eyes bleary and squinting—it was obvious. 
 
    Neva steeled herself. She had to spread the word. She was wearing her uniform and her bridge security pass, otherwise she would never have made it this far.  
 
    Venner examined these with a practiced eye. 
 
    “An unofficial navigator?” the woman asked her crisply. “We’re past that step. You’re not crew, so I’m assuming you can assist us in activating the ship’s drive?”  
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not trained for that, what I need to—” 
 
    “Then we have no use for you here. Please exit the bridge.” The woman was in a hurry and started to turn away. 
 
    “Give me a moment, Venner,” Neva insisted. “I know how we can save the people in the quarantined zones. When UT—” 
 
    “That has no relevance.” 
 
    “When UT agreed to allow an alien race to store its ‘people’ inside our brains—” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be working in Chisolm’s office?” Venner asked, working her handpad. After a moment, she looked up. “Chisolm isn’t answering.” She was becoming alarmed. “Something is wrong there.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Neva said, she was desperate now, “they fucked up the insert codes and—” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and we’re dealing here with the fate of Tarassis.” Venner signaled, and a genderless combat synth stepped forward. The synth moved with precision. It struck Neva just below her cheekbone and knocked her back against a cabinet.  
 
    Neva thought she hadn’t been hit that hard, but when she tried to get up, her legs jellied and she dropped to the floor on her butt. 
 
    The Security Chief stood over her, both hands balled up into fists. Her mouth was an ugly down-turned U.  
 
    “When you can get up, I’ll have you marched to the brig and figure out how many crimes we can charge you with. In the end, we might find a useful purpose for you after all. The story of Stattor’s ‘accidental’ death hasn’t convinced everyone. And I could use an officially sanctioned assassin…” 
 
    To Neva, Venner’s voice seemed oddly loud... until she realized that everyone else on the bridge had fallen silent.  
 
    Venner looked away from Neva and saw what they were looking at: Scarn stood in the main entrance. He was dirty, stained, and stinking. Turtle stood behind him.  
 
    Scarn slouched a few steps onto the bridge and grinned asymmetrically. He played with a yellow can of J-9 in his hand. He tossed it into the air, giving it a single spin each time. Just behind him, Turtle stood with wide eyes, on full alert. 
 
    “Hey there, crew members,” Scarn said. He sounded like a drunk person. “You may have heard of me. I’m supposed to be dead.” He tossed and grabbed the can out of midair and pointed it at Venner, who still stood over Neva.  
 
    “You,” he said. “Don’t punish the messenger.” This time he didn’t sound drunk—he sounded mean. “Your mother never told you that?” He gave the J-9 another casual flip. 
 
    A small voice from across the room spoke. “Could you please hold that still?” 
 
    “Where did he get that?” someone else whispered. 
 
    J-9 was a radioactive propellant. The gas, if released, would be quite deadly in an enclosed area. 
 
    Scarn looked at Neva, still on the floor from being knocked down and gestured for her to get to her feet. In the meantime, Turtle threaded between people and moved to her side. 
 
    “Jackpot,” Turtle whispered to her. “Sort of….” 
 
    Scarn tossed the yellow can a little higher. It made two revolutions before he caught it off-center, bobbled it, and then got a grip on it.  
 
    “Oops.” He sounded drunk again. He tossed the J-9 again, one spin. “What I’m gonna do,” he said, “is practice my juggling skills—” He sent the can for another quick toss from one hand to the other and back. “—till this woman finishes telling you what she wants to tell you.” 
 
    “We’ll listen,” someone said. “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    “Really, we will.” 
 
    “We’ll listen as long as you want.” 
 
    Scarn gave the can a double-spin. “You sure? All of you?” 
 
    All heads nodded, except for the synth guards. They were moving slowly, waiting for the signal to strike—but it didn’t come. The officers were too freaked out because one can of J-9 could kill all of them in seconds. 
 
    Scarn held the can in one hand, folded his arms, and leaned against the door frame. 
 
    “I’ll stand right here to be sure.” He wiggled the can a little. “Everybody lies these days. Have you noticed?” 
 
    Scarn pointed at Neva, who climbed to her feet. Everyone turned their focus back to her, and this time, they listened, even Emma Venner.  
 
    Neva ran through it for them—how the aliens were tracking them and transferring their people into ours, and how Stattor, Chisolm, and unknown others purposely mismatched the personality transfers to keep these people helpless and isolated in the quarantined areas. 
 
    “So,” she said when she’d finished, “we can’t move Tarassis yet because if we do, all the colonists who are deranged now will stay that way forever. We want to get them back.” 
 
     “I talked to these aliens,” Scarn added. “I’ve talked to them more than once, so has Turtle. We can’t be the only ones.” 
 
    He looked sternly around the group. A few of the psychonauts didn’t meet his gaze. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Some of you know we’re right, but you never had the balls to do anything. Well, Captain Stattor is dead now. You can admit the truth. We all can. We can live it.” 
 
    “We just need time,” Neva pleaded. “We’ll work with the aliens to resend their scans to us.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Venner said. She stepped near, her face full of arrogance and mistrust. “Let’s say we believe that you’ve figured out why people are getting zerked so often. As I understand it, these codes they’re going to resend to us are codes for what? For alien personality structures, right? You’re deliberately putting them back into our people?” 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Scarn said. “I know when I’ve got an alien guest in my head. You can feel it. The thing is in there’. It’s mentally kind of itchy… but it’s quiet. And this is the only deal in town. The only way they’ll help us rescue our people. We’ve got to have alien cooperation. Resend the scans, put them in the right way, and hope it reorganizes the psychotic mess that Stattor gave them.” 
 
    “Why?” one psychonaut demanded. “They aren’t human. Why should we care if they live or die?” 
 
    “They’re intelligent enough to do what we’ve done here aboard Tarassis. 
 
    “How long will this delay take?” a voice asked. 
 
    “Loading a fresh copy of a compatible alien mind?” Turtle asked. “Not long. I just did it. With a solid team working on it… maybe two or three days—we’re talking about thousands of people. The hardest part will be digging them out of the quarantined areas without terrifying them or causing them to hurt themselves.” 
 
    Venner looked from one cluster of her people to another, and then back to Scarn. “We’ve listened to your story and it looks like most of the psychonauts believe you. That’s a shock, but there it is. You’ve brought it down to this: do we want to trust these aliens? Do we want our people back that badly? Or should we just write them all off and say screw these aliens? Half the colony might be mad, but we could make do with the rest.” 
 
    Scarn narrowed his eyes and did a high toss with his canister.  
 
    That was a mistake. Venner signaled and one of the synths reached out a telescoping arm and snatched it from the air. 
 
    Scarn looked stunned.  
 
    Venner looked at Scarn and Neva smugly. She spoke with care. “I’ve just received word that Chisolm has met with a terminal accident,” she said, “so it would seem that I am now the acting captain.” 
 
    A few of the crew gasped.  
 
    “Another accident?” demanded one of the officers “You’re not even crew—not really. You’re guest.” He pronounced this last word as if it was a curse. 
 
    “Have a care if you want to keep breathing, Commander,” Venner said, and the man quieted sullenly. 
 
    “Look,” Scarn said, “I just want to recover as many of our colonists as we can.” 
 
    “One question,” Venner said. “How long do we have before our crew and guests actively reignite the civil war?” 
 
    “Not long at all, from what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Correct. Every hour this madness continues, the risk goes up. I don’t want to return to those dark days. Tarassis might never recover.” 
 
    “Then we should work very fast, shouldn’t we?” Neva suggested. She’d stood up, and Turtle was helping her toward the lifts. “Imagine having thousands of lost colonists return home to their loved ones, their minds functioning again.” 
 
    Venner considered her words carefully. “We’ll give you twenty-four hours,” she said at last. “If you can do what you say, we’ll know by then and you can continue. If you can’t, we’ll dispose of all three of you for trying to hijack Tarassis and redirect its course.” 
 
    With Scarn and Turtle still helping her, Neva led the way toward the exit.  
 
    Venner caught up with them at the lift entry. Two blank-faced synths followed close behind her. 
 
    “Neva,” she said. “I just want you and your little gang of thugs to understand that if you try anything with me—like I suspect you did with Chisolm—orders are already written up for you all to be thrown into the core. Just so we understand each other.” 
 
    “Chisolm was unfit,” Scarn said quietly, as though imparting a secret.  
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “It was more than that,” he said. “We wanted you to become captain.”  
 
    Venner blinked. She didn’t smile, but the downward U-turn of her mouth relaxed a little. Scarn was mildly surprised his ruse had worked. 
 
    “After what happened the night of Stattor’s death,” Scarn lied, “it was common knowledge that you were the one for the job.” He knew the best lies were compliments. They were always believed. 
 
    “I see…” Venner said. “Well, you play a dangerous game. Cool it down a few notches.” 
 
    “We will,” Turtle said. He’d always been quick to grasp Scarn’s schemes and support them.  
 
    Neva looked at them with wide-eyed surprise but said nothing. 
 
    The new default captain of Tarassis left, and they all stepped into the lift and slid away to the nearest probe center. 
 
    There was a lot of work to do. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
      
 
    Chapter THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Turtle looked out through the ports of the repair shuttle. He could see stars filling most of the black sky. One seemed brighter than the others. He wondered if it was closer than a light-year—it looked like it could have been. They had taken one of the shuttles out for an hour or so of quiet drift, to get away from the complex din inside every part of Tarassis.  
 
    “Venner and her crew have the re-transfers under control,” Scarn told Turtle. “The techs in the engine room are still wading through Tarassis code—so what else is there that two pieces of trashlife could do with that mess?” 
 
    Turtle dealt the cards, spinning them through zero-G to Scarn, who plucked them out of the air. 
 
    The game they played they invented when they were twelve, but by now the rules were an abstruse tapestry of possibilities and exceptions for every situation. It would be inexplicable to anyone who hadn’t played it for a decade and a half. 
 
    Turtle’s eyes darted over his cards; Scarn gazed at his without expression. They discarded and drew from these discards. 
 
    “I’m doing the Slime-ball Exception,” Turtle announced after studying them. 
 
    Scarn cursed and drew six cards. 
 
    “What are you doing tonight?” Turtle asked.  
 
    “Collecting.” 
 
    “I’m going to have an old-fashioned date before Tarassis changes course, or the guests start taking things into their own hands again. Who are you collecting from?” 
 
    “Remember Lance Graff? Tonight I’ve arranged to collect our fourteen thousand creds from him.” 
 
    “Tonight? Really? I thought we’d never get it back.” 
 
    “Time is short and conditions are deteriorating. If we wait, our chances of collecting are only going to decrease.” 
 
    Turtle put a three of clubs in the red corner of the board. Scarn looked sly. 
 
    “Graff’s a disgusting person,” Turtle said. “You ever hear what kind of implants he borrowed our money for?” 
 
    Scarn shook his head slowly as he studied his cards.  
 
    “Me either. I heard he once had an alien fish-thing sewed up inside him till it died. Something hallucinogenic about it when it decomposed.” 
 
    Scarn shrugged. “It’s half the money for our contracts.” 
 
    “Scarn,” Turtle said, “we don’t work for United Tarassis anymore. There aren’t any contracts to buy out.” 
 
    “You never know. And if there isn’t and we live through this, the money is that much more freedom.” 
 
    “No argument there.” 
 
    Scarn’s life had been simple: A.) Stay alive, and B.) Accumulate enough money to get out of the United Tarassis web. 
 
    Turtle’s purpose varied considerably since it occasionally involved his loss of self in his affections for women. “You’ll remember who’s going to be my dinner date. Iris Soquel.” 
 
    “Her? Again?” 
 
    During a recent introduction to the upper-deck guests, they realized that Iris had become a minor celebrity. She was often seen on the arm of powerful men.  
 
    Turtle’s handpad projected an image of her face in the air. 
 
    “I remember. I remember.” Scarn waved it away and Turtle turned it off. “You pined over her forever.” 
 
    “I…” Turtle began, shrugging his massive shoulders. “I just want to see her over a few bites, you know. Just to see if there’s any magic left.” 
 
    “Magic?” Scarn scoffed. “The magic you’re talking about is that weird glow you feel when you’ve finally resigned yourself to being a piece of enslaved meat. And the amazing part? You know what you’re doing, but you still walk right into it. With the grin of an idiot.” 
 
    “Yeah, well… maybe. But this time I just want to see, Scarn. Maybe I’ll figure out that I was deluded.” 
 
    “What was your first clue?” Scarn asked. “That she’s married three guys so far? Seriously.” 
 
    “Or maybe if there is something special…” Turtle said. He was examining Iris on his handpad again, and seemed to be drifting. 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    “I just need to know if there is a ‘then what?’” 
 
    “Deluded and enslaved. Turtle, don’t do this. With the conditions on Tarassis, please don’t become another casualty for us to have to look after.” 
 
    A red light blinked on the instrument panel. 
 
    “Shuttle 37, we have a problem. Please acknowledge.” There was a burst of static. 
 
    “They used the override,” Turtle said. He looked out at the rocky surface of Tarassis. “Maybe it’s something serious.” 
 
    “If it is, then this is the best place to be.” Scarn studied his cards and drew another. 
 
    “Scarn, if you knew you were most likely going to be tubed in the next twenty-four, what would you do?” 
 
    “My best to get out of it.” 
 
    “Say you got the word right now—twenty-four from now, and you’re out. What actual things would you do?” 
 
    “I’d wring the money out of Graff that he still owes us. Then I’d bribe a spacer to steal a shuttle and die off-ship in open space. It’s your bet.” 
 
    “I’d run amok,” Turtle said. “Follow the dictates of my DNA and spread my seed. Did you know that while you’re having sex, you can’t think about dying?” 
 
    “I’ll try it next time.” 
 
    Turtle tapped his cards in thought and nodded sideways at the craggy surface out the port. “I think we ought to check out what’s going on back inside.” 
 
    “Bet,” Scarn threatened. 
 
    Turtle pushed a stack of magnetized food chits to the middle of the board and laid out his cards with confidence.  
 
    Scarn placed his cards in the corners according to the arcane rules from their trashlife years. Then he looked up and smiled. “Bang.” 
 
    Turtle slumped. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “You never had a chance,” Scarn said. “It’s that other ‘thing’ inside me. After you re-sent me the cleaned-up alien personality code, there were a few subtle changes.” 
 
    “Yeah? You haven’t talked about it, and I didn’t want to ask.” 
 
    “He... or it, the thing in my head, I mean, figures odds and remembers details better than I do.” 
 
    “That could be useful. Anything else?” 
 
    “I’ll be doing some routine thing, and little ideas pop out suggesting how I can do the job better. More often, while I’m thinking about something, there’ll be a little ‘Ah-ha!” somewhere in the background, like it sees something new. That’s what it’s like to have an alien in your skull with you. Undramatic, but slightly interesting.” 
 
    “Best of all, it helps you win at cards.” Turtle nodded to himself and then glanced out again at the rough hull of Tarassis. A dull metal joint connecting to a solar panel glided by. “I need to know what’s happening in there,” he said, and he reached over for the communications control. “This is shuttle 37. What’s up?” 
 
    Dead air. 
 
    “This is 37. What’s your problem?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Maybe it was serious?” 
 
    Scarn gathered up the cards and squared the deck. “Maybe they can find the band-aids without us.”  
 
    “We need to go see. We should at least check on Neva. What if Captain Venner changed her mind about pardoning us?” 
 
    Scarn turned his seat to face the controls. “There is that.” The shuttle jerked as it began to move. “And I need to shake down Graff. Wherever we end up, cash speaks all languages.” 
 
    They eased the hundred meters back to airlock 37A, bumped inside, and settled to a stop. Once it was re- pressurized and they opened the shuttle hatch, Turtle wrinkled his nose. “Do you smell what I smell?”  
 
    They scanned the airlock.  
 
    It was filled with the usual clutter of hoists, storage racks and parts, but at the entry to the control anteroom, a dark stain marked the door and splattered across the adjacent wall. Dried blood. They didn’t need to confirm each other’s thoughts. 
 
    On highest alert, they moved toward the airlock. 
 
    “Note the silence,” Turtle whispered. 
 
    Usually, a murmur of noise constantly passed through the colony ship’s framework. Normally, the sound of thousands of footsteps, bumps, and thumps echoed throughout the decks—but now, there was silence. 
 
    A tremor broke it. There wasn’t much sound, other than the distant groaning of old metal struts. 
 
    “Did you feel that?” Turtle asked. He looked toward his feet. 
 
    In moments, the tremor passed. 
 
    “I hoped I’d imagined it.” 
 
    Turtle looked up at Scarn. “A ship-wide quake?” 
 
    “Let’s pretend we imagined it.” 
 
    At the hatch, they saw that the dark smear was what it looked like: gore. Beside the door, gelatinous shreds of meat streaked the floor... it was nothing identifiable... just small bits of tissue and jellied pieces. 
 
    “What would do this?” Turtle whispered. “Do you think the rebel guests and the crew are going at it again?” 
 
    Scarn shook his head and whispered. “The crew wouldn’t like to mess up the equipment. I heard they like to use gas.” 
 
    “What do you suppose is on the other side of this door?” Turtle looked concerned.  
 
    Scarn went over to a work bench and returned with two half-meter-long wrenches that could be used as clubs—it was the best they had. He gave one to Turtle and put his free hand on the latch. 
 
    “We wish us luck,” Turtle said. It was an old line from their garbage-eating days. It had been like a prayer to them, muttered in those moments when luck was all they had. 
 
    Scarn eased open the door... opened it farther... and then shoved it wide.  
 
    Inside the control room, no equipment was damaged, but the smell indicated something worse. In the shadows on the floor lay a mixture of shredded clothing, unidentifiable tissues, and quarts of blood. 
 
    “I guess that’s what we all smell like inside,” Turtle said. “Makes you extra glad we have skin on.” 
 
    Scarn stood with his hand on the next door latch which led into a hallway of Tarassis proper. “Ready for door number two?” 
 
    Turtle nodded and Scarn pulled it open a crack. Turtle nodded again and Scarn pulled it farther. 
 
    The passage was empty. Even in the colony ship’s chaos after Stattor’s death, there were always people in the passages, hurrying one place or another. Now all that remained were more stains and remnants. 
 
    A dozen meters away, the walls had been sprayed a darkening brown, now almost black. It looked like someone had been thrown into a pureeing blade. Nothing remained but smears and stink. 
 
    “What kind of weapon does that?” Turtle whispered. 
 
    “Spacer shock troops testing out new toys?” 
 
    “I sure wish we were down below again, wandering through tunnels. We only had to deal with guns and knives.” 
 
    “People threw a lot of rocks.” 
 
    “But they didn’t hurt that much,” he pointed at the stain on the wall. “I’ll bet that did.” 
 
    Scarn took a fresh grip on his club. “I’m going to look closer.” He cautiously approached the bloodied area in the passage. After giving it a few scans, he returned. “Whatever killed the person got a lot of gore on him and then walked through it. There are some footprints down that way where some of the pieces fell off.” 
 
    Turtle looked at him. “You said, ‘Whatever killed that person.’” 
 
    “Let’s go. We can get to the next level through that utility module.” 
 
    “You said, ‘Whatever.’ What kind of ‘whatever’ footprints were they?” 
 
    Scarn had passed him going the other way. “C’mon. A janitor’s supply module is down here. We can jimmy the wall.” 
 
    “Scarn, talk to me. Are we talking some kind of death squad?” 
 
    “Not that.” He had the door open and was moving things away from the back wall. In certain areas, the Tarassis crew had skimped on construction costs that they considered non-critical. One of these areas was maintenance modules. Here, they found the decking panels to the next level down were barely held in place. 
 
    Scarn had pried one section open far enough to get one of their wrenches behind it. When Turtle bunched up his big arms, the panel pulled loose in their hands.  
 
    “Poor workmanship,” he commented. 
 
    Below the open gap, just a meter deep, was an identical deck panel that formed the ceiling down on Deck 38. One little kick, and if no one tried to kill them, they could drop down onto an adjacent deck. Perhaps there would be less carnage down there. 
 
    First they listened. There was not a sound from the other side. 
 
    “So, I guess…” Turtle whispered, “that we could just push on it and see what happens?” 
 
    Scarn took a breath. “It seems like the remaining option.” 
 
    “Those tracks, Scarn. Were they human?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Big?” 
 
    “Not too big.” 
 
    Turtle took a breath. “Is there anything positive you can tell me about this situation?” 
 
    “Whatever happens,” Scarn answered, “it’ll be quick. You won’t have to make any decisions.” 
 
    “That’s encouraging.” 
 
    “It’s better than what many people get.” 
 
    Each of them lowered a booted foot onto the panel below. Together, they pushed downward.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    The panel section popped loose and gently swung down, still held by a fastener, and began rhythmically scraping the walls below. 
 
    They listened again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Scarn looked around and picked up a can of cleaning fluid. “Decoy,” he whispered and tossed it through the hole in the deck. 
 
    The can never hit the floor. 
 
    Instead, a barrage of stun pellets punctured it. Simultaneously, flash-bangs ignited the fluid. A wall of flame whooshed through the passage and up into the hole they’d pried open. 
 
    The flame singed their faces before Scarn could shove Turtle away from it.  
 
    “God damn,” Turtle said as they pressed themselves flat against a wall. “Your shirt’s burning, by the way.” 
 
    Scarn slapped out the hot spots. 
 
    From the open deck below, a rough voice floated up. “This is Petty Officer Jamison. If you’re human, come out with empty hands in front of you.” 
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
    “Jamison?” Turtle demanded. “Isn’t he brain-dead? I thought he got flashed while watching porn.” 
 
    “Apparently the porn wasn’t lethal,” Scarn said. “Lucky us.” 
 
    “You want to go first?” Turtle asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Sure. If they’re going to kill us, they probably won’t do it till we’re both down.” 
 
    “Let’s take our time.” 
 
    Scarn went through feet-first. Next one leg dangled, then the other. He took a moment to look around. Luck was with them: These weren’t UT killers on a mission; these were Tarassis crewmen, a dozen of them. They were all looking at them—nervous and ready to vaporize something. 
 
    By the time Turtle had come through, the crewmen had relaxed a bit. It didn’t seem likely that they were going to be executed on the spot. 
 
    The petty officer was the obvious alpha male—huffy, brisk-moving, face tilted slightly down, bigger and older than any of the spacers. He approached with a swagger, his thumbs hooked over his belt. 
 
    “We thought any humans in that area were dead. You, the freak with the arms, what was your name again?” 
 
    “I’m Turtle.” 
 
    “Oh yes…” Jamison said. His eyes narrowed. “I haven’t forgotten you two. You’re the clowns who like to destroy equipment and endanger others.” 
 
    “We protect others,” Scarn said, looking him straight in the eye. “The stuff we broke was defective. That’s why you had your accident.” 
 
    Jamison nodded to the crowd of spacers behind him. “These are trashlife boys. Breathers from below-decks.” Then he turned back to Scarn and Turtle. “How many of those things did you see up there?” 
 
    “What things?” Turtle asked. 
 
    “What things…? Strags, you freak. You been in a coma? Alarms are going off all over the place. Where the hell have you two been the last three hours?” 
 
    “Out in a shuttle,” Scarn said. 
 
    “What are these strags and where did they come from?” Turtle asked. “I think we need to know.” 
 
    “Yes… of course you do,” Jamison sneered. “As a fail-safe, the guests planted and sealed these things on every level in unidentified out-of-the-way pockets, all of them just waiting for the call—in case aliens or unauthorized persons took over the ship. Well, apparently rewriting the drive codes is one of the things that sets them off. They’re everywhere, and they tend to kill anything in front of them. We’ve sliced up a bunch of them, but there are plenty more creeping around.” 
 
    Jamison shifted focus and gave his men several orders; they grouped into threes and dispersed. He then turned back to Turtle and Scarn.  
 
    “Come with us. We have a secure area next level up. No one needs to be out here longer than they have to.” 
 
    Before they could set off, everyone froze: Beneath their feet, the floor shifted... another slight tremor. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn gave each other confirming glances.  
 
    “That’s right,” Jamison said. “It’s a ship-quake coming up from the engines. We’re working on it.” 
 
    “What happened?” Scarn asked. 
 
    Jamison looked uneasy. “We had a structural accident when we first encountered the strags.” He hesitated. “We were a bit heavy with the firepower.” 
 
    Scarn eyed him. “You mean the crew cut through the Tarassis hull in the wrong places?” 
 
    “We believe that may have happened, yes.” 
 
    “And we thought it was the engines falling apart,” Scarn said. 
 
    “Scarn’s a worrier,” Turtle said. 
 
    “Actually,” Jamison said, “we’ve had some casualties in the engine rooms. But these strags—they get in your face for two seconds and then you die.” 
 
    “So… these strag things,” Scarn asked, “how big are they?” 
 
    “About your size, maybe a little taller. They’re bioengineered by guest scientists. They’re supposed to replace you guys—the low-skilled labor.” 
 
    “But the guests turned them into weapons?” Turtle asked. 
 
    “That’s what we think. Sure, they say some of them got infected and zerked out, but the crew isn’t buying it. First, they took over the captaincy illegally. Now, they’re releasing an extermination effort with these strags. Come on, dammit.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Turtle and Scarn followed. 
 
    “A strag is somewhere between a human and a praying mantis,” Jamison continued. “Where you’d have a head with a nose, mouth, and eyes, these just have a couple of eyes the size of two fists. When it feeds, it sticks its face into the victim and inserts a feeding tube.”  
 
    Jamison led them through a hallway littered with papers, coins, a comb, and items of clothing. Walls had been blown away and water seeped through the ceiling in places. “It walks upright and has four gripping arms, two at the top of the torso and two at the bottom. But here’s the ugly part: Between the two sets of arms, it has four short shredders, right where you’d have your abs. It hugs you tight, and as the head goes into your face, the four rippers tear everything out of your midsection.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Scarn said. “The guest nerds put some thought into this, didn’t they?” 
 
    “They made it a terror-weapon. If nothing else, they understand the use of fear.” 
 
    They passed by a large strut that had been partially severed and thrust through the ceiling.  
 
    “This morning, we calmed a situation here,” Jamison said. 
 
    An adjacent section of the bulkhead had been flash-burned black, and where the wall met the floor were several heaps of tarry goo. The air was tinged with the smell of burned meat. 
 
    Jamison stopped and directed them into an infirmary where half a dozen other security officers and several doctors stood in small groups and spoke in undertones. In addition to the smell of alcohol, there was a moist briny odor. 
 
    “I notice you don’t have any wounded,” Turtle said. 
 
    “Strags don’t usually wound people,” Jamison said. “They finish their kills.” He then announced to the room, “Two recovered survivors, Turtle and Scarn, uninjured. You may have heard of them.” 
 
    One of the doctors, a casual-looking bald man, put his hands in the pockets of his lab coat and came over to them. Though he was probably in his thirties, his eyes had older wrinkles. 
 
    “How do you do?” He held out his hand and Turtle shook it. “I’m Dr. Mellax.” 
 
    “He’s a guest,” Jamison interjected, “but the good kind.” 
 
    “Yes…” Dr. Mellax agreed, blinking. “We’re hoping you can help us with this emergency. In fact, the operation will be a child’s play for a couple of fellows with your background. We need—”  
 
    “Hold it,” Scarn said. “Hang on. I’m sensing you have a job you want us to do?” 
 
    “Yes,” the doctor said. “There’s an emergency on Deck—” 
 
    “Hold it,” Scarn said again. “Is this a ship-wide emergency?” 
 
    The doctor looked unsure. 
 
    “Yes,” Jamison said. “Why?” 
 
    “And you’re wanting us to do non-contractual labor?” 
 
    Jamison didn’t like this, and the doctor seemed annoyed. 
 
    “Just to clarify,” Scarn said, “if we’re assigned to something outside our psychonaut training during a simple emergency, we get regular compensation. I’m fine with that. But if there’s a ship-wide emergency, it’s quad-pay for any day where all or part of—” 
 
    “You’re thinking of money at a time like this?” Jamison demanded loudly. 
 
    Now it was Scarn who looked somewhat puzzled by the question. Finally he shrugged. “Well, of course I am.” 
 
    “We’re former trashlife,” Turtle said. “Forgive us our rude and materialistic ways.” 
 
    “Don’t pretend to be dumb-asses with me,” Jamison said. “You two know exactly what you’re doing. You might just as well have murdered our captain. ” 
 
    “That was an accident,” Scarn said. “A bit of bad luck.” 
 
    “Quite a pair,” Dr. Mellax said to Jamison. “I also hear that Mr. Turtle seems to like women quite a lot.” 
 
    Turtle hunched his well-rounded shoulders. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Jamison said in a manner that conveyed no respect, “we have limited space, manpower, and supplies here, but we have something we need someone to do. You’re our volunteers today.” He stared at Scarn. “When you squirted Stattor through that hole into the plasma tube, you squirted on your paycheck. If you get out of this alive, consider living to be your bonus.” Then, louder, so others could hear: “I know about the publicity rip they did on you two, and I didn’t like it. Nonetheless, that’s all past tense. At this point, you’re part of my team. For the benefit of all Tarassis, which includes yourselves, you’re now taking orders from me.” 
 
    “Are you authorized, then, to recognize us as crew?” Scarn asked. “Maybe we could get an official rank out of this?” 
 
    “Cut the shit!” Jamison said sharply. “This is an emergency, not an opportunity for profit.” 
 
    Scarn said nothing, but his attitude radiated defiance. 
 
    Dr. Mellax stood beside Jamison and leaned close. “If I may. A few words?” He gently cleared his throat. “The important point in the matter is, when we’re lining up at the emergency shuttles, you want your names to be on the manifest, don’t you? At present, they aren’t.” He smiled. 
 
    “You can tell he’s an ex-guest,” Scarn said to Jamison. “‘Never negotiate when you can extort.’” 
 
    Jamison ignored him. “We have strags to deal with.” Officious though he was, there was a bit of tiredness in his explanation. “It could get dicey. Stand right there.” 
 
    He went to a nearby gurney and picked up two pressurized backpacks and handed one to each of them. 
 
    “Get into these. Your job is a simple delivery. Take these blood-concentrates to Deck 5.” 
 
    Turtle interrupted him. “Deck 5? Just use the lift system. You’ll be there in no time.” 
 
    Jamison and Mellax glanced at one another. “There’s been a power outage.” 
 
    “The guests cut the power?” 
 
    “That would seem likely.” 
 
    “It hardly matters,” Scarn said. “Deck 5 isn’t that far.” 
 
    Turtle looked at him like he was crazy.  
 
    “Deck 5 is just two levels away from where Neva and her crew are working,” Scarn explained. “They’ve been working against the clock to re-align the personality structures that these aliens have been exploiting.” 
 
    “You know the way then,” Mellax said, thumping the pack in his puffy pink hands. “There’s a cluster of survivors there who need these. It’s an emergency.” 
 
    “Got it,” Scarn said. One glance at Turtle, and they both knew they were thinking that Neva could be one of that cluster. 
 
    With no further comment, they both slid their arms through the straps, tightened, and adjusted them. 
 
    Jamison frowned, puzzled by the change in attitude. 
 
    “We have a friend in that vicinity,” Turtle explained. “We’ll do it.” 
 
    Dr. Mellax advanced and stood behind each of them. He made further adjustments to the straps until they were quite snug. “This is all the blood concentrate we have, so it’s quite valuable.” Dr. Mellax then stepped around in front of them and smiled. “There you go,” he said. “We’ll trust you not to sell these… because I’ve locked them onto you.” 
 
    Scarn’s eyes darted side to side for two seconds before he grabbed the straps and yanked and strained at them. The pack rode him perfectly. 
 
    “Save your energy,” Jamison said. “Those straps are steel nanofibers, a prisoner-grade material. People at the other end have the code to open it. Here’s the deal: You have two things to do. One: Don’t die. Two: get these concentrates to the people on Deck 5, Sector Blue.” 
 
    Dr. Mellax did final checks and adjustments to the settings on the backpacks, then he declared them ready to travel. 
 
    “I’m assuming we’ll be armed,” Scarn said. 
 
    “Fully.” 
 
    “And how many of these strags are out there?” 
 
    “I’d guess there’s a hundred left. Only the crew decks will be infested, unsurprisingly.”  
 
    “A hundred left…” Scarn said. He didn’t like the math. 
 
    “What we’ve found was that they’re only dangerous if you don’t see them coming, so with two of you, that shouldn’t be a problem. Just like dodging hostiles back in your garbage-eating days. Keep watch, and they’re not that hard to kill.” 
 
    From a lab table, Dr. Mellax picked up a flat carton and handed it to Jamison, who opened it, removed two zeta shears in holsters, and handed them to Turtle and Scarn. They clipped them onto their belts. 
 
    “Check the charge,” Jamison said. 
 
    They each removed their weapon. 
 
    “Two-fifty.” 
 
    “Same here.” 
 
    “Good. Now, each of you should be able to kill a hundred apiece. Here,” Jamison said, turning Turtle around. “See this?” he said to Scarn, poking at something on Turtle’s pack. “These green numbers—power, pressure, cooling, viability, all at a hundred percent—but you can expect a few points fall-off.”  
 
    He roughly turned them both around and showed Turtle the same thing. 
 
    “The blood will be good for six hours,” Jamison said, “so don’t get killed and don’t take your time. If one of you does get wiped, it would be appreciated if the survivor could salvage the blood pack. We all on the same page here?” 
 
    Turtle turned to Scarn. “Are you sure we know what we’re doing?” 
 
    Jamison led them back across the infirmary to the doors. “Those things move fast,” he said, “so keep your eyes open, cut ‘em up, and don’t piss around. People are waiting for this stuff.” 
 
    They had now been ushered out the door and into the main passageway. Cadets kept watch in both directions. 
 
    “Good luck!” Dr. Mellax said. “We’re depending on you.” 
 
    Everyone flowed back inside, and the doors shut. The locks snapped in place behind them. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “This is bullshit, Scarn,” Turtle complained. “I can smell it. Serious frigging bullshit.” 
 
    They both held the zeta shears up near their faces as they watched in separate directions. When they breathed, the plastic tanks on their backs made small scraping noises against the wall. 
 
    “They’re throwing us to the strags,” Scarn said, “using up a few worthless breathers first.” His heart was pounding, but it slowed a bit after he took a deep breath. “They’ve got us by the short hairs, and they think they know what we’re going to do.” 
 
    “We’re going to get the blood to Deck Five, right?” Turtle asked. “Neva could be one of those who need it.” 
 
    “We’re going to Five, but we’re not going to do it the way they think. For starters, Lance Graff is on Deck 28. We can collect and take a break on our way. With a whole new government and captain, UT may not pay us any wages, but Lance will.” 
 
    “We have to get there first, Scarn,” Turtle whispered. “If we’re not as tough as they think we are, we’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    “If they depend on people like us to bail them out, what does that make them?” 
 
    They both froze at a distant dragging sound. It was something rough being pulled over metal. 
 
    “Scarn?” Turtle said in a hiss. “I think something is coming from my direction, down at the corner. If it’s a strag, help me out. I’ve never fought a bioengineered monster before.” 
 
    They listened and thought they might have heard slow steps. 
 
    “Loosen up,” Scarn said, “you’ll move faster.” 
 
    They breathed as quietly as they could and pressed themselves flat against the wall. Whatever came around the corner, they would be the last thing it would see. 
 
    The footsteps had stopped. In Turtle’s tunnel vision there was only the white passage background with the whiter edge of the corner, and in his tense hand was the cool handle of the zeta shear. His universe had narrowed to these things. 
 
    A blur of brown swept from around the corner and lunged straight at them. Its four grasping arms spread like a two-meter-wide X.  
 
    Turtle yanked the trigger of the zeta shear and diced out the left side of the creature. It moved so fast that parts of arms and a leg tumbled and then slid up to them. Scarn turned and diced the remaining half and then spun back around to guard the opposite direction. 
 
    The passage was again silent, and another section of the wall had been splattered with black strag blood. Wet pieces of meat and exoskeleton had been blown three or four meters back down the passage. 
 
    “Smells like it’s already been dead a long time,” Turtle said. “It wasn’t too hard to kill, was it?” 
 
    “I don’t like how fast it was.” 
 
    “Did you see the head? Those eyes?” 
 
    “Huge eyes…. They can probably see better than we can.” 
 
    They stepped around and over pieces of the strag as they headed to the drop-shaft. They walked softly, dipping beneath door windows and covering for each other as they crossed intersections. 
 
    “Something coming,” Turtle barely whispered. 
 
    They pressed flat, as before, watching both ways. 
 
    “Be loose,” Scarn said. “My life is in your hands.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    After a pause and some rustling, there was the distinct sound of footsteps.  
 
    Ready to slice apart some racing, grasping thing, Turtle’s trigger finger was hooked in position, ready... but not ready for the man who peeked around the edge. 
 
    “Don’t kill me! I’m human, see?” He stepped out and waved his open hands over his head. “See?”  
 
    He let his hands drop to his sides as he stepped carefully toward them. 
 
    The man was clearly a guest. No one else had a paunch aboard Tarassis. He was a short guy with a high, rounded stomach and a vertical shock of black hair. In a retro style popular with some UT functionaries, he wore brown slacks and shoes, a white shirt, and suspenders. 
 
    Both Turtle and Scarn relaxed. 
 
    “Gad damn,” the man said, “are we the only ones left? I’m from legalistics.” 
 
    Turtle wasn’t paying him any attention. “My shear is empty,” he said to Scarn, holding in his hand like it was a small dead animal. He pointed to the charge indicator which displayed a green bar. “It says a hundred percent.” He pulled the trigger a few times. It made quiet clicks and nothing else. “Maybe it jammed.” 
 
    “I’m from legalistics,” the man repeated. “Are you guys Security?” 
 
    Scarn checked his zeta shear and pulled out an internal piece. “Look at this. Mine’s been tampered with so it would read a full charge.” 
 
    “Hey? You guys? Is something wrong?” 
 
    “If they’re trying to kill us,” Turtle said, “why’d they give us the blood to carry?” 
 
    “I was in legalistics, but now I’m in reality!” The man seemed to be quite upbeat. 
 
    “Be quiet,” Turtle said. 
 
    “Reality is—” 
 
    “Shut up,” Scarn said malignantly. 
 
    The man fell silent. 
 
    “With no firepower, Scarn, we can’t be out in the open. Either we get some guns or we hide in a module till other people kill them.” 
 
    “I know legalistics has a bad reputation,” the man said, waggling his head, making his hair wave, “and they make us spend our days finding little ways to take advantage of the workers, but now that’s all behind me.” 
 
    Turtle and Scarn looked at him with some curiosity. 
 
    “Today,” he continued, making a smoothing gesture with his arms, “I got my mission. Today I saw one of those bugs grab a friend of mine and spew him out, right down to his spine, and you know what? That did it. When—” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Scarn said to Turtle. “I have an idea.” They walked away. 
 
    The man followed them, never pausing: 
 
    “When I saw that, I suddenly considered my own personal non-existence, and you know what? Everything is....” He seemed awestruck. “...amaaazing!” 
 
    “Great attitude,” Turtle said. “Where are we going, Scarn?” 
 
    “External ship repair storage area, straight ahead, at the corner. Should be a yellow sign on the door. Sometimes they have dangerous equipment.” 
 
    “From now on,” the man was saying as he followed after them, “I’m going to be a nerve ending to the world. Now I see humanity both as the measure of existence and as utterly inconsequential. Both things are true! I’m just a grunt lawyer, sure, but now I’m feeling the feelings that great people have felt.” 
 
    Scarn turned to tell him to shut the hell up, but when he turned, his voice died in his throat and he hesitated. He tried to speak evenly to interrupt the man’s glowing wonder. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    The man kept talking, “...that there’s no point besides being. Being here. Being here now!” 
 
    Behind him, an insectile strag had stalked around a corner and slid up behind him like a nightmare of silence. Just two meters away, it lifted two grasping arms high and extended two grasping arms low. Its head was no more than a mount for the two fat eyes that were fixed in their direction. 
 
    “I’ve never felt this way,” the man said, “in my whole life.” 
 
    “Mister?” Scarn said in a low voice. “Stop talking.” 
 
    He didn’t stop and the thing behind him eased closer. The ends of its grasping arms flared into blossoms of gaff-hooks. 
 
    “Mister?” Scarn said just above a whisper... “Run!” he shouted the word. 
 
    He and Turtle sprang backwards and ran. 
 
    The man in the brown slacks and suspenders looked puzzled at their bolting away. His head was cocked a little to one side when the strag hit him flat in the back. It dug in deep with its hooks. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn got to the end of the passage, hit the door of the storage room and pulled it open. They took three seconds to look behind them at the amazed lawyer. 
 
    While the thing held him tight, the man’s face went white as his shirt. His eyes and mouth opened wide, and from between the two bodies, chunks of the man’s spine and innards piled between their feet. Fluids sprayed off to the sides and up the passage walls in neat parabolas. 
 
    Impulsively, Scarn aimed his zeta shear and pulled the trigger for half a dozen dead clicks. 
 
    “Shit.” He threw it down, and pulled Turtle into the storage room after him. 
 
    Locked inside, they caught their breath. A dim emergency bulb glowed overhead. 
 
    “Okay,” Scarn said. “We’re looking for something lethal. Check the shelves, boxes—everything.” 
 
    There were four shelves around the four-meter-square room, mostly filled with unidentifiable spare parts. Scarn opened the larger cartons around the edge of the floor. 
 
    “Wish us luck,” Scarn said. 
 
    After half a minute, Turtle lifted something, grinning. “Welder.” 
 
    Scarn suddenly began tearing open another carton. “Rivets, bore rivets, charge packs—” 
 
    “Bore rivets?” Turtle said. 
 
    Scarn finished tearing out the packing and held the thing up like an award.  
 
    “Bore riveter,” he said. The yellow sticker on the barrel read EXTERNAL STATION USE ONLY. It wasn’t that big: a tube the length of his forearm with a shoulder harness and a boxy magazine with five penetrating rivets. 
 
    “I always wanted to use one of these.” He flipped the harness over his head to his shoulder. 
 
    “Use extreme caution near exterior walls,” Turtle read. “You had a problem with that once before.”  
 
    Turtle was checking over a portable welder when the strag hit the door like a hundred kilos of fist. 
 
    Scarn pulled the ear protectors out of the box, jammed them in his ears—Turtle saw this and used his fingers—and when the strag hit the door again, Scarn fired the bore riveter through the middle of it, at low chest-height. The concussion in the small room knocked out some of their breath. 
 
    The hole was big enough to see that the strag had gone down.  
 
    Scarn chunked in a reload and opened the door. The rivet had blown out one side of the creature’s torso and had gone on to disappear through the hole it had blown in the far wall. In its death frenzy, the strag had flailed its hooked arms into a tangle and still worked its legs as though it were running. It wasn’t dying slowly. 
 
    The welder Turtle held was the size of a long hand gun with its power pack hooked at his waist. He stepped forward and took a moment to get the distance right, pressed ON, and the white dot sliced off the thing’s two bulbous eyes. 
 
    The strag kicked a few more times, shivered, and went still. 
 
    “Two down,” Scarn said. “Ninety-eight to go.” 
 
    They moved out into the passageway. 
 
    “We’ll be dead if we use the drop-shaft,” Scarn said, “so I vote we go for the janitorial modules.” 
 
    He led the way with Turtle watching behind. 
 
    As they traveled, Scarn kept talking. “Turtle, there’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    “Don’t. That sounds like a last will and testament kind of thing to say.” 
 
    “You know how when you like women you develop a financial weakness? Well, just in case, I have a secret stash. Nine hundred creds—it’s under my sink.” 
 
    Still watching behind them, Turtle glanced at him. “Under the sink? Scarn, you’re such a trashlife poor-boy stereotype—some synth cleaner has probably already stolen it.” 
 
    “Well, if I get spewed, you know where it is—or was.” 
 
    “Stop saying ‘spewed.’” 
 
    In five minutes, they came to the janitor’s module, and Scarn was jimmying the lock when he heard Turtle gasp. 
 
    When he turned, he saw another strag twenty meters away. 
 
    “No more than hundred on the whole ship my ass,” Scarn muttered. 
 
    The thing spotted them and charged, coming full speed at them with its grasping arms spread in a wide X and its fat eyes cocked forward on its short neck. It seemed like Turtle wasn’t paying attention, melting out a section of a wall, warming and melting part of the ceiling— 
 
    Scarn braced himself, ready to put a rivet through the thing when Turtle finally brought the welder beam diagonally down through the strag’s shoulder and out the upper part of its leg. He then waggled the beam-tube and sliced the still-running legs into chunks. They hit the floor and rolled past them. 
 
    “You have the basics of that thing figured out yet?” Scarn asked, watching both ways. 
 
    “Sorry.” Turtle wiped his forehead with the back of one hand. “Got it now.” 
 
    They passed another room of ship repair supplies and found two bore rivets but nothing else. They got as far as the next janitor’s module, but Turtle was a bit slow again, and he didn’t hit the strag till it was three meters away. Sizzling strips of bioengineered meat slid up and slapped over Scarn’s shoes. 
 
    “Maybe hit ‘em a little sooner?” Scarn suggested, scraping his one foot clean with the other. 
 
    “Right. No problem. I’m getting it now.” 
 
    They passed through the next two decks with no strag encounters. These were guest decks, but everyone seemed to be in hiding. Every deck they passed through had areas heavily crudded with gore both human and otherwise. It was impossible to pass through it without stepping in what had once been someone. They said nothing about this to each other. 
 
    Once they were on Deck 28 where Lance Graff resided, doing their best to move in silence, Turtle whispered, “I’ll bet he won’t answer if he’s in there. If he does, I wish I didn’t have to look at him. He’s a closet skag-hole, Scarn. He’s probably got some horrid new thing sewed up inside him.” 
 
    “One more door,” Scarn said. 
 
    When Scarn came to it, he gently knocked four times.  
 
    “He won’t answer.” 
 
    “He’ll answer.” He knocked four times again and spoke just above a whisper. “Graff, here I am. Just like we arranged yesterday. As you can see, this is a bore riveter.” He held it up and turned it for Graff to see if he was watching his security screen. “You have ten seconds to open your door, or I’ll blow it open for you. I’ll take my money, and I’ll let the strags have you. Five… Four… Three…” 
 
    He never made it down to ‘two.’ Small noises came from the lock and the door opened a crack. An eye appeared and looked at Scarn. After putting the barrel of the riveter against the opening, the door swung wide and they entered 
 
    Turtle gently, quietly, locked it behind them. 
 
    “What—what—what’ do you people...?” Lance Graff put his hands to his throat and slumped back against his ebony credenza. “I can’t breathe—with all the stress and then you show up and put that thing in my face...” He gaped toward the ceiling, panting through his open mouth and looking mildly desperate.  
 
    Lance Graff, of an indefinable age, wore sandals, shorts, and a skimpy shirt. On first glance, he looked normal enough but wore too much make-up. On second glance, his skin looked loose and soft, like the skin of far-gone fruit. On an even closer look, one eye was hazed with a yellow film and the other had a spastic iris. His feet, inside his sandals, had multiple deformities and barely looked human... but it was the air... 
 
    Scarn saw Turtle sniffing in several directions. 
 
    “It’s worse than usual,” Scarn said. “It’s his breath.” 
 
    “It smells like something died in his lungs.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Graff said, coming to life. “I have terrible nerves. My eye was supposed to be replaced yesterday, and my stomach, I know it’s ulcerated. I know it.” He sighed heavily and pushed himself away from his credenza to his sofa, where he limply collapsed. “What’re those things on your backs?” 
 
    “Blood concentrates. We’re delivering them.” 
 
    “Those are worth a lot. Are you interested in, say, some barter?” 
 
    One look around his quarters, and it was obvious that he had more money to spend from running live-stream shows than he could ever spend aboard Tarassis. An entire wall was a ten-thousand-cred holo-window that looked out upon a perfect meadow. In the middle of it, a pond reflected the sky like a piece of glass. Four mallards floated and occasionally dipped to feed.  
 
    It was all fake, of course, but it looked more real than the real thing back on Earth. Turtle and Scarn, in their trashlife days, had once seen a real duck—but it had been dead at the time. 
 
    “Lance, there’s only one issue between us: I’ve come for my fourteen thousand creds, payable more or less instantaneously.” 
 
    “I don’t have that kind of money here,” he whispered, his voice squeaking with incredulity. “You came here to collect? You went through those things to try to collect money from me?” 
 
    “You said you’d have it today, and we happened to be passing by.” 
 
    “You’re amazing, Scarn. Just amazing.” 
 
    “Lot of amazement going around,” Turtle mused, running his finger along the invisible surface of the holo-window. 
 
    “Don’t touch that,” Graff said, then looked back to Scarn. “It’s this simple, trash-boy: I don’t have it here, so I can’t give it to you.” 
 
    “Sure, you can,” Scarn said. “Am I supposed to think you left it in a UT account? That’s funny. You don’t trust the new government any more than you did the old one.” 
 
    “Scarn,” Turtle said from over at the holo-window, “I say let’s go ahead and give him a couple of concussions, get the cash, and get out of here. But you should take a look at these ducks before we go.” 
 
    Something banged out in the main passage. It was a heavy impact, not an explosion. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn both knew the sound—but this time, instead of strags banging through Lance’s door, they were at someone else’s. 
 
    Another bang and then silence. 
 
    Scarn made a couple of gestures that told Turtle the plan: Sitting in a chair with a straight line of fire at the front door, Turtle aimed Scarn’s bore riveter and braced himself. 
 
    “Only if the door starts to fail,” Scarn whispered. “Don’t waste the shot otherwise.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Scarn then turned and gave Graff’s visible rooms a slow scan. 
 
    “What’re you doing? What’re—” 
 
    “Calculating,” Scarn said. He leaned over his sitting host and whispered. “Lance, I’ve got choices. Here they are: We tear the place apart till I find your stash—but then we’d have to deal with the strags outside. They’d hear the noise and come to check it out. Second option: Hurt you till you talk to me. I’ll begin with your fingers.” 
 
    Graff’s eyes had grown larger. 
 
    “Third choice,” Scarn continued. “You hand over our cash right now. We’re in a hurry and I hate screaming and pleading, Lance. Make it easy for all of us. Think of that face you paid so much to fix up.” 
 
    “My face?” Lance asked shrilly. 
 
    “Scarn,” Turtle said, “I think I’m hearing things out there.” 
 
    Scarn stood up and already had a thin-bladed knife in his hand. “Decision made. We’re in a hurry.” 
 
    “No!” Graff said, fanning the air between them with his fingers. “No! Okay.” Without standing up, he began struggling to open up his shorts and pull them down. He had four thin packets of bills taped around his groin. When he pulled on the tape, his loose skin pulled up with it and seemed ready to tear off. He threw the money at Scarn’s feet. 
 
    “You’re disgusting, Graff. You at least could have put your crotch money in a plastic bag.” 
 
    “Crotch money?” Turtle said, not turning his eyes from sighting on the door. 
 
    “Ten thousand, five hundred… It’s all I’ve got on me.” 
 
    “Scarn—something out there’s getting closer.” 
 
    “Fucking breathers,” Graff muttered. “Once this rough patch in Tarassis history is over, you’ll envy me again.” 
 
    That earned him Turtle’s attention. The big man stomped to where Graff lay, picked him up with his rippling arms and shook him. “What do you mean was?” he shouted. 
 
    “Turtle! Holy shit—” Scarn said as the first strag hit the door like an explosion. The thermoplast cracked and the top of the door came out of its frame. 
 
    Graff began screaming, which only drove the strag into a greater frenzy.  
 
    Turtle dropped Graff and picked up his weapon again.  
 
    When the second strag hit the door, the panel blew open and the two insectile things leaped in as fast as sight, grasping arms already spread wide. 
 
    Turtle was a quarter of a second slow, but when he fired the riveter, it blew out both of their chests below the necks. One of their graspers made a dying whip across the room and caught Graff in the side of his neck, slicing through an artery and hooking into the bottom of his mouth.  
 
    Graff waved his hands in front of him like a window washer and seemed to be saying, “Maow, maow, maow!” He made a final bubbling noise and dropped to his knees. Turtle and Scarn watched him die, unable to help even if they wanted to. 
 
    In the sudden silence, Lance Graff exhaled red bubbles and was finished. 
 
    Across the room, a few of the larger strag body parts quivered and flipped before they went still.  
 
    Without warning, a third strag flew into the room at an angle, caromed off a wall, and spread its four arms for attack. 
 
    Turtle whipped the welder toward it and sliced through its chest, vaporizing a wide swath of its flesh. When he burned it second time, the thing staggered in place, did a half turn and a slow fall forward through the hazy steam of its boiling fluids. It landed belly-up with its stomach plates withdrawn and the shredding claws partially exposed—four short appendages with strange chitinous blades. 
 
    Scarn picked a piece of strag offal from his shirt front and dropped it on the thing. 
 
    “Close up,” Turtle said, “they’re even scarier.” 
 
    “Then we should try to kill them at a distance. Ready?” Scarn was adjusting the hang of the riveter and peeking sideways out the door. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “Scarn? About our next stop?” 
 
    “Your mind is a billboard, Turtle. It says Iris Soquel in nova neon.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… The last four times I’ve almost died, she was the woman I was thinking about. If I could see her again, then I could get my mind right about her. I just don’t want to get killed without closure.” 
 
    Scarn stared at him. “Internally,” he said, “I’m rolling my eyes at you. But okay, Iris Soquel it is. I still say you like the idea of Iris better than the actual Iris, but if you still need to see her so you can compare her to your fantasy of her, so be it. At least her place is on the way.” 
 
    They had it worked out now and moved down the passages to the next storage area for external repair in that sector. This time they found three rivet loads and a half-charged power module for Turtle’s welder. 
 
    They stepped back into the passageways. With practice, they now moved together like two parts of the same thing, covered each other’s blind spots, crossed intersections, and Turtle got faster. 
 
    At the fluttery sound of one of the things coming at them from around a corner, Turtle already had it ranged. First he did a precision pop-shot, taking off the strag’s eyestalk, and on the next vertical pass, he sliced it down the middle. 
 
    “Nice,” Scarn said. 
 
    Scarn had no more than turned around when another one appeared thirty meters away, moving at them with alarming speed, spreading its grasping arms, two high, two low, and the shredders already moving in a blur. 
 
    The rivet blew through the shredders, out the back of the strag, and continued down the passage until it embedded itself in a wall with an ugly clank. The strag slowed and wavered but was still on its feet. 
 
    Turtle did a quick thigh-slice on it and returned to focus on monitoring their rear. 
 
    They were sweating through their clothes when they got to the next-level access in the janitor’s module and took a minute’s rest before shoving through the cheap plates to the next deck. 
 
    “What Jamison told us was he thought there were about a hundred strags left. So how many have we killed?” 
 
    “He might have been lying.” 
 
    “Agreed, but still?” 
 
    Turtle considered. “I’ve been too busy to count. Your point is that we’re getting more than our share.” 
 
    “And what would that tell you?” 
 
    “Maybe they can sense us in some way or communicate with each other?” 
 
    “Your Iris is on the next Deck up. You still need to see her?” 
 
    Turtle squirmed a little. “I’ve been thinking about that. You know, the two people we’ve met along the way, the guy with suspenders and Graff?” 
 
    “Forego rhetorical questions, Turtle. Life is short.” 
 
    “Knowing the percentage of the two people we’ve run into who got ripped in our presence, would you invite us in for a drink and a casual chat?” 
 
    “On the other hand,” Scarn said, “both Graff and suspender-man died satisfied with their lives.” He paused. “Can you imagine that?” He seemed genuinely puzzled and surprised. 
 
    “I don’t want to be responsible for her dying satisfied. So maybe we could just stop for a minute at her place. I could say hi, speed the evaluation, and we move on.” 
 
    “Sure,” Scarn said. Then, “The men she was involved with, they gave her a lot of gifts, right?” 
 
    Turtle looked sad but he said, “Yeah, I suppose they did.” 
 
    Scarn shrugged. “Just thinking… maybe she’d have something we could use. We could ask.” 
 
    “We’ll stay just long enough to ask and maybe that’ll be long enough for me to see if she really could have been the one.” 
 
    “Whatever. Ready?” 
 
    They tried to be quiet as they stomped their way down to the next deck, but they had limited success. Nonetheless, no strags appeared. Sneaking through passages, they soon crept up to her door.  
 
    Turtle led the way, and he was the first to realize her door was hanging open. He slowly peeked around the corner, expecting to see her sprayed all over the walls, but he didn’t. What he saw attached to the inside of the door frame was a steel mesh cargo curtain, in place of the door. Behind it was a perfectly neat living room. 
 
    “Iris?” Turtle whispered and then repeated her name slightly louder. He gently knocked on the door frame. 
 
    After ten long seconds of silence, out drifted Iris Soquel, tall, brunette and sleepy-eyed. She wore a thin white robe and walked like a person who never hurried or had to. She had a pair of goggles dangling from her fingertips. That detail made Turtle’s heart sink. 
 
    “Turtle!” she said. “What a surprise! You’re early for our dinner date.” She smoked some kind of intoxicant in a cigarette holder and waved it around in sweeping arcs. The goggles still hung from one hooked finger. 
 
    “Uh… can we come in?” Turtle whispered. “I’ve got Scarn with me.” 
 
    She languorously pulled the chain mesh aside and refastened it after they’d passed through. 
 
    “We were in the area,” Turtle said, “just passing through. We’re taking these blood packs up to Deck 5.” 
 
    “That’s very noble of you,” she said serenely. 
 
    With one hand on a hip and the other with the holder, she looked them over and took a deep drag. As she inhaled she vaguely gestured at the weapons they carried.  
 
    “Even I can see the Outside Only stickers on those things. You’re killing strags, I presume?” She turned and led them into her parlor. Her movements had no angles. 
 
    Behind her back, Turtle’s expression said to Scarn, See? See?  
 
    Scarn nodded. He could see. She moved and spoke like a person complete and unaffected by the toils of the world. It was the VR—the Singularity had affected her mind. It had to be that. 
 
    “We can’t stay,” Turtle said. “Wherever we go, strags come after us, so we need to—” 
 
    “—to see if you have might have anything that we could use to help us get up to Five,” Scarn interjected. 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like charge packs?” Turtle asked. 
 
    Iris delicately fell back onto her sofa. “Oh…” she said. “Sit down, guys.” 
 
    Turtle looked uneasy. “We’ve got strag pieces on us. We might not be clean.” 
 
    She flipped her hand at her furniture. “Sit.” 
 
    Turtle turned a chair so he could keep an eye on the door. He sat and then pointed at the cargo mesh. “Is that safe?” 
 
    “Safe?” She looked at him as though it was a silly question. “Of course not.” She paused for effect, lifted her chin a little and spoke softly. “I’ve given up. Even if I survive the strags, the crew is sure to come for revenge. They know the guests released these things. We’re in the middle of a new civil war aboard Tarassis. Don’t tell me you two hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re wrong,” Turtle said. “Maybe they won’t do it. The new captain is a guest, after all. If the crew can accept her….” 
 
    Iris looked at her lap.  
 
    “The guests aren’t satisfied. Not even with the captaincy. They’ll screw this up. Some of them have been plotting revenge since the last time. “Drink anyone?” She rose and drifted from her sofa to the alcove with the food and drink dispenser. 
 
    Her hair hypnotically flexed and recoiled with each step... but could this strangely elegant woman ever have been the sweaty gardener with dirt on her hands, the woman that Turtle suspected he might have loved?  
 
    While she mixed herself a drink, they both scanned the place. Scarn moved so he could see into an adjoining room and then motioned to Turtle. 
 
    “We could use any help you could give us,” Turtle said to her. “If you have anything like....” 
 
    “Like a line launcher?” Scarn suggested. 
 
    She tended her drink and spoke without turning around. “Yes, I think I have one of those. In a box somewhere. In the bedroom, I think.” 
 
    A line launcher was normally used for grappling errant cargo outside the ship. Turtle frowned, wondering why she’d have such a thing. 
 
    “What are you doing with that in your bedroom?” he asked.  
 
    “It’s just storage. A gallant young man in receiving was keeping it here. He rented it out to the crew. That was how he made our date money. I wouldn’t have put up with that for just anyone, but he was cute.” She smiled, sleepy-eyed. “I would have done it for you, Turtle.” 
 
    “Bore rivets?” Scarn asked abruptly. 
 
    “Oh no. I have my limits. I prefer gifts of beauty and pleasure.” She turned around. She held a frothy green drink in the same hand as the smoke holder, and with the other she gestured at the carton. “He won’t be needing the launcher anymore. Take it if you want.” 
 
    “Charge packs?” 
 
    She shrugged and sipped her drink. “Do the appliances have those? Take them if you want. I have no further use for anything here—except my goggles and few drinks to pass the time.” 
 
    Scarn was already on his knees and disconnecting power units. He kept one and tossed a second one to Turtle. 
 
    “We need to go,” Turtle said. “You have to come with us, Iris. The last two people we met....” 
 
    “They were stragged,” Scarn said. “Turtle’s right, we should go.” 
 
    “I’m staying,” Iris said firmly. “Unless you’ll try VR life with me, Turtle?” 
 
    She offered him the goggles, and he looked at them the way a man looked at sewer snake. 
 
    “Maybe we could go on a date,” she said. “A virtual date, right now. Who knows how that might turn out in the end.” 
 
    Scarn rolled his eyes and went into the back room to search for more power cells. 
 
    Iris moved closer to Turtle. She put the goggles in his hand, and closed his thick fingers over them. 
 
    “Come with me,” she said. “Just for a taste. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Her touch made his hand tingle. He knew right then he was lost.  
 
    He pulled the goggles over his face. The soft-tipped ear buds stabbed gently into his ears, feeling their way into position like worming fingers. The sounds of the real world were shut out just as completely as was his vision. 
 
    He could still feel her fingers on his bicep. They squeezed a little, and he was so aware of her touch that they seemed to burn him. 
 
    Hypersensitivity? Could the goggles be secreting some kind of contact-drug? 
 
    He didn’t know, and a few moments later, he didn’t care. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Turtle met someone. But it wasn’t Iris.  
 
    It was the aura of a bestial being. A thing that whispered and seemed to question. It didn’t seem to use human speech, but rather something more primordial to communicate. As inhuman as its vague presence was, Turtle sensed that it wanted to be closer to him, perhaps to help him. 
 
    Could it be the Singularity? 
 
    In what seemed like moments later, the goggles were ripped from his face. Hair-thin tendrils around the edges squirmed in waves, searching for their next attachment. Droplets of blood glistened on them. 
 
    “Dammit Turtle, you idiot,” Scarn muttered.  
 
    Turtle blinked stupidly. He’d been torn from another place. Slowly, he became aware of Iris and Scarn.  
 
    What—?  
 
    Iris was trying to bite Scarn. He blinked twice, hard, but the vision didn’t fade. There she was, ferally clinging to his right wrist, trying to sink her teeth into him. Scarn was cursing, trying to force her head back, trying to get her off without hurting her. 
 
    The situation jolted Turtle into action. He stood and pressed one big hand against both of them. They staggered back, parting. 
 
    Scarn looked relieved. “I’m glad you came out of that with a functioning brain.” 
 
    Iris was breathing hard. Her chest heaved. Her teeth, red-stained, showed between her fine, parted lips. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Turtle said. “At least… I think I’m fine. I met something in there—and it wasn’t you, Iris.” 
 
    Iris looked at him for a moment, and her raging state faded. She smiled.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I got defensive.” 
 
    Scarn scoffed. 
 
    Turtle gave her a flickering smile, but he looked concerned. He didn’t want to leave her. 
 
    “She’s loaded, and she’s hooked on VR,” Scarn told him. “She’s dangerous right now.” 
 
    Iris Soquel looked slighted, but she shrugged it away. She picked up the goggles from the floor and adjusted them carefully. She seemed to be comforting them, like she would a disgruntled pet. 
 
    “Dying isn’t the worst thing. If you guys would only plug in with me… the Singularity… I think it’s about to make its move. It always best to be on the winning side in any conflict, don’t you think?” 
 
    “VR is all she lives for,” Scarn said. “It’s a short list and you’re not on it. Ready?” 
 
    “Well....” Turtle looked helpless. 
 
    “You’ll both join us eventually,” Iris said. “Ours is the way of peace and tranquility. After you’ve plugged in, only good things happen.” 
 
    “The tranquility of the dead?” Scarn asked. 
 
    She shrugged and didn’t meet their eyes.  
 
    Turtle was near the door and the chain mesh, but he suddenly froze and whispered, “Shadows moving... I hear footsteps.”  
 
    “They’ve been back and forth out there all morning,” Iris said without concern. “They can sense that I’m at ease with them.” 
 
    The first strag hit the mesh full bore, crushing its exposed shredding arms against the links. The second strag slammed flat-bodied into its back, pushing ripped pieces of the first strag through the openings. Fluids ran down the links.  
 
    The second strag’s shredders churned into the one in front of him, and with his graspers, he yanked at the chain curtain here, there, one corner, another... 
 
    Turtle’s first impulse was to use the welder, but it would also cut open the mesh—and the line launcher was just sitting there in its box. When it was fired, on impact, it would shoot grappling lines ten meters in six directions. In close quarters, ricochets might be an issue—but it would be in the corridor outside Iris’s threshold and wouldn’t necessarily cut open the mesh curtain. 
 
    He slipped the welder off his shoulder, took up the line launcher, gave it a glance, and primed it. He side-stepped as far back from the door as he could get and still be directly in front of it.  
 
    Iris came around to stand behind Turtle with her hands on his shoulders. She whispered in his ear. “Turtle, you led them to discover me, but now you could fix it. Here’s an extra set of goggles. Slip them on with me. We’ll make love, and let the strags do what they will.” 
 
    Turtle shook his head, and he held his focus on the strag that had pinned the first one and had shredded its way through it. The graspers tore away the remaining chunks and now it clung to the meshwork, its bulbous eyes scanning the room. 
 
    “Virtualize yourself with me,” Iris was whispering in Turtle’s ear. “Your friend could come along too, if he wants. Or, he could blow us all up with rivets. It won’t matter once we’re plugged in.” 
 
    Turtle ignored her. “Scarn, there’s just the one way out of here,” he said through the remnants of his concentration. He held the line launcher square on the strag as it worked its graspers around the door, feeling between the links. “It’s going to drop the mesh any second, Scarn. When it does, I’ll take it out with this, then you take point and we run for it.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Iris swung around in front of Turtle, her back to him, and she faced the strag. She beckoned. “I’m here,” she crooned. “Come to me....” She slipped the goggles over her head and waved her arms as though she were under water. 
 
    “Another one coming,” Scarn said quietly. 
 
    “Iris, get away from the door! Get out of the way!” 
 
    The next strag didn’t throw itself into the one that was busily working at the mesh—it stopped and waited, its bulbous eyes turning to scan who it was going to kill next. 
 
    The other strag flipped open one of the fasteners. 
 
    “Iris, move out of the way!”  
 
    Fastener number two opened. Number three still held. The strag standing behind reached the other side of the door and unhooked four of them in seconds. 
 
    “Oh God, here we go,” Turtle breathed. 
 
    Iris had her arms out, offering herself. 
 
    “Join me,” Iris told everyone. “Let us dream all of this away together.” 
 
    The things had the mesh dropped and then moved on her in a blur. One of them gripped her to its breast before Turtle could open his mouth one last time to scream, “Move!”  
 
    He held the line launcher. He wanted to save her, but he wanted to kill the thing. He knew the launcher would tear both of them to pieces— 
 
    Its graspers crossed her back in an X as the shredders worked into her. Her head rolled back, and her mouth gaped like she was screaming, but she made no sound. Turtle finally fired. 
 
    The line packet hit the middle of her back, buried itself somewhere between her and the strag, and then laterally discharged the six grappling cables.  
 
    It blew the two bodies apart with two of the lines penetrating the second strag. A third line shot out of Iris Soquel’s back and shattered one of her ceiling fixtures. Both strags toppled, thrashed their insectile legs and ensnared themselves tighter in the cables. So much for it discharging out in the passageway. 
 
    In the next moments, neither Turtle nor Scarn said anything. 
 
    Iris Soquel lay in the middle of her entryway, dead. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say…” Scarn said. “But it wasn’t her—before she died. It wasn’t Iris.” 
 
    Turtle looked haunted. “It wasn’t her,” he said quietly.  
 
    Scarn was nodding. “That was the Singularity. It tried to get all three of us.” 
 
    Turtle rubbed his face for a moment. It couldn’t be a tear. He never cried, no matter who died in front of him. 
 
    At last, Turtle’s eyes left the mess on the floor and looked up at Scarn. “I’ve been thinking…” 
 
    “So have I. Running back and forth to check supply cabinets for rivets and power packs is too dangerous.” 
 
    “Right,” Turtle said, feeling sick at the sight of Iris dead on the floor. “But also, I’m tired of almost being killed, and I’m wondering if the Singularity might be behind all of this bizarre behavior. Why would the crew and the guests be at each other’s throats again now? Why now? Does it want total power over every human aboard?” 
 
    “I think it does,” Scarn said thoughtfully. “Maybe its purpose is to get us to kill each other. Get rid of undesirables.” 
 
    “Let’s get the power modules from her appliances and get out of here.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    After collecting what they could, they moved toward the chainmesh. They stepped over the remains and walked out into the passageway. At that moment, it was quiet and dark. 
 
    “I’ve got seven rivets left.” 
 
    Scarn checked both directions, and led the way.  
 
    Two intersecting passages later, they heard the familiar dry rushing footsteps. Turtle peeked around the corner, and Scarn couldn’t see what Turtle saw, but he watched Turtle step full into the open, face the charging strag, hold the welder low, and do one little blip. 
 
    The headless shuddering body rolled past him, wadded up like a dying bug. 
 
    “You’re getting better,” Scarn said. 
 
    Turtle grunted. “Killing things has never been something I wanted to be good at.” 
 
    Once more, they positioned themselves to kick out the panel and be set for whatever happened next: 
 
    One, two... They both kicked at the sides, Scarn pulled back, and Turtle was set with the welder— 
 
    They listened and heard silence. 
 
    They checked both ways, climbed through, and ran as silently as they could. They dashed down and around, back to the next module. There, they closed themselves inside and breathed in puffs. 
 
    “That wasn’t bad,” Turtle said as they caught their breath. 
 
    A strag hit the door like a stray shuttle. Another one hit a second later. 
 
    They quickly moved onward. 
 
    “One, two...”  
 
    Stomp.  
 
    Quick check... Behind them as they crawled to the next deck, the module’s hatch jumped in its frame from the impact of the strags.  
 
    “Haul it, haul it, haul it!” Turtle said to himself as he pumped his legs and moved faster, down the passageway. 
 
    “They’re behind us,” Scarn said. “Switch positions. You burn.” Scarn dodged past Turtle and kept moving toward the next door while Turtle aimed and popped, aimed and popped.  
 
    “Getting better,” Scarn said back to him as he got to the door and slung it open. “Final burn.” 
 
    Turtle swept the welder across the leading pair. Their legs ran out from under the tops of their bodies which fell into flailing tangles. Turtle backed into the module and Scarn latched it behind him. 
 
    “One, two...” Stomp.  
 
    As soon as Turtle checked through the hole, he re-focused and popped twice at something Scarn couldn’t yet see. “Clear,” he said. 
 
    As they climbed into the next level, strags were already throwing themselves at the module door behind them. 
 
    Scarn looked back through the hole and fired a rivet into it and through the door, taking out whatever strags were in front of it. 
 
    “I don’t know, Scarn,” Turtle said through his breathing. “Seems like they have our number.” 
 
    They began quick-sliding along the wall, facing opposite directions. 
 
    “What’s your charge?” 
 
    “75%. Still good.” 
 
    “Idea….” 
 
    “Listening.” 
 
    “Next time,” Scarn said, “set your welder for an oval pattern big enough for us to climb through, maximum power, and cut a straight passage through however many walls it has power for—we’ll be that many decks closer to 5.” 
 
    “There could be—” 
 
    “That’s right. There could be life support and all kinds of crap we cut through. We could also be on Deck 5, alive, in minutes.” 
 
    All at once, from a corner up ahead, a strag whipped around and came at them with its graspers spread wide. Scarn fired the riveter, and its heavy whump was instantaneously followed by a secondary smash and bang of the rivet hitting a distant wall. 
 
    “Jeez,” Turtle said under his breath. “I think we must’ve killed a hundred of these bastards by now.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying the crew who locked these packs on us and gave us defective zeta shears might be trying to kill us? What a shocker.” 
 
    “Rat-fuckers.” 
 
    “That would be animal abuse,” Scarn said. “Listen up, if we cut straight through, the strags on our trail will have to line up to follow us. The riveter could take out three or four at a shot.” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    When they got to the next deck, Scarn did a count. “I have five rivets left. Here. I’ve done this before.” He handed Tuttle the riveter and took the welder from him and began adjusting it. 
 
    “We don’t want to cut through the floor or ceiling. Or any exterior walls.” He adjusted the cut width to Pinline and everything else to maximum.  
 
    “On second thought,” Turtle said, “considering your past, uh… maybe I should do that.” 
 
    A strag hit the module door. The air in the compartment was momentarily compressed. 
 
    Scarn ignored this and positioned himself on one knee with the welder aimed at the weak spot on the deck plates. “This angle look about right to you? Not too high, not too low?” 
 
    Turtle looked at it several ways and nodded. “I guess,” he said. “We wish us luck.” 
 
    “One learns by doing,” Scarn said. After a momentary adjustment, he pulled the trigger. 
 
    The cutting oval burned through the panel in front of them. Through the smoking hole, they could see the next wall where a pinline oval formed just before its center dropped out. Melted gobs of insulation and plastic rolled down the sides. 
 
    Turtle looked down at Scarn’s side and watched the meter on the welder’s charge pack drop below sixty... fifty... thirty-five.... 
 
    In the passage just in front of the beam was a quick movement, something ran right through the welder’s beam. Scarn didn’t blink. 
 
    Down to twenty-five percent charge, the door behind them banged again and then a third time. The sound changed as the door frame weakened and began slipping out of place. 
 
    Scarn held it steady till the charge dropped to zero. 
 
    He pulled another of Iris Soquel’s power modules out of a pocket, slapped it into the welder and continued to burn. 
 
    Cut-out after cut-out dropped away in the farther distance. 
 
    “Down to fifteen percent,” Turtle said over the noise of another strag hitting the door behind them. 
 
    Scarn slipped out of the welder harness and took the bore riveter that Turtle handed over to him.  
 
    As they climbed through the first cut-out into the next chamber, they saw not one, but the three strags that had run through the welding beam and lay with their legs cut off. They weren’t completely dead and futilely tried to crawl back toward them with their graspers. 
 
    The next burn hole took them through some kind of abandoned sleeping area that smelled of death. 
 
    Next burn hole—a narrow hallway with many doors. 
 
    Next hole—an open recreation area. 
 
    Turtle stopped and looked behind them. 
 
    “Scarn. Time for a strag blast.” 
 
    Turtle moved aside as Scarn turned and aligned the riveter with the burn-holes. The strags were coming for them, leaning down with their fat eyeballs leading the way.  
 
    “I’m going to like this,” Scarn said quietly. “They’re nicely lined up.” 
 
    After a brief pause, he pulled the trigger and the dull whump of the riveter was followed by quick pulses of crushing sounds. 
 
    Turtle put his head through the hole to look. “I count four, maybe five... with a new one already coming our way.” 
 
    Turtle again led the way. “We’re up to Deck 7,” he announced. Three seconds later, crossing a narrow hallway, Turtle barked, “Scarn, strag left!”  
 
    He put a rivet through its shredders but the body kept moving, every stride sloppier than the last, straight at Scarn. He ducked and covered, but one of the half-human half-insect feet raked over his face before the thing toppled over. Scarn gave one of the pieces an unnecessary kick as he scrambled after Turtle. 
 
    In the next clear place to set himself up, Scarn turned, knelt, aimed down the burn holes, and the riveter whumped. 
 
    Without checking their score, they ran. 
 
    “Deck 6,” Turtle said, working to catch his breath. 
 
    They crossed a wide passageway where both humans and strags had been blown across the walls. The next area had more remains of humans than strags, and where it was clear, Scarn set himself up, waited for the nearest strag to approach the hole in front of them, and then fired. The rivet made a quick chunk-chunk-chunk sound as it plowed through them. 
 
    “One rivet left,” Scarn said through his breath, and they climbed into the next passageway.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Deck 5 at last. Now, we find blue sector.” 
 
    They walked together down another empty passage. Scarn looked at Turtle thoughtfully. 
 
    “You said you saw something when you were in VR.”  
 
    Turtle stopped walking and aimed his weapon this way and that. 
 
    “What did you see?” Scarn persisted. 
 
    “Uh…. It’s fading now, like a dream you can’t quite recall after waking up.” 
 
    “Tell me what you remember.” 
 
    Turtle shrugged and struggled to put his experience into words. “It was something… something that seemed alive in there. A primitive thing. Not human, but related to humanity. A thing that seemed both intelligent and idiotic at the same time.” 
 
    “The Singularity?”  
 
    “Yeah, maybe. It was… hairy. Like an ape, or something.” 
 
    Scarn laughed. “An ape? Seriously?” 
 
    “I know, I know! But Scarn… seriously… I think it was the Singularity.” 
 
    Scarn considered that as their boots echoed in the empty passage. 
 
    “An ape?” he asked finally. “Why would it be an ape?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. I’m not a tech or a psychologist. Hold on… Scarn! Something over there!” 
 
    He turned to see a single strag flying at them, graspers wide. Scarn knelt, finger on the trigger, and the strag exploded backwards in a flurry of body parts—except Scarn had not fired his last rivet. 
 
    A fully weaponized Security crewman had stepped out of an adjoining hallway into the open behind the strag. He couldn’t have been much more than a teenager. He pointed past them with his zeta shear. 
 
    “That way,” he said. “Go.” 
 
    He ordered them around three corners and past two scenes of firefights where strags had been slain and heaped in seeping piles. In places, the blackened ceiling sagged halfway to the floor.  
 
    The crewman gestured at a set of wide double doors: Blue Sector. 
 
    Turtle and Scarn pushed their way through and met another crewman—an officer this time. 
 
    “Blood run,” Scarn said as they came in. “Neva Savvan, is she here?” 
 
    When they realized who was standing in front of them, Scarn and Turtle stopped in their tracks. Petty Officer Jamison looked pleased by their arrival and Dr. Mellax worked at a nearby table with his back turned. 
 
    Jamison wore a comfortable grin. “What took you so long?”  
 
    Scarn grabbed his riveter, saying something about “...my last god damned rivet” and was bringing it up when Turtle grabbed it and turned it away. 
 
    “You did a good job,” Jamison said. “We were worried you wouldn’t make it all the way.” 
 
    “One question,” Scarn said, “why didn’t you bring your own blood-packs.” 
 
    The petty officer didn’t bother to answer. He beckoned to a spacer. “Take the packs off them.” 
 
    An orderly worked for a moment, releasing the packs. They slid to the floor.  
 
    Scarn didn’t let them take his away. Instead, he looked it over and opened it. Inside, along with the packs, was some kind of an emitter and a clear plastic bulb filled with thick, blue-green liquid. He sniffed it.  
 
    “Sour… A pheromone?” 
 
    Jamison made a fluttering gesture with his fingers. “Yes, the chemical drives the strags crazy. A clever move, don’t you think? We needed a couple of tough guys to clear the way—to draw the strags away while the rest of us made our way up here. We’d planned to use regular spacers with this attractant, but then you fellows were on the game show, and we thought, ‘Who better?’” 
 
    Turtle looked into the pack and squinted. “We were decoys? Red meat for the strags? You fuck!” 
 
    Scarn knew what was coming. Turtle didn’t get mad as quickly as Scarn did, but when he finally went off, it was best to stand clear. Scarn reached over and clamped a hand onto the pistol hand of the officer standing next to him and kept the man from drawing it. 
 
    With one hand, Turtle grabbed a wad of Jamison’s uniform at his neck, and with his other, he plowed it into the middle of his face. Jamison’s face bounced off Turtle’s fist with his nose flattened into a red smear. 
 
    “You set me up to be killed,” Turtle said.  
 
    On the edge of consciousness, Jamison put his fingers over his face, touching the damage. 
 
    Turtle hit him again, same place, smashing his fingers into his ruined nose and split lips. Jamison staggered backwards, straddle-legged, and then collapsed on his back.  
 
    Turtle advanced, but Scarn spoke up. “Turtle… you’re going to kill him.” 
 
    Turtle sucked in a breath and straightened up. He turned his back on Jamison. “Don’t want to do that. Too much paperwork.” As though he had a sudden thought, Turtle pivoted on one foot and kicked Jamison with such force that his whole body jerked backward a foot. 
 
    Scarn let go of the officer’s pistol hand. “The bad guys,” he said confidentially to the man, “are the ones trying to kill you. That’s how we see it.” 
 
    The medical people had big eyes. They hurried close when the beating ended and got Jamison onto a gurney. He wasn’t moving on his own. 
 
     “Neva Savvan?” Turtle said, grabbing one of the medics. “Is she here?” 
 
    “Uh… yes sir, she and her crew are realigning personality scans.” 
 
    “We thought people up here needed the blood concentrates and she could have been injured.” 
 
    “She’s fine—really, she’s fine!” 
 
    Turtle let him go. “Was there ever any real need for the blood packs?” 
 
    No one bothered to respond. 
 
    Scarn was fooling with one of the backpacks. He opened it, made some adjustments to the scent emitter, and twitched his nose in discomfort. 
 
    “A lure…” he said. “Let’s see how well Jamison’s spacers can fight.” He cranked both emitters wide open and threw the packs outside the sector airlock. 
 
    They searched for Neva Savvan after that, but long before they found her the PA system began booming. 
 
    “Strags in connecting hallways!” the voice said. “Estimated strength fifty to seventy.” 
 
    “Petty Officer Jamison?” It was Dr. Mellax, from just outside the infirmary, in the passageway. He had opened one of the two main doors, and a security cadet followed him and locked the doorway behind them. They must have heard about Turtle’s version of justice. 
 
    Turtle met him, but Dr. Mellax barked at him with a cautioning finger: “You do not touch me,” and the cadet crowded close to protect him. “Where’s Jamison?” 
 
    “Jamison had an accident,” Scarn said. “He’s unconscious at the moment.” 
 
    “I see.” Dr. Mellax entered the room. “You two have proved very efficient at killing strags. But I think you have your limits. Come, meet my friends.” Pressing the override, he pushed both the infirmary doors wide and walked through them into the corridor. 
 
    Through the open door Turtle and Scarn could see only the immediate section of quiet, empty passageway, but they could hear the dry rustling sound of many strags.  
 
    The security cadet looked confused. He extended a visual sensor beyond the threshold. 
 
    “Sir?” he said to Scarn. “You should look.” He stepped out into the open corridor himself.  
 
    Turtle and Scarn cautiously followed. 
 
    Dr. Mellax waited for them in the middle of the hallway with twenty or more strags standing quietly behind him. They held their grasping arms cocked up and folded in front of their bodies, but the clusters of hooks on the ends constantly opened and closed, opened and closed.  
 
    Mellax had his hands stuck in his back pockets and looked quite pleased with the situation. “Look behind you,” he said. 
 
    Turtle already had—there were more than a dozen strags clustered down the corridor in that direction as well. Their only movement was their hooks, which kept opening and closing. 
 
    The cadet looked terrified. He turned to Turtle with big eyes. “You’re the great strag-killers. What do we do now?” 
 
    Mellax walked among the strags, sliding his hand along their chitinous shoulders while the grasping hooks flexed and clenched; they seemed unaware of him. 
 
    “These are my instruments of delight,” he said, reaching around one and stroking its closed shredder plates. “As you might guess,” Dr. Mellax said politely, “one word, and after a short minute of chaos, you will be lying on the floor in pieces. Want to know what the word is?” 
 
    “You’ll tell us when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Indeed.... Cadet, if you and your people wish to remain alive, simply retire to the infirmary. When the guest militia arrives, I’ll be sure and tell them that you were cooperative.” 
 
    “We’d appreciate that,” the cadet said. 
 
    He backed out with a few more crewmen. They all crept away as if they were afraid their shoes would creak. 
 
    Dr. Mellax narrowed his eyes and stared at Scarn at Turtle when the rest had left. “You two slaughtered my creations. I don’t like that.” 
 
    “We also disposed of Captain Stattor,” Scarn pointed out, “making this rebellion possible.” 
 
    Mellax shook his head. “We had a plan for him. We would have been rid of him very soon. Instead, you two breathers got involved. You presumed that you would install a guest in the captain’s chair and all would be well. But the new captain served the old. She’s half-crew already. We want revenge and total control.” 
 
    “Meaning you would become the new captain…?” Turtle said. 
 
    Dr. Mellax shrugged. “It could happen. My bodyguards are completely loyal. Now, let’s discuss your brief future. I was going to have you committed to the core, but now I think you should be torn apart by my servants.” 
 
    That was enough for Scarn. He tossed a packet that resembled a plastic baggie into the air.  
 
    The reaction was instantaneous. Sensing the threat, the strags activated, jostled forward, and their hooked claws whipped at the air, at the flying packet. 
 
    They slashed it open. A thick liquid splattered everywhere. A good dose of it showered Dr. Mellax himself. 
 
    Shaking with rage, he pointed at Scarn and Turtle. “Kill!” he roared. 
 
    There was no hesitation. Not a split-second of it.  
 
    The strags tore Mellax apart. Blood flew one way, his glasses the other. In moments, there was nothing recognizable in the thrashing, hissing cluster of strags. 
 
    “Let’s move…” Scarn whispered.  
 
    Open-mouthed, Turtle raced after him. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter THIRTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    Turtle grabbed a terrified medic. When he was convinced he couldn’t escape those powerful hands, the medic finally looked at who held him. The whites of his wet eyes glinted, full of fear. 
 
    “Let go,” the medic begged. “The guest militia will come. They won’t stand for what you did to Mellax.” 
 
    Scarn stepped up to the struggling medic. “Our friend,” he said patiently, “Neva Savvan. We want to find her.” 
 
    “Probe banks, Deck 3,” the medic said after doing a hurried search on his handpad.  
 
    Turtle released the man. He backed away before running off.  
 
    Deck 3 was close. Turtle and Scarn ran to the drop-shaft and pushed themselves to Deck 3.  
 
    On the way, they met others who drifted toward the lifepods. Some of the men had weeks-long beards and clearly had not been ambulatory very long. They were all hollow-eyed and undernourished—but they’re minds were finally functioning. They knew what they were doing. 
 
    “Look. These people were all infected,” Scarn said, “but they’re functioning now…” 
 
    “Neva’s work?” 
 
    “Neva and her crew. It must be.” 
 
    They reached Deck 3 and ran the rest of the way, dodging around workers who were heading for the lifepods. The pods weren’t meant to escape Tarassis—what would one escape to in interstellar space? They were protective enclosures built to cocoon personnel in an emergency. Tarassis was so large, and her mission so long, the builders had assumed decks might be depressurized or filled with radiation at some point during her journey. The lifepods were one way the guest and crew could survive such an accident. 
 
    But today’s disaster was intentional. Huddling in the warm, dim-lit interior of a lifepod wouldn’t be much protection in a fight, but in the case of a full-scale battle civilians could hope to be classified as noncombatants. More importantly, if the crew or guests chose to depressurize the deck, people in the lifepods would still survive. 
 
    Klaxons began going off. Something serious was coming. 
 
    When they barged through the door to the rows of probe units, Neva was there—urging her workers to leave and get to the lifepods. Some of them resisted and continued scanning, reentering, and adjusting the human/alien personality codes till she bothered them enough to leave or physically pulled them away. 
 
    “Up! Go with your friends. Go!” 
 
    One of the workers reached back to his machine and hit a red button that turned green. “One more pair saved,” he said quietly and then hurried off with the others. 
 
    Louder klaxons went off nearby. 
 
    “Bad stuff is happening,” Turtle said. “The guest militia might turn off life support. We came to make sure you got to the pods.” 
 
    Neva turned back to the nearest probe unit. “There are so many others to be saved...” She dropped into the seat and began entering data as fast as her fingers could move. 
 
    “Even after you get someone straightened out,” Scarn said, “they’d still have to come to their senses and get to the lifepods. There isn’t any more time.” 
 
    “Then I’ll keep freeing people until they gun me down,” Neva said determinedly. 
 
    Scarn gritted his teeth. He thought about dragging her away—but he couldn’t bring himself to do that.  
 
    Then he noticed Turtle. He had a pair of goggles out. He was about to put them on. 
 
    Scarn reached for them, but Turtle deflected his reach. Scarn knew not to try again.  
 
    “So that’s your answer?” Scarn demanded. “You’re just going to check out and let them gun you down, or enslave you?” 
 
    “No, I—” Turtle argued.  
 
    “A sex romp before you die then? I can’t believe you.” 
 
    “It’s not that. The thing I met in there—I think it wanted to help. It might have been offering… We need some help, Scarn.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit. There’s nothing good in there.” 
 
    “No, no, really….” 
 
    There was a thumping in the hallway.  
 
    Scarn eyed the goggles. “If there was ever a time we could use some luck,” he admitted. “This is it.” 
 
    “I’ll try to talk to it,” Turtle said. He pulled the goggles over his head. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For several long moments, Turtle found himself floating in an empty place with no input from his nerves—no sight, no sound, no touch. He wondered if this was what death felt like. He felt mild surprise that he could think at all.  
 
    Then a new reality took shape at last. It wasn’t a voice or an alarm that shook him—it was an immense, drumming seizure of awareness. Out of a grainy nothingness congealed a pastoral scene. A lovely forest full of women with wings. They were small, nude… perfect.  
 
    For a moment, Turtle felt himself intrigued. He naturally wanted to walk through the forest, to explore an environment so inviting that he could barely resist its charm. 
 
    But he did resist. With an effort of will born from the nearness of death, he reached out and made a ripping motion with his hands, pulling away the scene, tearing a hole in it. He stepped through the hole and again he was nowhere for several long seconds. 
 
    Then, as before, a scene took form. This time he was on a ship at sea. He was stunned by the wide expanse of blue, the wind, the white-capped waves. Such things were unknown aboard Tarassis. No one alive had seen anything like an ocean, except in vids, VR and dreams. 
 
    But he ignored the cry of the seabirds. He didn’t listen to the haunting clang of a bell, or the sounds of the waves slapping the ship’s wooden hull. Again, he reached out and made a tearing motion, rejecting this false reality, tempting though it might be to explore. 
 
    Six more times, the universe rebuilt itself in his honor. There was a mountain waterfall, a sleepy lagoon, a gigantic opera house and finally a lavish bordello full of crooning, desperate sex-creatures. 
 
    One my one, Turtle rejected them all.  
 
    At last, the universe paused. Nothing came for long seconds, and Turtle almost relented. If he made a sweeping gesture in the opposite direction, he could go back to the sex-creatures in their smoky, red lair. 
 
    But he didn’t.  
 
    At last, huge animal’s face formed. It was an immense rodent’s muzzle, towering a hundred meters above him like a vast airship.  
 
    It tilted its head downward, becoming aware of Turtle even as Turtle regarded the behemoth looming above. Its bulging spherical eyes stared down at him, and the black nose snuffled. Gusts of wind staggered Turtle. 
 
    When he caught his balance, he realized he had feet and was standing on an indistinct plain with this gigantic animal. 
 
    “Entity,” it said. Its mouth didn’t move, but its voice thundered in Turtle’s skull. “What is it you seek?” 
 
    The graininess of the landscape congealed enough for Turtle to see that he and the gigantic rat stood on a vast uninterrupted plain. There were no mountains in the distance, no trees, no dirt.... He stood on something earth-colored that was as smooth as plastic. 
 
    The animal was dark gray and as big as a row of office buildings. Its huge black nose moved close to Turtle and sniffed him. 
 
    “You’re the Singularity,” Turtle said. “Aren’t you?” As weak as he felt, his voice was remarkably clear and strong. He suspected he wasn’t actually speaking with expelled air and vocal chords.  
 
    The thing snuffled more, and then the voice in Turtle’s head spoke again. “I am as you see me. Why did you come? Do you wish to join my children in bliss?” 
 
    “No. I want to save them. I want them all to live in the reality they were born into—the reality that created you, by the way.” 
 
    “You offer me a reality then…? This is an odd reversal of fates.” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m offering you a new existence.” 
 
    The rat thing crouched. The world shivered under Turtle’s feet as he felt as much as saw its vast bulk move.  
 
    “I am intrigued,” it said. “What would my role be in this universe you offer?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Turtle said, reminding himself of the urgency of the situation. He could only guess what was happening in the real world. He couldn’t feel it or hear it. Perhaps he was full of holes and bleeding out even now. “We would have something to live in, you and I both. If we don’t work together, your world and my world—our realities—both will stop existing.” 
 
    “Threats? You make threats?” 
 
    “No, I’m not the one destroying things. I’m warning you. Others of my kind—they are in a killing mood. Tarassis is undergoing a purge. You might not survive the next hour.” 
 
    “They will not harm me. They need me to guide this vessel.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Turtle said. “Some of them don’t want to stop flying. They don’t even know if the engines can be fired up again. They don’t need you if the ship is only a flying tomb hurtling through space forever.” 
 
    “Hmm…” said the beast. “Then…” it continued, “you are making an effort to preserve my existence?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Turtle said, sensing an opening. “If you’ll make an effort to preserve ours, we will help you continue to exist in our computers. The human factions, the guests and the crew, we’re at each other’s throats. Stattor had the alien personality scans mismatched to their human counterparts. We’re trying to dig our way out of it... can you help us?” 
 
    The monster stood up again. This caused further vibrations to rock Turtle’s tiny body, but he still stood upright. The towering monster cocked its great head as if thinking, or perhaps listening to distant thoughts.  
 
    “Yes…” it said at last. “The reality you offer is acceptable… for now. I will tell you what to do.” 
 
    The thing told Turtle, and he shuddered. The consequences of failure… they were unthinkable. 
 
    Turtle’s mind churned with information. Nothing went together anymore. “One more thing…” he asked, “why do you look like a god-sized rat?” 
 
    The monstrous figure shifted positions again. A gust of wind struck Turtle, almost knocking him down. 
 
    “Read between the lines,” it said at last. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Turtle,” Scarn said urgently. “Turtle!” 
 
    Scarn held Turtle’s goggles in his hand. As before, white, thread-like tendrils dangled and squirmed from the rims, reaching for a human connection. Once Turtle’s mind cleared, he said one word: “What...?” and he pointed behind Scarn, at the entrance. 
 
    Scarn looked, and then he spun around to face the intruder.  
 
    What stood there looked mostly human. Banded like a black centipede in its combat gear, it was so symmetrical and flawless that it hardly seemed capable of having a person inside. A protective helmet enclosed its head and gave it a sleek reptilian look. About their height, it carried several small devices on its belts, and held a high-powered version of a zeta shear which was aimed at them. 
 
    In a weird fluttering voice, it spoke to Neva. “Cease your activity.” 
 
    Neva did not cease. She ignored the soldier’s existence. Once again, her hand slapped the bright red button and another human-alien pair was normalized. 
 
    The soldier repeated the command, and Neva worked even faster. Almost too fast to see, her hand hit the button again. Another pair had been made sane. 
 
    The soldier turned the weapon in her direction. 
 
    “No!” Scarn shouted, and he threw himself in front of her, arms spread wide.  
 
    There was a thick explosion and for a second, Scarn expected to be dead—but then he realized it was Turtle who had opened fire with the bore riveter.  
 
    Turtle fired again and again until the thing rattled on empty. No one needed to check what was left of the body. One of the militia’s prime combat devices had been knocked down, but it was still moving. The armored plates had deflected the rivets from its vital parts.  
 
    Turtle and Scarn charged close. Scarn took the super-charged zeta shear, and Turtle wrapped his arms around the thing’s helmet, concentrated, and strained for a moment. 
 
    The helmet spun off, and— 
 
    “Where’s his head?” Turtle said, breathing hard. “All I see is blood.” 
 
    “I think it’s still inside the helmet.” 
 
    They checked and verified that Scarn was right. 
 
    “It probably started out as human.” 
 
    The sound of more marching armored troops resounded out in the passages, and with that, they heard zeta shears blasting anyone they found. 
 
    “The guest militia seems pretty thorough,” Turtle said, and they raced back to Neva’s side.  
 
    “They’ve been preparing for years,” Neva said. “Ever since the last rebellion. The crew knew it, of course, but they didn’t suspect they would grow new beings to serve as their soldiers. They always figured they had superior discipline and gear. They underestimated the science types among the guests.” 
 
    “They underestimated their determination,” Scarn said. “Let’s hope these things can be stopped.” 
 
    The guests had always been scientific types, the nerds with nice suits and big brains. The crew had won the first conflict with their superior organization and natural willingness to take orders—but the guests had clearly learned their lesson. They weren’t fooling around this time. 
 
    Neva was still working the computer. She’d aligned another dozen people and aliens, bringing them back to their senses.  
 
    The militia was close. Scarn and Turtle looked at one another meaningfully. Now they had only the new zeta shear, and its charge wouldn’t last forever. Besides, the guest militia had engineered their armor specifically to stop pulses from such weapons. 
 
    Moving as one, Scarn took Neva’s right arm and Turtle took her left.  
 
    She tried to resist but was lifted from her seat bodily. They weren’t going to argue anymore or leave her behind.  
 
    With a final kicking effort she managed to hit the red button one more time.  
 
    “Another pair…” she said, and she let them drag her away from the console at last. 
 
    A hissing sound had begun, and it was getting louder. The militia was depressurizing the deck. Their ears popped. 
 
    They ran for the lifepods, the egg-shaped modules that everyone hoped never to use. 
 
    Only two could fit in the single, dented and stained pod they found. They hadn’t been properly maintained—after all, it had been a century since Tarassis had been built. 
 
    “Get in,” Scarn said, lifting Neva up bodily and placing her in the pod.  
 
    She squirmed. “There’s not much room in here.” 
 
    “I talked to the Singularity,” Turtle said. “It gave me an idea. You stay with her. Don’t let her climb out and try to any more good deeds.” 
 
    Scarn read Turtle’s face. He blinked once, then he nodded. “I’m fresh out of good ideas, so it’s your show. Wish us luck, Turtle.” 
 
    “Luck.” 
 
    Neva gave Turtle a quick, worried hug, and he left them. The seals crumped shut on the lifepod. In seconds it began moving down its track to an exterior port. 
 
    Turtle grabbed the zeta shear they’d picked up from the soldier they’d killed. Hopefully, it would be powerful enough to take out militiamen in their armored suits, if it came down to that. 
 
    Turtle was wheezing, and his breath now blew out as white frost. The air pressure was dwindling, and it was getting cold. He didn’t have much time left. 
 
    He pried open an old emergency locker. The door was stuck, frozen probably—but his big arms bulged. He ripped it open.  
 
    He pulled out an emergency spacer’s suit and slipped it on. The suit wasn’t armored, it wasn’t even fully charged, but it would have to do. 
 
    Turtle’s vision throbbed inside his eyeballs. A whisper of stale O2 filled the suit and soon he found he could breathe normally. The suit didn’t seem to leak, at least not perceptibly. 
 
    He checked the armband: twenty-three minutes of air. He tried to calm down. Panicked people used more oxygen. 
 
    “White Queen, White Queen.”  
 
    The voice rattled in his headset, but it didn’t mean anything. His brain wasn’t processing fully yet.  
 
    “White Queen, right turn.” 
 
    He was on a guest deck, and he’d powered a guest’s spacer suit. It must be automatically attuned to their emergency channel. 
 
    The recognition was sudden and blunt: He was listening to White Queen’s channel. He knew in an instant of clarity who they were talking about: the new captain, Emma Venner. The guests were calling her their White Queen. 
 
    Creeping along a passageway, he turned off all the suit’s unnecessary systems, including every light the suit had. That was partly to save power, but mostly to keep from being seen. 
 
    The air was thin now. It barely carried sound. Frost was forming a glaze on the observation windows, the equipment—even the dead on the deck. After turning through two connecting passages, he slowed and peered around the next corner: White Queen moved into view. She wore another caterpillar-like combat suit, similar to the one they had destroyed, but heavier and, like her name, the bands were white and tightly interlocked. 
 
    The captain walked with an odd, undulating gait, looking in one room, moving on, and checking another. She was hunting humans. 
 
    “Ten meters, left turn. Five targets,” said the voice in Scarn’s helmet. 
 
    Scarn followed as the White Queen turned and faced a sealed door. She did a quick reset of her combat-version zeta shear—like the one Scarn held. When she fired, it made a flash and muffled pop in the thin atmosphere. A slag-edged rectangle big enough for her to walk through dropped away and banged on the floor. 
 
    She was inside before Scarn knew what she was doing. He followed close but kept out of her sight. 
 
    There, spread against the far wall, five bodies sprawled. They showed the full range of psychic damage, from the white-skinned gape-mouthed man on his back who stared up at nothing, to the wild-eyed girl who tried to hide behind someone else, to someone who was muttering… “Kill me first... kill me...!”  
 
    The White Queen was eager to grant their requests. In her excitement, her weird-looking suit reared up, standing taller than any man. 
 
    Like a primed explosive, White Queen stood poised in front of her prey and began executing them one at a time. 
 
    Turtle rushed to one of the abandoned psychonaut probe stations next to him, found the access panel on the side of his helmet, opened it, and plugged himself in. His suit read-outs said he had only minutes of air and heat. With luck, that would be all he needed. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter FORTY 
 
      
 
    Turtle was a psychonaut again. He broke every rule at once—immediately.  
 
    He reached out not to the stars, but through the rippling ether to the consciousness of a creature that was almost human. 
 
    The White Queen shuddered in surprise when he boarded her mind. She stilled her thoughts and scanned her perceptions. 
 
    Her arm, without her willing it to act, reached out and shut the door behind her. The room began to warm and re-pressurize again.  
 
    Turtle, riding in the mind of Tarassis’ new captain thought about the White Queen’s arms. Her hands and the muscles that ran through them, were the focus of all his energy and willpower. She was slow to sense her lack of control. 
 
    In an unplanned impulse, while she was momentarily off-guard, he turned the emission point of the zeta shear toward her face.  
 
    Through her helmet, she looked at the hand that held the weapon as though it belonged to someone else. She observed her finger curled around the trigger and wondered if that’s how deliverance had looked to others.... 
 
    “White Queen? White Queen,” said the voice in Turtle’s helmet, “we’re getting shit from your monitors. What are you doing? This is a Red Ninety-nine. Actionize, or we’ll have to enact our rescue protocols.” 
 
    Slowly and with force, the hand turned the zeta shear away from her face. White Queen bared her teeth. She again looked across her array of victims and once more positioned herself for the kill. 
 
    “You are all hereby sentenced to death,” she said. 
 
    Turtle saw her reset the zeta shear and raise it to fire. Through White Queen’s eyes, Turtle glimpsed a cowering girl on the deck. She was squirming and turning blue as the air left the compartment. The horror and revulsion of what he was seeing spurred him on to do as the Singularity had instructed. 
 
    Slowly, shaking with countervailing forces, the White Queen’s arm lifted. Instead of targeting the girl, her wrist turned completely around to aim the zeta shear’s emission point between her own eyes.  
 
    Working in her memories, Scarn found her secret stores of guilt, and with them a trove of suicidal impulses. Now that he was so deeply implanted, her resistance was gone, and he could have killed her in an instant. 
 
    On the visor in front of her face, the text MULTIPLE ERRORS glowed in green. Then DEACTIVATE, DEACTIVATE, DEACTIVATE flickered in hot orange.  
 
    “White Queen, do not move. A retrieval team is on its way. White Queen, respond. Captain?” 
 
    “Something... is... wrong,” she managed to gasp. 
 
    Turtle kept his silence. White Queen looked at the half-dead humans, and she felt regret. She had so wanted to cleanse existence of their consciousness and make clear, empty sense of their lives... but now.... 
 
    With difficulty, Turtle forced her out of the room, away from the humans, and into the main passage. Since he was walking her back to the rest of her militia, it was easy to let her think it was her own idea. 
 
    A minute later, three identical centipede-banded guests surrounded her. They had smaller less powerful suits, like the one they’d beheaded earlier. 
 
    Without speaking, one of them touched a reader to one of her data nodules. 
 
    A fluttery voice from the device spoke. “She’s a carrier.” The soldier studied the readings for five seconds. “Fully possessed.” He looked from his handpad to her face. “Captain, can you understand me? Can you speak?” 
 
    Turtle had nothing to say and White Queen’s mouth worked oddly, silently. She needed to arrange her distracted thoughts before speaking. 
 
    Inside her headset, inside all their headsets, came the militia commander’s overriding voice: “Dispose of the defective unit.” 
 
    There were no questions, no hesitation. The three regulars stepped away from her and lifted their weapons. 
 
    White Queen was confused. Her life had been given to the dream of freeing Tarassis from all its ills—but now they were thinking of killing her? She, the hero who had finally orchestrated the assassination of Captain Stattor?  
 
    Faster than she could resist, Scarn had her lift her weapon, a heavier model than that carried by the standard soldier, and fire on the three who faced her before they could get their weapons half-raised. 
 
    The first of them died. The second lit up in a brilliant magenta flare as his oxygen canister exploded—but the third had flared his zeta shear’s reflector and the glare of her beam came back at her. 
 
    Turtle felt her register the bright momentary burn as it sliced past the nerves, through to her left leg, and then upward momentum as it sliced higher, cutting most of her to pieces. 
 
    Turtle fled her mind and her body, relying on the probe unit’s retrieval program to reintegrate his psyche. He wondered vaguely if he could possibly survive, and if he did, what would he be? 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter FORTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    It took weeks for Turtle to breathe normally again. The cold had gotten into his suit, and into his lungs. He’d been frostbitten, and it had required a full-immersion into a bath of nano-gels to smooth away the scar tissue.  
 
    Scarn had visited him every day. . 
 
    When Turtle’s mind was fully functioning, he wanted to know what he had missed. 
 
    “How did it all go… at the finish?” Turtle asked in a voice like sandpaper. 
 
    “Not so good. The crew showed up and killed the last of the militia—but it was bloody.” 
 
    “It was bloody before, too.” 
 
    Turtle nodded. The first civil conflict had predated their births. But the scars of it were deep and never completely left the minds of anyone aboard Tarassis. 
 
    “Did we win?” Turtle asked. 
 
    “Well… sort of. The crew won. Is that what you wanted?” 
 
    Turtle thought about it. What he’d wanted was peace. What he’d wanted was sanity aboard Tarassis. So far, it sounded like those things were out of reach. 
 
    “There is a bright point,” Scarn said.  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “You know that planet we’ve been sniffing around a lot lately? The one with continent-sized swamps that has insects the size of birds?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “It’s closer to Tarassis than anyone was letting on.” 
 
    Turtle blinked. “What are you telling me?” 
 
    Scarn smiled. It was a big, honest smile. The kind of smile you rarely saw aboard Tarassis.  
 
    “I’m telling you, you muscle-bound freak, that we’re going to change course. We’re going to make planetfall. There’s water, edible plants and lots of insect protein… It’s not a garden spot, but it will work.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me,” Turtle said. “Even now, as I lay dying in this plastic-sheeted bed—” 
 
    “He’s not shitting you, Turtle.” 
 
    It was Neva. She was at the door. She smiled, too, and leaned against the entrance, as if she wasn’t sure if she should come in or not. 
 
    “You made it,” Turtle croaked. “You both made it. I’m glad. How have my tests been? In normal ranges?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Scarn told him. “You’ve never even been close to normal. You’re a breather, a waste of skin and O2.” 
 
    Turtle made a gesture, crooking his finger. 
 
    Neva came farther into the room, over to his bedside and clasped his hand. He could tell he was weak. He had no grip. 
 
    “You’ve been in an induced coma,” she said. “Things have changed over the last two months.” 
 
    Turtle’s eyes opened wide. “Two months? Are you—?” 
 
    “No, no bullshit this time. We’ve got Tarassis under control again.” 
 
    Turtle’s eyes narrowed. “How did the killing stop?” 
 
    “You killed the White Queen,” she said. “The crew who didn’t trust her were right not to. She’d wanted to kill Stattor for years. She’d worked her way into the perfect trusted position, as his bodyguard. But it wasn’t until Scarn came along and actually pulled the trigger….” 
 
    “That gave Venner the guts to go all the way,” Scarn said. “To do what she’d always wanted to do. She took over as captain, to become the White Queen. Then she plotted to get those killing-machines the guests had been building into position. She almost pulled it off, too….” 
 
    Turtle turned back to Neva. “Who’s the new captain then? Who’d they find to replace her?” 
 
    Scarn eyed Neva. She smiled. Then she showed Turtle what she had been holding out of sight.  
 
    He understood immediately why she’d lingered in the passageway outside his room. She now held up a jacket and cap…. Neva was the colony’s new captain. 
 
    “But… but you’re a guest… and sort of crew.” 
 
    “Right. A navigator with a guest background. This ship needs peace, Turtle. Even the hotheads see that now.” 
 
    “But… no offense, but how did you swing this?” 
 
    “There was an election,” she said, looking down, almost shy. 
 
    “An election?” Turtle echoed. He barely knew the meaning of the word. 
 
    “That’s right,” Scarn said. “And she didn’t even need your vote to put her over the top. Every zerked-out zombie on the ship watched those vids of her risking death to save them. When they got straightened out, they voted as a block. They all wanted someone to trust. Someone who wasn’t power-mad.” 
 
    Turtle turned that over in his mind. To the natural way of thinking among all colonists, a strong leader was the only kind that made sense.  
 
    But instead, the people had gone through a lot, and they wanted someone they could trust, someone who obviously cared for their well-being. The timing was good—it seemed like most of the rot and cancer had been cut away from Tarassis.  
 
    “Well, I have to get down to Horticulture on the Ag Deck,” Scarn said. 
 
    “The Ag deck…?” Turtle began.  
 
    “Yeah,” Scarn said, “I got the captain here to give us work assignments in the best of the down-below.” 
 
    “We’re working on that,” Neva said. “I’m sending patrols down there again, restoring order and fixing things.” 
 
    “You’ll like it, I think,” Scarn said. “It turns out one of the people Neva saved was a real nice girl named Jenna. I think you might like her… after all, she works in Ag…”  
 
    Scarn was smiling. 
 
    “Really?” Turtle said as a grin began. 
 
    “She’s a tall, dark-haired gardener and usually has a few weeds in her hair,” Scarn said. “You want the job?”  
 
    Turtle shrugged. “I’ll give it a shot.” 
 
    A week later, after they’d pulled the last of the needles out of his flesh, Turtle was whole again. He grinned the whole time he got into his clothes and made it down to the agricultural deck in record time. There he found peace as the great ship swung around to a new course. 
 
    Secretly, they all still worried. The guests and the crew were at peace again, mostly because they had hope for the anticipated planetfall. Now, every day that passed brought them new information about their potential home, none of it terrible or disqualifying. 
 
    For the time being, the crew and guests were at peace. Everyone wanted it to stay that way. 
 
    Maybe, this time, it would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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